Local Drama

Throwdown in
GChinatown

A Riverside developer’s plans to build on the historic
—~__—— Chinatown site kicks up dust and swirls the town in controversy.

e — [ by ERIN TOBIN ]

part of Riverside’s past is hidden on the corner of Brockton and Tequesquite. It's called Chinatown. The
site is listed on the National Register of Historic Places, and is a c¢ity and county landmark and a Cali-
fornia State Point of Historical Interest. But what was once an active village of laborers and business own-
ers in the 1800s was slowly covered over with fill dirt. Though now a vacant lot, that lot is a hotbed of
controversy. It is the proposed future site of a new medical office building, developed by Doug Jacobs of
Jacobs Development Company in Riverside. Tied up in lawsuits, what becomes of it largely depends on
a ruling by Riverside Superior Court Judge Sharon Waters.

While the future of the lot is uncertain, its past isn’t. In 1871, Chinese laborers arrived with 2,000 years
of knowledge on growing, harvesting and packing citrus. With that knowledge Riverside quickly became the main ship-
per of naval oranges to the rest of the United States. “Per capita, Riverside was the most prosperous city in the state in the
heyday of the naval orange. We think that the Chinese community reflected the status of that larger community,” says
Vince Moses, a retired director of the Riverside Metropolitan Museum. “It did so by establishing its position as the dom-
inant Chinatown in the Inland Empire of its day.” According to Scott L. Fedick, a professor of anthropology at UC River-
side and a member of the Save Qur Chinatown Committee, the Chinatown site was established in the Tequesquite Arroyo
in 1885 after ordinances outlawed Chinese businesses downtown. Nicknamed Little Gom-Benn after the village in China
most of the residents hailed from, the settlement grew into a 7-acre village. It consisted not only of laborers and house ser-
vants, but of laundry and restaurant owners. There were also truck farmers who grew vegetable gardens in the Santa Ana
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TOP ROW, FROM LEFT Doug Jacobs; Deborah Wong; Scott Fedick; Cindy Li
BOTTOM ROW, FROM LEFT Margie Akin; Kevin Akin; James Lu; Vince Moses

riverbed and sold the produce to Riverside
businesses and housewives. At its height Lit-
tle Gom-Benn had more than 400 perma-
nent residents, a population that would
explode to 2,500 when tent-dwellers moved
in during harvesting seasons.

By 1929, exclusion laws prohibiting Chi-
nese males to marry white women or bring
their own brides into the country had taken
a toll on the community. The once vibrant
village had been reduced to 12 men, half of
whom were between the ages of 85 and 90.

Eventually George Wong became the
owner of the Chinatown site in 1941. Ac-
cording to Fedick, Wong “invited construc-
tion projects to bury the archacological
remains of the site under a thick layer of pro-
tective fill.” Wong died in 1974.

The property passed from George Wong's
estate to a developer, Fedick says. But a pub-
lic outery kept building at bay. Instead, in
1984, a group of community leaders and oth-
ers interested in saving the site sponsored an
archacological dig. Then-County Supervisor
Norton Younglove, along with Moses and
others, were involved in the project.

“The time was ripe to do that—there was
so much excitement,” Moses sayvs. “The Cali-
fornia Council for the Humanities gave us a
$10,000 grant. That's the most they would
give anybody in 1985. Chinatown was viewed
as possibly a treasure trove of information.”

Additional funds came from the County
Board of Supervisors and the City Council,
each providing $20.,000.

Fedick savs thev excavated "pockets” of the
acreage and “found 15 features, foundations,
trash-filled pits, all kinds of stuff. Then, the
site ended up on the National Register of
Historic Places.”

The developer sold the land to the River-
side County Office of Education (RCOE),
which Fedick and others say had plans to de-

velop, but agreed to place the building at the
other end of the property so it wouldn’t dis-
turb the part of the site that stored the most
archaeological interest.

Herein lies the controversy. In 1999, the
RCOE declared the land to be surplus prop-
erty. During the 90 days set aside for bids, it
apparently had no offers. How the bids were
solicited isn't clear. Eight vears later. Jacobs
expressed interest and bid on the land. In a
tentative ruling on July 9 of this year, Waters
said she felt the sale may have violated state
laws concerning surplus property.

With the property still in escrow, Jacobs
began working with the Riverside City Coun-
cil and other city agencies to get his plans for
a medical complex approved for the site.

According to Fedick, “Nobody was aware
they were tryving to sell this property. And no-
body was aware when Jacobs bought the op-
tion on the property.”

Straight-talking Jacobs doesn’t see it that
way. He is focused on turning the vacant land
into an office building. This is a building he
says the city needs, mentioning a recent
study stating Riverside is greatly under-
served when it comes to health care. With
approval from the city council and other city
agencices. he is ready to move the project along.

“Evervone is supportive. I'm bringing in a
new, high-quality medical center,” Jacobs
says. “We need these facilities.”

Yet, some people think nothing could jus-
tify constructing a new building on a histor-
ical landmark.

“There are a lot of historic Chinatowns,
but Riverside’s is extremely important.” says
Margie Akin, a local archaeologist and mem-
ber of the Save Our Chinatown committee.
“It was a well-respected center for many of
the Chinatowns in surrounding cities...it is
puzzling what the eity council doesn't get
about this”
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Moses, who runs a historical preservation
consulting business, was notified about the
plans to build at the Chinatown site. He
shared the information with members of the
Riverside branch of the San Diego Huaxia
Chinese School, which offers children’s
classes on Chinese language and culture at
John W. North High School. Most of the par-
ents and teachers at the school had no idea
Riverside had a Chinatown, but were moti-
vated to preserve what was left. They were
joined by others from the community, like
James Lu, the chair of Modern Languages and
Literature at California Baptist University.

“When I first saw the Chinatown site, it
was a wasteland and it made my heart ache,”
Lu says. “I had been here 15 years, and the
first 1 heard of it was when 1 got involved
with this movement. Nothing had been done
to it. My first instinet was, ‘We can’t allow
this. We have to tell the story, tell everyone
there used to be a Chinatown.”

Organized as the Riverside Chinese Com-
munity Preservation Committee, the group
presented the city with an alternative pro-
posal that would retain the site’s status as a
historical landmark. Jacobs agreed to give

the building a modern Chinese design, de-
vote part of the lobby to informative displays
explaining the history of the site and leave
room for a Chinese Garden with a memorial
walk that would explain the Chinese labor-
ers’ role in history of the city. Jacobs also
agreed to pay for an environmental consult-
ing firm, chosen by the city, to oversee all as-
pects of the project. In October, 2008, the
city council approved Jacobs” building plans.
While the preservation committee wasn't
able to get this building moved away from
the site completely, many felt the changes
honored the site’s past.

“We were a community trying to reach out
as much as possible,” says Cindy Li, who has
been involved with the preservation com-
mittee from the beginning. *We did all we
‘an within the system and we learned the
system has a place for public input.”

But, for some members of the group, this
wasn't enough. Deborah Wong (no relation
to George Wong) helped form the Save our
Chinatown Committee, which includes Akin
and Fedick, and separated it from the preser-
vation committee. Wong, a professor at UC
Riverside, has published research on the role
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Asian-Americans have played in California
and is regarded as an expert on the topic. In
an effort to stop all building on the site, the
Save Our Chinatown Committee filed a law-
suit against the City of Riverside and the
RCOE in November. But the threat of a law-
suit didn’t scare off Jacobs.

“They think if they can stop me, T'll go
away, but I'm not going away,” Jacobs says,

Instead, Jacobs pressed forward., Armed
with city approval and the proper permits,
he had erews with carth-inoving equipment
begin to remove the layers of fill dirt that
buried the site. Archaeologists were on hand
to supervise the work and document any-
thing found. When the work went on
through Sunday and Presidents” Day, a fed-
eral holiday, police issued Jacobs citations for
noise violations. He chose to work through
the weekend because he knew Wong's lawyer
was working on a restraining order to stop
him, he says.

“I had more to gain than I had to lose,”
Jacobs says. “We had a window of opportu-
nity to work, so I thought let’s get to work.”

Outside the lot, Wong and her group were
horrified by the activity, and they organized
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a protest. Akin’s husband, Kevin, watched a
wall be unearthed, and then taken apart.

“They told us that it was a modern build-
ing,” Kevin Akin says. “Sure it was modern,
if modern meant 1893, That was the year
that wall was built.”

On Feb, 24, Waters issued the temporary
restraining order, concerned that the crew’s
work might harm archacological artifacts,
then followed it with a preliminary injunc-
tion on March 20 that halted all work until
the trial was over. Appeals from the RCOE
were denied.

Following the trial, Waters found that the
RCOE failed to follow state laws when sell-
ing the land, thus making the sale invalid.
The project stalled as the parties regrouped.
At the time of publication, no further action
had been taken. Margie Akin says her group
hopes a non-profit or government agency
will buy the land if it goes up for sale again.
Jacobs, on the other hand, points out that his
bid is still on the table. He seems sure noth-
ing will derail his project and is ready to
move forward. If he is successful, the agree-
ments he made with the preservation com-
mittee will still be upheld.

“It’s going to stay a historical site, that's
not going to change,” Jacobs says. “I think it
will be a great tribute to the Chinese who
were there over 100 years ago.”

For Margie Akin and the other members
of the Save our Chinatown Committee, the
1984 dig brought up many archaeological
questions that can’t be answered yet. The
group wants the site sealed until significant
progress has been made in archacological
techniques and tools. Akin feels the future
advancements could provide more knowledge
and by excavating the site now, that knowl-
edge would be lost. Until then the commit-
tee wants to turn the area into a memorial
park, tying it to the California Citrus State
Historie Park and Jensen-Alvarado Ranch.

“With the two parks already there, plus a
Chinese Cultural Park, you start generating a
sense of history, culture and tourism,” Margie
Akin says. “It would really put Riverside on
the map in those areas.”

It is hard to say what Chinatown's last
owner would have preferred. Though he was
known to scare off trespassers and artifact
hunters with a shotgun, Wong was college-
educated and friendly with many prominent

members of the community. Considered to
be a bit of a politician, he seemed to know
something about everyone.

“He was a lonely bachelor with a strong
sense of humor, determined to protect his
property,” Kevin Akin says. “He considered it
a concrete symbol of Chinese heritage and
culture, in which he took great pride.”

Whatever becomes of the property, hope-
fully it will be something Wong would be
proud of, At the very least, whether it be-
comes an office building or a park, China-
town will not be forgotten again.
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