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Chinese New Year Celebration part of Local Revival
The Save Our Chinatown Committee Uses Tradition to Protect the Past

The first recorded public celebration of Chinese New Year in Riverside was in 1879, and the Riverside Press described it as a week-long affair with midnight feasts, firecrackers, and "rituals to drive out evil spirits."  For decades after that, until the Chinese Exclusion Acts caused most Chinese communities in California to dwindle away, big celebrations were part of the annual cycle of community events.  The Riverside Save Our Chinatown Committee (SOCC) has been working to save the archaeological site at the heart of the prosperous old Chinatown by having a big banquet to bring back past practices while raising funds for the legal defense of the site.

The Chinese workers in Riverside were deeply involved in the development of the citrus industry, providing the expertise as well as the labor that made the crops successful.  Citrus fruits, a traditional part of Chinese New Year celebrations in the Inland Empire, were a traditional part of the New Year festivities back in Guangdong Province, where the  Chinese workers learned how to take care of the groves.  The citrus theme to the festivities brings history and tradition together for the New Year’s Eve banquet to be held in San Bernardino this year.
“We needed to move to a larger venue,” explained Dr. Margie Akin, Secretary of SOCC, “but this also gives us a chance to teach people that the Chinese presence was central to the development of the entire Inland Empire.”  
The Riverside Chinatown was always the largest in the area, swelling to as many as 3,000 men and a handful of women at the height of the harvest season. In early 1891 the Riverside Press described the New Year celebration:  "The stores and domiciles were thrown open to white visitors, who were greeted with smiling cordiality and invited to partake of the prodigal spread of sweetmeats with which the tables were loaded.  Lanterns of fantastic shapes and gorgeous colors were hung in all the houses, and grotesque pictures adorned the walls.  In each house was a table loaded with an assortment of cakes, candies, nuts, Chinese lilies and an urn of smoking sandalwood..." and the Press went on to report that “at New Year hundreds of local whites toured Chinatown and joined in the festivities, including setting off thousands of firecrackers.”

Taiko drummers will be welcoming the New Year with a rhythmic and forceful “bang” that will set off the celebrations taking place at the Lotus Garden restaurant on Hospitality Lane.  “Firecrackers are traditionally used to blast evil spirits away for the festivities and the community, but anyone who has heard Taiko drums knows that they can produce quite a blast,”  Dr. Akin said.  

The history of Riverside County and the Chinese community are tightly woven together.  In 1893, just as Riverside County was formed, the country was hit by an economic depression, and deportations of Chinese under the Geary Act began.  In surrounding cities, Chinese were subjected to  attacks.  Riverside was somewhat less hostile,  according to contemporary reports.  At the end of July 1893, most buildings in Chinatown burned in a fire set off by the explosion of a coal oil stove.  Within a week, construction of brick replacement buildings began.  When the brick buildings were constructed, the basements of the previous buildings were filled by rubble from the fire.  This created one of the richest archaeological sites at any Chinatown site in the country, as archaeologists discovered in 1984.  The site was then added to the National Register of Historic Places.

The historic Second Chinatown site, the area that SOCC has been working to protect from destruction by development, and the Chinese Pavilion near the first Riverside Chinatown remind us of  Riverside's Chinese pioneers.  They were a large part of the founding of Riverside's prosperity, as it was only through their knowledge and efforts that the citrus industry took hold here.  Citrus brought in Eastern and British capital, gave Riverside a part in the world economy, led to the founding of the Citrus Experiment Station that became the UCR campus,  laid the basis for our water system, and made Riverside the county seat of  Riverside County, and ultimately the economic center of the Inland Area. 

In addition to working to save the archaeological site, the SOCC has been working to revive other Chinese traditions such as Ching Ming, the honoring of the dead by cleaning and repairing cemetery plots and headstones.  Student interns from UCR are helping research the history of the Chinese presence, as well.  
Anyone who is interested in history and parties should know about this opportunity to participate in our banquet, which is on Saturday, February 13.  There are a few seats left, but ticket sales end when the event is sold out, or on February 9th, whichever comes first. Anyone interested in finding out more about this historic site and the struggle to protect it can find information on the website: www.SaveOurChinatown.org
For ticket information contact Rosalind Sagara:  mrsagara@gmail.com  or  (951) 442-8070

Limited seating with complimentary dinner for press – call Margie Akin for details


