COMMUNITY UPDATE

Heavy equipment used at Riverside's historic Chinatown archaeological site on Sunday, February 15th.

Major Damage Sparks Legal Action 
Dubbed the “Valentine Day Massacre,” by community activists and historic preservation supporters, the deployment of as many as 11 vehicles, including several massive earthmovers, on the Chinatown site marked the beginning of the physical assault on the Riverside Chinatown site on Saturday, February 14, 2009. In spite of pending legal action, months of meetings and negotiations with various city agencies, and discussions with developer Doug Jacobs, equipment was started up before daybreak at the beginning of a three day Federal holiday weekend and continued, night and day, in the rain, and in violation of Riverside police orders to stop, until the site was severely damaged.

Members of the Save Our Chinatown Committee stood by and could do little but watch and videotape the activities, although they were joined by people living in the neighborhood, SOCC supporters, and university students. People driving and walking past the site expressed surprise and dismay at the unexpected activities. Professional archaeologists, who had spent many days attempting to hammer out an acceptable “Historic Property Treatment Plan” presented by developer Jacobs, were shocked at the way that heavy equipment was used to “excavate” the site, as well as many other violations of the treatment plan.

Earlier in the week the City Council approved the treatment plan submitted by the developer, paving the way for final permits and the transfer of the property title from the Riverside County Board of Education to Mr. Jacobs. A temporary restraining order (TRO) is being sought because it is not clear, at this point, who has title to the property and what rights they have to proceed with grading, or any other work on the site. The violation of the approved stockpiling permits, archaeological treatment plan, and city ordinances against running noisy heavy equipment on a holiday weekend, are part of the request for the TRO.

The site of the archaeological remains of Riverside’s Chinatown has been declared a City Landmark, a County Landmark, a State Point of Historical Interest, and is listed on the National Register of Historic Places. This Chinatown was the most complete and representative of the many citrus belt Chinatowns of Southern California; it contained parts of a business district, permanent residential buildings, and probably areas of temporary tent housing. The site represented the history of the Chinese in Riverside, Riverside’s early heritage, and the development of California’s citrus industry and agriculture. The extent of the damage to the site is not known at this time.

