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DONALDINA CAMERON HOUSE 
 
 

Application No.:  LBR-2016-17-059 
Business Name:  Donaldina Cameron House 
Business Address:  920 Sacramento Street 
District:   District 3 
Applicant:   William Vigna, Director of Finance & Operations 
Nomination Date:  January 20, 2017 
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BUSINESS DESCRIPTION 
The Donaldina Cameron House (“Cameron House”) is a 501(c)(3) non-profit family resource center located in 
the Chinatown neighborhood. Founded in 1874, the Cameron House provides services such as youth 
activities, food distribution, leadership training, meals, and social services to the Chinese-American 
community. The origins of the Cameron House can be traced back to the opening of the Occidental Mission 
Home for Girls in 1874, a home founded by a local Presbyterian Church whose purpose was to intervene on 
behalf of vulnerable young Asian women that were smuggled into the country and sold as commodities 
during the “Yellow Slave Trade.” The Occidental Mission Home for Girls rescued these young girls and 
women and taught them life skills and faith. In 1895, Donaldina Cameron, a 23 year old sewing teacher, 
arrived at the home to teach and eventually became the superintendent two years later. She continued to 
uphold the home’s mission to rescue and educate girls victimized by violence and abuse despite receiving 
ongoing threats by those whose “profits” were hampered by her success. In 1942, the home was renamed 
the Donaldina Cameron House and by the time of Donaldina’s death in 1968, the organization had become a 
“national icon” and was credited with rescuing and helping over 3,000 girls escape brutal enslavement.  The 
Cameron House began to take on a new role and provide new services to the community after the repeal of 
the Chinese Exclusion Act in 1943, when the needs of the Chinatown community began changing. The 
organization expanded to now include faith-based programs for youth in addition to social services for 
women. The organization also offers counseling, domestic violence intervention, food distribution, adult ESL, 
and youth afterschool and summer programs, among other services. For over 100 years, the Donaldina 
Cameron House has continually served and provided support to low-income and immigrant Asian youth, 
women and their families. 
 
CRITERION 1: Has the applicant operated in San Francisco for 30 or more years, with no break in San 
Francisco operations exceeding two years? 
 
Yes, the applicant has operated in San Francisco for 30 or more years, with no break in San Francisco 
operations exceeding two years: 
 
920 Sacramento Street from 1874 to Present (143 years). 
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CRITERION 2: Has the applicant contributed to the neighborhood's history and/or the identity of a 
particular neighborhood or community? 
 
Yes, the applicant has contributed to the Chinatown neighborhood’s history and identity. 
 
The Historic Preservation Commission recommended the applicant as qualifying, noting the following ways 
the applicant contributed to the neighborhood's history and/or the identity of a particular neighborhood or 
community: 
 
• The Donaldina Cameron House is associated with offering services to low-income and immigrant Asian 

youth and families in Chinatown. 
 
• The Donaldina Cameron House has contributed to the Chinatown community’s history and identity 

through its rich history as a rescue agency for young girls during the “Yellow Slave Trade” and by 
adapting to and providing services for the changing needs of the community. 
 

• The 1908 property has been previously evaluated by the Planning Department for potential historical 
significance. The property has been designated an Article 10 City Landmark (Landmark Number 44) and 
is considered a “Category A Property.” 
 

• The business has been cited in the following publications: 
 The Examiner, 12/19/2013, “Chinatown alleyways renamed in honor of community members,” by 

Jessica Kwong. 
 SF Examiner, 7/6/2017, “Cameron House to hold annual carnival for Chinatown kids.” 

 
CRITERION 3: Is the applicant committed to maintaining the physical features or traditions that define 
the business, including craft, culinary, or art forms? 
 
Yes, The Donaldina Cameron House is committed to maintaining the physical features and traditions that 
define its role as a historically significant service agency and humanitarian organization in Chinatown. 
 
HISTORIC PRESERVATION COMMISSION RECOMMENDATION 
The Historic Preservation Commission recommends that Donaldina Cameron House qualifies for the Legacy 
Business Registry under Administrative Code Section 2A.242(b)(2) and recommends safeguarding of the 
below listed physical features and traditions. 
 
Physical Features or Traditions that Define the Business: 
• Commitment to offering community services to low-income and immigrant Asian youth and families. 
• Exterior clinker bricks. 
• Gas lamps that were used in the early 1900s. 
• Tunnels running through the basement from a time when Donaldina used to hide from local Chinese 

gangs. 
• Location in Chinatown. 
• Staff recommends that all interior and exterior features outlined in the landmark designation be included. 
 
CORE PHYSICAL FEATURE OR TRADITION THAT DEFINES THE BUSINESS 
Following is the core physical feature or tradition that defines the business that would be required for 
maintenance of the business on the Legacy Business Registry.  
• Assisting Chinese-American individuals and families. 
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STAFF RECOMMENDATION 
Staff recommends that the San Francisco Small Business Commission include Donaldina Cameron House 
currently located at 920 Sacramento Street in the Legacy Business Registry as a Legacy Business under 
Administrative Code Section 2A.242. 
 
 
Richard Kurylo, Manager 
Legacy Business Program 
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Small Business Commission 
Draft Resolution 

 
HEARING DATE AUGUST 14, 2017 

 
DONALDINA CAMERON HOUSE 

 
LEGACY BUSINESS REGISTRY RESOLUTION NO. _________________________ 

 
 

Application No.:  LBR-2016-17-059 
Business Name:  Donaldina Cameron House 
Business Address:  920 Sacramento Street 
District:   District 3 
Applicant:   William Vigna, Director of Finance & Operations 
Nomination Date:  January 20, 2017 
Nominated By:   Supervisor Aaron Peskin 
Staff Contact:   Richard Kurylo 

legacybusiness@sfgov.org 
 
 
ADOPTING FINDINGS APPROVING THE LEGACY BUSINESS REGISTRY APPLICATION FOR 
DONALDINA CAMERON HOUSE, CURRENTLY LOCATED AT 920 SACRAMENTO STREET. 
 
WHEREAS, in accordance with Administrative Code Section 2A.242, the Office of Small Business maintains 
a registry of Legacy Businesses in San Francisco (the "Registry") to recognize that longstanding, community-
serving businesses can be valuable cultural assets of the City and to be a tool for providing educational and 
promotional assistance to Legacy Businesses to encourage their continued viability and success; and 
 
WHEREAS, the subject business has operated in San Francisco for 30 or more years, with no break in San 
Francisco operations exceeding two years; or 
 
WHEREAS, the subject business has operated in San Francisco for more than 20 years but less than 30 
years, has had no break in San Francisco operations exceeding two years, has significantly contributed to 
the history or identity of a particular neighborhood or community and, if not included in the Registry, faces a 
significant risk of displacement; and 
 
WHEREAS, the subject business has contributed to the neighborhood's history and identity; and 
 
WHEREAS, the subject business is committed to maintaining the physical features and traditions that define 
the business; and 
 
WHEREAS, at a duly noticed public hearing held on August 14, 2017, the San Francisco Small Business 
Commission reviewed documents and correspondence, and heard oral testimony on the Legacy Business 
Registry application; therefore 
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BE IT RESOLVED that the Small Business Commission hereby includes Donaldina Cameron House in the 
Legacy Business Registry as a Legacy Business under Administrative Code Section 2A.242. 
 
BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED that the Small Business Commission recommends safeguarding the below 
listed physical features and traditions at Donaldina Cameron House: 
 
Physical Features or Traditions that Define the Business: 
• Commitment to offering community services to low-income and immigrant Asian youth and families. 
• Exterior clinker bricks. 
• Gas lamps that were used in the early 1900s. 
• Tunnels running through the basement from a time when Donaldina used to hide from local Chinese 

gangs. 
• Location in Chinatown. 
• Staff recommends that all interior and exterior features outlined in the landmark designation be included. 
 
BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED that the Small Business Commission requires maintenance of the below listed 
core physical feature or tradition to maintain Donaldina Cameron House on the Legacy Business Registry: 
• Assisting Chinese-American individuals and families. 
 
______________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
I hereby certify that the foregoing Resolution was ADOPTED by the Small Business Commission on 
August 14, 2017. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

_________________________ 
Regina Dick-Endrizzi 
Director 

 
 
 
RESOLUTION NO. _________________________ 
 
Ayes –  
Nays –  
Abstained –  
Absent –  
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Application No.:  LBR-2016-17-059 
Business Name:   Donaldina Cameron House 
Business Address:   920 Sacramento Street 
District:   District 3 
Applicant:    William Vigna, Director of Finance & Operations 
Nomination Date:   January 20, 2017 
Nominated By:   Supervisor Aaron Peskin 
 
CRITERION 1: Has the applicant has operated in San Francisco for 30 or more years, with no 
break in San Francisco operations exceeding two years?  X Yes   No 
 
920 Sacramento Street from 1874 to Present (143 years). 
 
CRITERION 2: Has the applicant contributed to the neighborhood's history and/or the identity of a 
particular neighborhood or community?  X Yes   No 
 
CRITERION 3: Is the applicant committed to maintaining the physical features or traditions that 
define the business, including craft, culinary, or art forms?  X Yes   No 
 
NOTES: NA 
 
DELIVERY DATE TO HPC: June 22, 2017 
 
 
Richard Kurylo 
Manager, Legacy Business Program 
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DONALDINA CAMERON HOUSE 
Section 4: Written Historical Narrative 

CRITERION 1 

a. Provide a short history of the business from the date the business opened in San Francisco 
to the present day, including the ownership history. For businesses with multiple locations, 
include the history of the original location in San Francisco (including whether it was the 
business's founding and or headquartered location) and the opening dates and locations of all 
other locations. 

1874 — Occidental Mission Home for Girls 

Founded in 1874 by the Presbyterian Church as the Occidental Mission Home for Girls, the 
home's initial purpose was to intervene on behalf of vulnerable young Asian immigrants. 
Forbidden from legally entering the United States by the Chinese Exclusion Act, these girls and 
women were smuggled into the country and sold as commodities in what came to be known as 
the "Yellow Slave Trade.” Sold into slavery, often by their own families, and trapped into bogus 
"contracts" that made it impossible to buy their freedom, many thousands of immigrant 
women died as prostitutes and domestic servants in San Francisco. 

The Occidental Mission Home for Girls, the "Home" as it was known then, rescued these girls 
and taught them skills and faith. 

1895 — Donaldina Cameron 

At the tender age of 23, Donaldina arrived at the Occidental Mission Home for Girls as a sewing 
teacher. Two years later, without any prior experience, she became the superintendent. Little 
did she realize that the next 40 years would find her dashing through alleys and across rooftops 
to save thousands of Chinese girls from indentured servitude and human trafficking. Although 
her life was threatened by those whose profits were hampered by her success, she continued 
rescuing and educating the girls victimized by violence and abuse. 

A great challenge for the Home came on April 18, 1906, when the great San Francisco 
earthquake and fire woke the girls in the early morning. Although the Home withstood the 
initial shaking, it was ultimately destroyed by dynamite as the city attempted to stop the fire 
from spreading. Donaldina and all the girls found safety in the East Bay while the Home was 
rebuilt in the same location at 920 Sacramento Street, where it still stands today. 

Donaldina retired from the Home in 1934, and in 1942 it was renamed the Donaldina Cameron 
House. 

By the time of her death in 1968, Donaldina had become a "national icon" and is credited with 
helping 3,000 girls escape brutal enslavement. 



1940s — Chinatown Families 

With the repeal of the Chinese Exclusion Act in 1943 and the falling numbers of girls being 
rescued throughout the late 1930s, the needs of the Chinatown community were changing. In 
response to the growing number of families needing support and a safe place away from the 
racism of greater San Francisco, Cameron House began expanding its services to offer faith-
based programs for youth in addition to social services for women. 

Continuing Mission —Adapting to the Needs of Chinese American Families 

The mission of Cameron House services has evolved over the years resulting in the 
comprehensive family service organization it is today. Thanks to thousands of volunteers, 
devoted staff, committed Board members and enthusiastic supporters, Cameron House 
provides a wide variety of programs to Asian youth and families. As part of Donaldina's 
heritage, we are proud to offer services like: counseling; domestic violence intervention; food 
distribution; adult ESL (English as a Second Language) and computer classes; support groups; 
youth afterschool and summer programs; sports, arts and camping experiences; leadership 
development; and volunteer opportunities. Today we serve over 1,000 low-income immigrant 
children and families. 

b. Describe any circumstances that required the business to cease operations in San Francisco 
for more than six months? 

Business ceased operations in San Francisco for one or two years after the 1906 earthquake 
and fire as the building was being rebuilt. 

c. Is the business a family-owned business? If so, give the generational history of the 
business. 

Not applicable. 

d. Describe the ownership history when the business ownership is not the original owner or a 
family-owned business. 

Donaldina Cameron House has been a nonprofit organization since its founding. 

e. When the current ownership is not the original owner and has owned the business for less 
than 30 years, the applicant will need to provide documentation of the existence of the 
business prior to current ownership to verify it has been in operation for 30+ years. Please 
use the list of supplemental documents and/or materials as a guide to help demonstrate the 
existence of the business prior to current ownership. 

Not applicable. 



f. Note any other special features of the business location, such as, if the property associated 
with the business is listed on a local, state, or federal historic resources registry. 

The building that houses Donaldina Cameron House is a registered landmark by the City of San 
Francisco: Landmark #44. It was constructed in 1907 after the original building was destroyed in 
the 1906 earthquake and fire. The building is also on the historic registry with the Presbytery 
USA. 

CRITERION 2 

a. Describe the business's contribution to the history and/or identity of the neighborhood, 
community or San Francisco. 

Donaldina Cameron House is a faith-based organization that has provided support to Asian 
women and their families for 143 years. Started by the Presbyterian Church as the Occidental 
Mission Home for Girls in 1874, its initial purpose was to intervene on behalf of young, Asian, 
immigrant females (some younger than the age of 10) who had become vulnerable and 
disenfranchised upon arrival into the United States. These women and girls were smuggled into 
the United States thereby circumventing immigration laws that excluded them. Asian women 
were commodities that were bought and sold (by their own families in many cases) as property 
in a system that became known as the "Yellow Slave Trade." Bogus “contracts” were created to 
enforce this system of slavery in which Asian women became domestics or prostitutes. The 
contractual conditions specified insurmountable recourse for women to purchase their own 
freedom. The number of Asian immigrant women who died in enslaved conditions in San 
Francisco was in the thousands. Miss Donaldina Cameron came to the Occidental Mission Home 
as a sewing teacher; she stayed 40 years devoting her life as a missionary creating a foundation 
and tradition of competency assisting Asian women who were victimized by violence and racial 
discrimination. Throughout the century, the mission of "... serving urban youth, adults and 
families through leadership, development peer group counseling, group support, crises 
intervention, education and advocacy" has continued without interruption. 

b. Is the business (or has been) associated with significant events in the neighborhood, the 
city, or the business industry? 

Cameron House has been a part of the Chinatown fabric through its social services work for 143 
years. In its very early history, Cameron House and Donaldina Cameron were part of helping 
young girls out of the slave trade of Chinese girls. 

The organization is a survivor of the 1906 earthquake and fire. The original building was 
destroyed but Cameron House was rebuilt at its current location at 920 Sacramento Street. 
Clinker bricks that were used back in that era are very noticeable today.  

c. Has the business ever been referenced in an historical context? Such as in a business trade 
publication, media, or historical documents? 



There are numerous works about Donaldina Cameron and Donaldina Cameron House, including 
the following publications:  

1. Gloria G. Harris and Hannah S. Cohen (2012) “Women Trailblazers of California: Pioneers to 
the Present (Donaldina Cameron (1869–1968), Angry Angel of Chinatown).” 
(https://www.arcadiapublishing.com/Products/9781609496753) 

2. Laurene Wu McClaine (1983). "Donaldina Cameron: A Reappraisal." Pacific Historian. 27: 
24–35. 

3. Kirsten Twelbeck (2012). "Chinatowns in a Transnational World: Myths and Realities of an 
Urban Phenomenon (The Donaldina Cameron Myth and the Rescue of America, 1910-
2012)." Routledge. pp. 135–163. (https://books.google.com/books?id=FbisAgAAQBAJ) 

4. Mildred Crowl Martin (1977). “Chinatown's Angry Angel: The Story of Donaldina Cameron.” 
(https://sfpl.bibliocommons.com/item/show/1171866093_chinatowns_angry_angel) 

Other texts: 

• "Ming Quong: a History of Rescuing Chinese American Girls." EMQ FamiliesFirst. 
Retrieved 22 April 2016. (http://upliftfs.org/ming-quong-a-history-of-rescuing-chinese-
american/). 

• Carol Green Wilson: Chinatown Quest, (Stanford, California, Stanford University Press, 1931 
and 1950). 

• Pascoe, Peggy. (1990). Relations of Rescue: The Search for Female Moral Authority in the 
American West, 1874-1939. New York: Oxford University Press. 

• Kristin and Kathryn Wong: "Fierce Compassion, The Life of Abolitionist Donaldina Cameron" 
(Saline, Michigan by New Earth Enterprises, 2012). 

• Hasley, Karen J.: "Gold Mountain" (Denver, CO: Outskirts Press, 2012) character in work of 
fiction. 

d. Is the business associated with a significant or historical person?  

Yes, Donaldina Cameron. 

The youngest of seven children, Donaldina was born in New Zealand and moved with her family 
to California when she was two. During her childhood, Donaldina had very little contact and 
experience with immigrant populations. Family friend Mary P.D. Browne - the former president 
of the Women’s Occidental Board of Foreign Missionaries - took Donaldina to the Presbyterian 
Home in an effort to expose Donaldina to the world around her. At the home, Donaldina met 
Margaret Culbertson and became a sewing teacher. Culbertson and the Presbyterian Home 
acted as a place of refuge for freed indentured female Chinese servants, where they could be 
safe from the outside world and get an education. Together, Culbertson and Cameron worked 
to rescue Chinese immigrants until Culbertson’s death in 1897. 

https://www.arcadiapublishing.com/Products/9781609496753
https://books.google.com/books?id=FbisAgAAQBAJ
https://sfpl.bibliocommons.com/item/show/1171866093_chinatowns_angry_angel
http://upliftfs.org/ming-quong-a-history-of-rescuing-chinese-american/
http://upliftfs.org/ming-quong-a-history-of-rescuing-chinese-american/


Two years after Culbertson’s death in 1897, Donaldina Cameron became superintendent of the 
Presbyterian Home at the young age of 25. She continued the mission of the Home, saving 
young Chinese immigrant women from indentured service. Contemporary sources referred to 
this work as "the only foreign mission enterprise ever carried on in the United States.” 

Many friends and relatives of these girls would leave secret messages for Donaldina at the 
Presbyterian Home indicating the house where a girl was held captive. Often, the Tongs, which 
nicknamed her “Jesus Woman,” would threaten Cameron and the home. She once even spent a 
night in a San Jose jail while seeking the release of a Chinese woman. However, Cameron 
continued her mission. She was often dubbed the “Angry Angel of Chinatown,” which would 
later become the title for a biography. 

In April 1906, the great San Francisco earthquake and fire forced the evacuation of the 
Presbyterian Home. Donaldina was able to save records that gave her guardianship over the 
girls at the home, thus ensuring their safety from being forced back into servitude or 
prostitution. The Home itself was destroyed in the earthquake. It was rebuilt in 1907 at 920 
Sacramento Street, where it still stands today. 

Cameron also wrote extensively, seeking to gain financial support for her mission, in 
publications like Women and Missions and a pamphlet titled "The Yellow Slave Traffic." This 
writing often furthered orientalist depictions of Chinese women, but also challenged popular 
preconceptions that such women were incapable of integrating into American society. 

Donaldina also founded two homes for Chinese children. Many of these children were orphans 
or the children of the rescued women. The Chung Mei Home served young boys, while the Ming 
Quong Home was for girls. The former Chung Mei house is today part of the Windrush School in 
El Cerrito, California, and the Ming Quong Home is now a part of Mills College in Oakland, 
California. In 1935, a third Ming Quong home--the "baby house"--was founded in Los Gatos, 
California. Younger Chinese American girls were taken care of here until they were old enough 
(age 13) to move to Oakland. That home today is part of nonprofit EMQ FamiliesFirst. 

e. How does the business demonstrate its commitment to the community? 

The mission of Cameron House services has evolved over the years resulting in the 
comprehensive family service organization it is today. Cameron House serves the needs of low-
income and immigrant Asian youth and families in San Francisco. Thanks to thousands of 
faithful volunteers, devoted staff, committed Board members and enthusiastic supporters, 
Cameron House provides a wide variety of programs to Asian youth and families. As part of 
Donaldina’s heritage, we offer services like: counseling; domestic violence intervention; food 
distribution; adult ESL and computer classes; support groups; youth afterschool and summer 
programs; sports, arts, and camping experiences; leadership development; and volunteer 
opportunities.  Today we serve over 1,000 low-income immigrant children and families. 

f. Provide a description of the community the business serves. 



Cameron House serves low-income and immigrant Asian youth in San Francisco. Many of our 
participants are in Chinatown, but we serve all San Franciscans.  

g. Is the business associated with a culturally significant 
building/structure/site/object/interior? 

Yes, 920 Sacramento Street is Landmark 44 in the San Francisco historic registry. The building 
was built right after the 1906 earthquake. The site has housed many girls escaping the 
indentured servitude in Chinatown.   

h. How would the community be diminished if the business were to be sold, relocated, shut 
down, etc.? 

If the organization were to shut down, many families would be left without low-cost after 
school services and domestic violence counseling and case management. This would diminish 
the quality of life for this neighborhood and city. Losing a space for low income, non-English-
speaking community members would diminish their quality of life. 

CRITERION 3 

a. Describe the business and the essential features that define its character. 

We are a nonprofit organization located in Chinatown. Our youth and social services have been 
a part of the fabric of this neighborhood for over 100 years. The historical rescues by Donaldina 
Cameron have resonated with the generations of families of the rescued. They give to 
Donaldina Cameron House and provide for a lasting legacy. The actual building itself, made of 
clinker bricks right after the great 1906 earthquake, remind the community of the long lasting 
legacy this nonprofit work has provided. 

b. How does the business demonstrate a commitment to maintaining the historical traditions 
that define the business, and which of these traditions should not be changed in order to 
retain the businesses historical character? (e.g., business model, goods and services, craft, 
culinary, or art forms) 

Our commitment to this part of San Francisco to provide social services and meet the needs of 
the community dates back to when Donaldina Cameron saved her first child from slavery in the 
late 1800s. We honor that by providing domestic violence counseling for women. We also 
provide programs that meet the needs of today’s community in the spirit of the work that has 
been done in our over-100-year history. 

c. How has the business demonstrated a commitment to maintaining the special physical 
features that define the business? Describe any special exterior and interior physical 
characteristics of the space occupied by the business (e.g. signage, murals, architectural 
details, neon signs, etc.). 



The main physical feature is our clinker bricks on the outside of the building. We also still have 
gas lamps that were used back in the early 1900s. They are not in use, of course, but are still 
visible. We have tunnels running through our basement from a time where Donaldina used to 
hide the girls from local tongs (Chinese gangs). 

d. When the current ownership is not the original owner and has owned the business for less 
than 30years; the applicant will need to provide documentation that demonstrates the 
current owner has maintained the physical features or traditions that define the business, 
including craft, culinary, or art forms. Please use the list of supplemental documents and/or 
materials as a guide to help demonstrate the existence of the business prior to current 
ownership. 

The building owner, Presbytery of San Francisco, has owned the building since it was 
constructed in 1907. Presbytery of San Francisco owned the previous building as well, prior to 
the 1906 earthquake, where they did mission work.  
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DONATE

WE'RE ON A MISSION

To empower generations of Chinese-American individuals and their families to fully

participate in and contribute positively toward a healthy society. We put our Christian

faith into action to help people learn, heal, and thrive.

Founded in 1874, Cameron House has a unique place in the heart of San Francisco’s

Chinatown, where we have served the changing needs of individuals and families in the

community for generations.

Mission & History

Home › About Us › Mission & History
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OUR ROOTS ARE DEEP

At the tender age of 23, Donaldina arrived at the Occidental

Mission Home for Girls as a sewing teacher. Two years later,

without any prior experience, she became the superintendent.

Little did she realize that the next forty years would find her

dashing through alleys and across rooftops to save thousands

of Chinese girls from indentured servitude and human traf-

ficking. Although her life was threatened by those whose

profits were hampered by her success, she continued rescuing

and educating the girls victimized by violence and abuse.

Founded in 1874 by the Presbyterian

Church as the Occidental Mission Home

for Girls, the home’s initial purpose was

to intervene on behalf of vulnerable

young Asian immigrants. Forbidden from

legally entering the United States by the

Chinese Exclusion Act, these girls and

women were smuggled into the country and sold as commodities in what came to be

known as the “Yellow Slave Trade”.

Sold into slavery, often by their own families, and trapped into bogus “contracts” that

made it impossible to buy their freedom, many thousands of immigrant women died

as prostitutes and domestic servants in San Francisco.

The Occidental Mission Home for Girls, the “Home” as it was known then, rescued

these girls and taught them skills and faith.

1874 - OCCIDENTAL MISSION HOME FOR GIRLS

1895 - DONALDINA CAMERON
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A great challenge for the Home came on April 18th, 1906,

when the great San Francisco earthquake and fire woke the

girls in the early morning. Although the Home withstood the

initial shaking, it was ultimately destroyed by dynamite as the

city attempted to stop the fire from spreading. Donaldina and

all the girls found safety in the East Bay while the Home was

rebuilt in the same location at 920 Sacramento Street, where

it still stands today.

Donaldina retired from the Home in 1934, and in 1942 it was

renamed the Donaldina Cameron House. By the time of her

death in 1968, Donaldina had become a “national icon” and is

credited with helping 3,000 girls escape brutal enslavement.

With the repeal of the Chinese Exclusion Act in 1943

and the falling numbers of girls being rescued through-

out the late 1930s, the needs of the Chinatown com-

munity were changing. In response to the growing

number of families needing support and a safe place

away from the racism of greater San Francisco, Camer-

on House began expanding its services to offer faith-

based programs for youth in addition to social services

for women.

1940'S - CHINATOWN FAMILIES

CONTINUING MISSION - ADAPTING TO THE NEEDS OF CHINESE

AMERICAN FAMILIES
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The mission of Cameron House services has evolved

over the years resulting in the comprehensive family

service organization it is today. Cameron House serves

the needs of low-income and immigrant Asian youth

and families in San Francisco. . Thanks to thousands of

faithful volunteers, devoted staff, committed Board

members, and enthusiastic supporters like you, Camer-

on House provides a wide variety of programs to Asian

youth and families. As part of Donaldina’s heritage, we

are proud to offer services like: counseling; domestic

violence intervention; food distribution; adult ESL and

computer classes; support groups; youth afterschool

and summer programs; sports, arts, and camping expe-

riences; leadership development; and volunteer oppor-

tunities.  Today we serve over 1,000 low-income immi-

grant children and families.

Rooted in the Christian faith and our Presbyterian heritage, we believe that God calls

us to be an empowering presence in the community. We provide a safe place, are a

trusted friend and advocate, meet people where they are, and walk with them as they

fulfill their lives. We are a resource for people to explore faith and spirituality, and we

believe and share Christian principles:

Our work is a manifestation of God’s love–we demonstrate God’s loving kind-

ness through our service and stewardship.

All people are welcomed. Every person is worthy of love and respect and will

be treated as such.

We promote justice for all.

FAITH STATEMENT

VALUES STATEMENT

Page 4 of 6Mission & History - Cameron House

6/21/2017https://cameronhouse.org/about-us/history/



June 12 - July 28, 2017

Summer Programs Start June 12!


SHARE THIS

Our values guide our behavior toward each other and the people we serve. They em-

brace our demonstration of God’s love through acts of kindness and sensitivity in all

that we do and say:

Community. We value our shared legacy with the Chinese immigrant commu-

nity, with the Cameron House community, and our partnerships in the greater

community.

Authenticity. We are honest and genuine; we respectfully speak the truth with

compassion and loving kindness that affirms and enriches each individual and

our community as a whole.

Servant leadership. Our leadership approach is geared to advancing the com-

mon good. In order to lead, we must also follow, contribute as peers, and

serve in our communities.

Accountability. We hold ourselves and each other accountable in the work we

do and the communities we serve. We evaluate, learn and apply the

knowledge gained to strengthen our impact and advance our mission.

 Facebook  Twitter  Google+  LinkedIn

Cameron House empowers generations of Chinese American individuals and their families to

fully participate in and contribute positively toward a healthy society. We put our Christian

faith in action to help people learn, heal, and thrive.
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English

920 Sacramento Street

San Francisco, CA 94108

415-781-0401

info@cameronhouse.org

Contact Us
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Case Number 2017-008057LBR; 2017-008059LBR; 2017-008060LBR 
Cinderella Bakery and Café; Donaldina Cameron House; Elite Sport 

Soccer 

Filing Date: June 22, 2017 
Case No.: 2017-008059LBR 
Business Name: Donaldina Cameron House  
Business Address: 920 Sacramento Street 
Zoning: RM-4 (Residential-Mixed, High Density)/ 
 65-A Height and Bulk District 
Block/Lot: 0224/008 
Applicant:  Donaldina Cameron House 

920 Sacramento Street  
San Francisco, CA 94110 

Nominated By: Supervisor Aaron Peskin, District 3 
Staff Contact: Stephanie Cisneros - (415) 575-9186 

stephanie.cisneros@sfgov.org 
Reviewed By: Tim Frye – (415) 575-6822 

tim.frye @sfgov.org 
  
BUSINESS DESCRIPTION 

The Donaldina Cameron House (“Cameron House”) is a 501(c)(3) non-profit family resource center 
located in the (AREA) neighborhood. Founded in 1874, the Cameron House provides services such as 
youth activities, food distribution, leadership training, meals, and social services to the Chinese 
American community. The origins of the Cameron House can be traced back to the opening of the 
Occidental Mission Home for Girls in 1874, a home founded by a local Presbyterian Church whose 
purpose was to intervene on behalf of vulnerable young Asian women that were smuggled into the 
country and sold as commodities during the “Yellow Slave Trade.” The Occidental Mission Home for 
Girls rescued these young girls and women and taught them life skills and faith. In 1895, Donaldina 
Cameron, a 23 year old sewing teacher, arrived at the home to teach and eventually became the 
superintendent two years later. She continued to uphold the home’s mission to rescue and educate girls 
victimized by violence and abuse despite receiving ongoing threats by those whose “profits” were 
hampered by her success. In 1942, the home was renamed the Donaldina Cameron House and by the 
time of Donaldina’s death in 1968, the organization had become a “national icon” and was credited 
with rescuing and helping over 3,000 girls escape brutal enslavement. The work that the home and 
Donaldina have carried out has often been referred to as “the only foreign mission enterprise ever 
carried on in the United States” by contemporary sources.  
 
The Cameron House began to take on a new role and provide new services to the community after the 
repeal of the Chinese Exclusion Act in 1943, when the needs of the Chinatown community began 
changing. The organization expanded to now include faith-based programs for youth in addition to 
social services for women. The organization also offers counseling, domestic violence intervention, food 
distribution, adult ESL, and youth afterschool and summer programs, among other services. For over 
100 years, the Donaldina Cameron House has continually served and provided support to low-income 
and immigrant Asian youth, women and their families.   
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Case Number 2017-008057LBR; 2017-008059LBR; 2017-008060LBR 
Cinderella Bakery and Café; Donaldina Cameron House; Elite Sport 

Soccer 

STAFF ANALYSIS 
Review Criteria 

1. When was business founded?   

1874 

2. Does the business qualify for listing on the Legacy Business Registry? If so, how? 

Yes, the Donaldina Cameron House qualifies for listing on the Legacy Business Registry because 
it meets all of the eligibility Criteria: 

i. The Donaldina Cameron House has operated for 143 years. 

ii. The Donaldina Cameron House has contributed to the Chinatown community’s 
history and identity through its rich history as a rescue agency for young girls 
during the “Yellow Slave Trade” and by adapting to and providing services for the 
changing needs of the community.  

iii. The Donaldina Cameron House is committed to maintaining the physical features 
and traditions that define its role as a historically significant service agency and 
humanitarian organization in Chinatown.  

3. Is the business associated with a culturally significant art/craft/cuisine/tradition? 

The business is associated with offering services to low-income and immigrant Asian youth and 
families in Chinatown.  

4. Is the business or its building associated with significant events, persons, and/or architecture? 

Yes. The 1908 property has been previously evaluated by the Planning Department for potential 
historical significance. The property has been designated an Article 10 City Landmark 
(Landmark Number 44) and is considered a “Category A Property.”  

5. Is the property associated with the business listed on a local, state, or federal historic resource registry?   

Yes. The property is listed as City Landmark Number 44.   

6. Is the business mentioned in a local historic context statement?   

No. 

7. Has the business been cited in published literature, newspapers, journals, etc.? 

The business has been cited in a number of publications including but  not limited to: The 
Examiner, 12/19/2013, “Chinatown alleyways renamed in honor of community members,” by 
Jessica Kwong; SF Examiner, 7/6/2017, “Cameron House to hold annual carnival for Chinatown 
kids.”  
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Case Number 2017-008057LBR; 2017-008059LBR; 2017-008060LBR 
Cinderella Bakery and Café; Donaldina Cameron House; Elite Sport 

Soccer 

Physical Features or Traditions that Define the Business 

Location(s) associated with the business: 
• 920 Sacramento Street   
 
Recommended by Applicant 
• Commitment to offering community services to low-income and immigrant Asian youth and 

families 
• Exterior clinker bricks 
• Gas lamps that were used in the early 1900s 
• Tunnels running through the basement from a time when Donaldina used to hide the first from 

local Chinese gangs 
 

Additional Recommended by Staff 
• Location in Chinatown 
• Staff recommends that all interior and exterior features outlined in the landmark designation be 

included.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

www.sfplanning.org 

 

 

 
 

Historic Preservation Commission 
Draft Resolution 

HEARING DATE JULY 19, 2017 
 
Case No.: 2017-008059LBR 
Business Name: Donaldina Cameron House  
Business Address: 920 Sacramento Street 
Zoning: RM-4 (Residential-Mixed, High Density)/ 
 65-A Height and Bulk District 
Block/Lot: 0224/008 
Applicant:  Donaldina Cameron House 

920 Sacramento Street  
San Francisco, CA 94110 

Nominated By: Supervisor Aaron Peskin, District 3 
Staff Contact: Stephanie Cisneros - (415) 575-9186 

stephanie.cisneros@sfgov.org 
Reviewed By: Tim Frye – (415) 575-6822 
 tim.frye @sfgov.org 
 

ADOPTING FINDINGS RECOMMENDING TO THE SMALL BUSINESS COMMISSION 
APPROVAL OF THE LEGACY BUSINESS REGISTRY NOMINATION FOR THE DONALDINA 
CAMERON HOUSE (“CAMERON HOUSE”), CURRENTLY LOCATED AT 920 SACRAMENTO 
STREET (BLOCK/LOT 0224/008).   
 
WHEREAS, in accordance with Administrative Code Section 2A.242, the Office of Small Business 
maintains a registry of Legacy Businesses in San Francisco (the "Registry") to recognize that 
longstanding, community-serving businesses can be valuable cultural assets of the City and to be a tool 
for providing educational and promotional assistance to Legacy Businesses to encourage their 
continued viability and success; and 
 
WHEREAS, the subject business has operated in San Francisco for 30 or more years, with no break in 
San Francisco operations exceeding two years; and 
 
WHEREAS, the subject business has contributed to the Chinatown neighborhood's history and 
identity; and 
 
WHEREAS, the subject business is committed to maintaining the physical features and traditions that 
define the business; and 
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CASE NO. 2017-008059LBR  

920 Sacramento Street 

 

WHEREAS, at a duly noticed public hearing held on July 19, 2017, the Historic Preservation 
Commission reviewed documents, correspondence and heard oral testimony on the Legacy Business 
Registry nomination. 
 
THEREFORE BE IT RESOLVED that the Historic Preservation Commission hereby recommends that 
the Donaldina Cameron House qualifies for the Legacy Business Registry under Administrative Code 
Section 2A.242(b)(2) as it has operated for 30 or more years and has continued to contribute to the 
community. 
 
BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED that the Historic Preservation Commission hereby recommends 
safeguarding of the below listed physical features and traditions for the Donaldina Cameron House 
 
Location (if applicable) 

• 920 Sacramento Street 
 
Physical Features or Traditions that Define the Business 

• Commitment to offering community services to low-income and immigrant Asian youth and families 
• Exterior clinker bricks 
• Gas lamps that were used in the early 1900s 
• Tunnels running through the basement from a time when Donaldina used to hide the first from local 

Chinese gangs 
• Location in Chinatown 
• Staff recommends that all interior and exterior features outlined in the landmark designation be included.  
 

BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED that the Historic Preservation Commission’s findings and 
recommendations are made solely for the purpose of evaluating the subject business's eligibility for the 
Legacy Business Registry, and the Historic Preservation Commission makes no finding that the subject 
property or any of its features constitutes a historical resource pursuant to CEQA Guidelines Section 
15064.5(a). 
 
BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED that the Historic Preservation Commission hereby directs its 
Commission Secretary to transmit this Resolution and other pertinent materials in the case file 2017-
008059LBR to the Office of Small Business.  
 
I hereby certify that the foregoing Resolution was ADOPTED by the Historic Preservation Commission 
on July 19, 2017. 
 

Jonas P. Ionin 

Commission Secretary 

AYES:    
 
NOES:   
 
ABSENT:   
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CASE NO. 2017-008059LBR  

920 Sacramento Street 

 
ADOPTED:  
 


