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Introduction: D.C. Chinatown, Then and Now

Just off the National Mall, in the heart of downtown Washington, D.Cayma
tourists take a quick break from the rounds of monuments by havingdtich area
around ¥ and H Street, NW. Known as Gallery Place/Chinatown by theined |
Metro hub that disgorges crowds of people at regular intervalsntiad six-block
radius of commercial frontage is lined with restaurants sudhegal Seafoods, or
clothing chains like Urban Outfitters. At the busiest intersectia big screen
television monitor blares a constantly changing slideshow of cocmh@nd news.
The bright lights of the television monitor and the flash of cadhghts as they
stream continuously down H Street, reflect off the saffros tethe giant, Chinese
archway that spans"7Street. Echoing the Chinese script on the Archway, every
store, from CVS to Hooters, has an adjoining street sign decligsi@hinese name.
This is a brief but brightly lit snapshot of Washington D.C.’s Chinatéeday, in
2009, with its strange intermingling of overt Chineseness laid atopnercial chain
stores. But if we rewind the camera of time, about forty yagos the same strip of
downtown D.C. would be a far cry from the bustling commercial centsrtoday.
Instead, there would be quiet, empty streets with older Chineseittieg an their
stoops playindgan-tan or watching from their small apartment windows at an empty
lot, where Chinese teenagers play volleyball on the weeKeffidswere a Sunday,
we would hear the African American church choirs singing, in theéruAfrican
Memorial Episcopal Church or New Hope Baptist. In between hymnsniglet see

and feel the rumble of an occasional large truck as it drives dimnniture row,’

! Betty Medsger, “Chinatown Not Home to Most Chingdée Washington Pasbecember 5, 1972.



where Leon Weinraub, among other merchants, have had their farsitwes, some
open and bustling, others closed and their space for rent, for thevéagi-five
years. What happened in the last forty years to turn thisesim 1972 of small stores
and crumbling rowhouses into the flashy commercial successotlay? This essay
will attempt to replay the camera of time and focus, as weslowly over the
decades between the 1970s to the 1990s, on the many people, players, eandtions
motivations that transformed this place in D.C. called Chinatown.

The period of the 1970s to the 1990s marked a time of incredible building and
development in Chinatown. However, what makes this period particuhdriguing
is that this commercial development became wrapped up in the blainkgtnic
pride and cultural tourism via public facades. Why did the D.C. governmasue
efforts to partner with the Chinese community despite thetliattit was one of the
smallest Chinatowns in the countfy?In this essay, we will try to answer this
guestion by examining some of the more compelling aspects giahisership — the
institution of Chinatown design guidelines that required developessitimit their
blueprints to a panel which then decided if they had enough Chinesentdemtheir
proposed designs, to the construction of the D.C. Friendship Archwayh wiais
partly funded by the Beijing government through the auspicelseoDtC. mayor of
the time, Marion Barry. We will also take a look at the hidtemsions between
factions within the community. These factions include the pro-Taiam@h pro-
Beijing Chinese immigrants, the historic preservationists who indluot of

Chinatown in the downtown Historic District application, to the varimeschants

2 Steven Knipp, “Lost in Transformation: Can A TiAynerican Chinatown Survive Its Success?”
Pacific News Servigévlay 12, 2005.



along 7" Street, some of whom opposed and some of whom welcomed the promise of
development. Although we will be training our lenses closely on thiscplar case

study of D.C. Chinatown, we will also bring in to bear the largesef®rof the time
period, as well as take into consideration the historical litezato better understand
why people might have acted and reacted the way they did.

There are many strands interwoven in this story of commeroci@laament
and cultural preservation and it behooves us to begin with an understaheihgre
these multiple historical writings intersect. The historig@rature on Chinatowns,
Washington, D.C. as well as architectural urban history all prowee suseful
analytical tools with which to view D.C. Chinatown but each straitsl tia take into
consideration some aspect of the story of D.C. Chinatown and its positionthe
larger story of cities, Chinese communities and the symbolic o$epublic
architecture.

Although the literature on Chinatown and Washington, D.C. provide a useful,
historical context for our study of D.C. Chinatown, neither of thiedgésfreflect upon
D.C. Chinatown’s marketed ethnicity and how the preservation of Chinatown
expressed itself in the form of architectural and visual elesnéris instead, in a few
and scattered essays in the field of architectural histotythi@afirst forays into
understanding this spatial aspect of Chinatown history is begun. eEsey will
attempt to knit these strands together to better understandrtioellpa case of D.C.
Chinatown and how its story can fill a niche in the larger nagadf immigrant

ethnic communities and their contested spaces.



Writing Washington, D.C. History

Before we adjust our analytical lenses to zoom in on the cade.@f
Chinatown in particular, it will be helpful to zoom out and look at hdw t
experiences of the Chinese community fit into the larger pHysocamunity of DC
itself.

The historical literature of Washington, D.C. is rife with booksudismg the
creation of the capital, the prime example of people seekimgettte in a physical
space an idea and a mythology. In Fergus M. Bordewich’s “WashinftenMaking
of the American Capital,” which represents the most recentangastring of popular
history books focusing on the "i&entury plans for Washington, D.C., Bordewich
writes:

“the invention of Washington, D.C. is in part a soaring story of

national aspiration, in part a cautionary tale of the first giead-

grabbing boondoggle in American history and in part a grim reaford
slavery’s buried history. It is much more than the story of theeme
physical construction of a city where none existed before...ultlpnate

it is an epic tale of the often faltering, sometimes delusicarad

ultimately triumphant quest to create thest great physical symbol

[italics added] of the nation’s identity.”

Bordewich’s book understands in depth the uses of space and architecpa,cdis

the quest to create a sense of identity and informs much ofdtueyhwritten about
Washington, D.C. However, very little is actually written aboutabtial residents
and communities living in Washington, D.C. Much is made of the statesvhe

sought to create the monuments and federal buildings that representan ideals

today, but there is not as much on the smaller neighborhoods or commuatitedl/a

% Fergus M. Bordewich\ashington: The Making of an American Capitdéw York: Amistad Press,
2008), p9.



living and working in D.C. Although Bordewich’'s book does try to ngta the
buried history of slavery in Washington, it is does so to uncover phaeirin creating
the mythical, federal Washington, not to tell their story ag thed experience in
Washington, D.C.

David Lewis’s “District of Columbia, A Bicentennial History,” do& better
job, in 1976, in telling the hidden story of Washington’s residential contrasinin
his book, written as part of a larger project, organized by ther&an Association
for State and Local History, he pays greater attention tpebele actually living in
Washington, D.C. in the section titled “Behind the Marble Mask,” re/hsewis
consciously references the tendency of scholars and visitkes &b see only the
federal history and experience of Washington via its marble monamemd
buildings. This effort to expand upon the local history of Washington tiisns
attention to the African American lived experience in Washingtomadtte changes
in demographic and land use in Logan Circle, for instance. Althoughslsehistory
does an admirable job of uncovering the much neglected history of tiigcaigt and
historic African American population in the city, Lewis does notl 96, pay much
attention to the other ethnic minorities or other residential grolgpspaevalent in
D.C.

It is however, Francine Curro Cary’s compilation of historicabgs that make
up the book, “Washington Odyssey: A Multicultural History of the di@s Capital,”
that is the seminal work that does justice in writing the hissasf the multiple ethnic

communities present in Washington, D.C. Again, Cary unconsciouslenets the



symbolic importance of the built environment when telling the history of Washington,
D.C:

“interspersed among the national monuments and federal buildings that

dot the urban landscape of Washington are other institutions — both

religious and secular — that stand as silent sentinels in avldge role

as the nation’s capital has eclipsed its own history. If thiegsetsres of

myriad purpose, lineage and architecture could speak, they would tell

the untold stories of the community-building efforts of thousands of

migrants and immigrants who came to Washington in search of

opportunity, and stayed to shape the social fabric of an evolvingruit

changing region®
Cary’s compilation encompasses a broad sweep of communities:rghesefction
telling the story of Native Americans, African Americans anshl merchants who
were living in the area before D.C. became the capital. Tdmndesection, the largest
section of the book, is titled “Race, Ethnicity, Class and CommuBitijding,”
tracing the hectic nineteenth and early twentieth century, andritiies of multiple
immigrant communities, from the Germans, the Jewish, the Greéke Chinese.
This section is the one that most compellingly portrays the ba&isn that “the
common thread...is the quest for community, a quest embodied intsetior
transplant cultural traditions and rebuild familiar social netwaiksals and support
institutions on unfamiliar terrair®”

One can thus see this shift towards telling local history, atidnathat, of its

social and cultural landscapes, as particularly distinct duringnttre recent era of
the 1990s and 2000s. However, although the study of D.C. Chinatown would fall

within that trend of looking to expand upon local social and cultural hisfioeycase

of D.C. Chinatown also reflects upon the growing need to understamupbeance

* Francine Curro Cary, ed/ashington Odyssey: A Multicultural History of tkation’s Capita)
(Washington and London: Smithsonian Books, 199i@), x
® Ibid, xiv



of symbolic architecture in local history and urban minority populatidesire to
create community via myth-making architecture. Thus, this suilliyoe able to fill
in the gap of the story of the D.C.’s Chinese community in both Chinaama D.C.
historical literature. In doing so, this study’s focus on the rolarchitecture in the
redevelopment of D.C. Chinatown will also help to expand the repeafoaealytical
tools, to use the visual streetscape to tell a fuller storg obmmunity. Thus, to
respond to Cary’s introduction, who wishes that these “silent sentigelsld
speak,” this essay argues that they can and will speak of aulicinal and complex
history, if we ask the right questions.

A Spatial Turn in Chinese American History?

Architecture as a form of cultural expression and myth-making shosld
not be solely the purview of the European mainstream, as dictatin higts of the
National Register of Historic Places, which seems to impliengthe dominance of
its chosen buildings, that a place is historic when it is importanhe European
narrative of American history. We need to become more awartheofvisual
streetscapes of Chinese American communities as much askeenote of the
economic, artistic or literary forms of Chinese American idgnto better understand
the expressions in which ethnic community identity and transformtlanplace in
Chinese America.

External Discrimination and Internal Enclaves in Chinatown Formation

The historical literature on Chinatowns has been numerous, but Chinatown

scholars discussing the urban formation of Chinatowns have often revobuatd ar

two main factors — the ‘push’ effect of racial discriminatipna non-Chinese, white



majority or the ‘pull’ effect of the social and economic advantagfebving with
other co-ethnics in an enclave. The early sociological litezabn Chinatowns,
exemplified by Rose Hum Lee, writing in the early 1940s, is infdrrhg this
assumption, arguing that as immigrants assimilate due to upmahility and
diminishing racism, “it appears that the number of Chinatowns incthustry will
decrease almost to the vanishing point. Only those of historical or eamnamn
importance, as in San Francisco and New York, will rem&aigiilarly although
with a different conclusion, Kay Anderson, writing about Vancouver's Cowrat
also framed her discussion of Vancouver’s Chinatown on racial forméti@nbook
attempts to demonstrate empirically the workings of the lraateon processes about
which theorists have writterf."Although Anderson explicitly traces the growth of
Chinatown from the perspective of the predominantly white Vancouvestgoshe
seeks to reveal the essentialist nature of racial steragtyfpiom the overtly
exclusionary period of the 1800s to the more subtle but, to Anderson, just as
essentialist forms of tourist Chinatown in the name of multicditimaand historic
preservation in the 1960s to the 1980s.

This focus on race formation, assimilation theories and extdatabrs
ignores the community’s own motivations in the historic preservatiortheif
physical communities. The study of D.C. Chinatown, particularljhéndase of their

redevelopment in the late twentieth century, will show us how thes®ations can

® Rose Hum Lee, “The Decline of Chinatowns in thététhStates, The American Journal of
Sociology54, no.5 (1949):432.

" Kay J. Andersorlyancouver's Chinatown: Racial Discourse in Chinatg@875-198qMontreal &
Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 19913, p



sometimes make them complicit in furthering racial stereotymek enclaves that
Anderson and Lee seem to argue against.

In addition, the race relations focus of Anderson and Lee, createdeanad
frame of reference locates the power of the workings of Chimatomv external
forces. In considering the history of D.C. Chinatown we need to lostkidies which
turn inward, at the ‘pull’ factor of ethnic enclaves. These studied to celebrate the
historic Chinatown community, rather than focusing on its eventuagration into
mainstream society. One classic Chinatown work in this stybyyiVictor and Brett
De Bary Nee, in their documentary study of San Francisco @wmnain the 1970s.
Nee and Nee seeks to highlight the length of the history of hiree€2 community in
America and their ability to carve a particular place Femtselves in society. Their
book, unlike Rose Hum Lee, celebrates the historical enclave, rdther the
temporary ghetto. Peter Kwong, who writes on New York Chinatown dsemsikar
inward turn, arguing in his book, “The New Chinatown” written in 1987, that
Chinatown’s inability to move forward is based on its very natursadated from the
larger American political and economic mainstream. In “The N&wnatown,”
Kwong notes that there are many factors maintaining the norratitay of Chinese
communities, not the least of which is “dominance in their commundfes
traditional political structure® This is in direct contrast to Rose Hum Lee’s claim
that “Chinatown [has] no independent economic structure but [is] hatlac
symbiotically to the larger economic, political and social bdde.this way, Nee and

Nee as well as Kwong argue that both the social community and the polriclist

8 peter KwongThe New Chinatow(New York: Hill and Wang, 1987), 7-8.
% Lee, 421.



of Chinatown heralds the physical and continued significance of downtown
Chinatown enclaves. This essay’s case study of D.C. Chinatowndéks t® move
away from the focus on assimilation theories that permeateatherditerature and
delve more deeply into the internal workings of the enclave asaNdeNee and
Kwong do.

Downtown and Suburb — Never the Twain Shall Meet?

However, although Nee and Nee and Kwong both do a good job in countering
the earlier literature’s focus on race relations, they stidsume upon a firm
distinction between downtown and suburban Chinese communities. Indeed, Kwong
actively argues that the success and geographic distance of uptunese (who
would be predominantly suburban) obscures the plight of downtown Chineséi Wei
a scholar who focuses on ethnic suburbs, argues that “ethnic suburbs bkave be
replacing traditional inner-city enclaves as the more impof{amtts of entry” for
new immigrants in some large metropolitan arédsHowever, these studies that
focus on the distinct characteristics of the historic downtowraeachnd the newly
emerging ethnic suburbs fails to take into consideration thdlfatthere continues
to be tangible and intangible connections between the suburban comamnohitiie
downtown enclave, as the case of D.C. Chinatown will show.

Michel S. Laguerre, studying San Francisco’s ethnic enclée@ses out these
tangible and intangible connections and attempts to break down th@apihysical
barrier between suburban communities and historic downtowns. Laglesenot

see ethnoburbs as replacing the downtown ethnic enclaves. To leagaerr

wei Li, ed.,From Urban Enclave to Ethnic Suburb: New Asian Camities in Pacific Rim
Countries(Honolulu: University of Hawai'i Press, 2006), 15.
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“ethnopolis” is a place “that refers not only to enclosure and pdiyisaundaries, but
implies the implosion of the ethnic enclave as a center to whtehitgaclusters of
the population may be connected.Instead, Laguerre seeks to trace the social as
well as economic connections between these satellite ethnoburbs and the
relationship to the downtown ethnopolis. Laguerre notes that the ethnopolis is:
“for second and third generations, it is the place where they grew up,
the site that holds their parents’ memories about the homeland, and
their space of symbolic attachment. For members of the ethcleven
living outside of the enclave, it is their capital city: ithe place they
do their marketing for homeland products, where they visit on
holidays, eat native foods, meet friends, and keep in touch with
homeland traditions?
Laguerre thus highlights the importance of symbolic and histétachaments to a
particular space, even if there is no longer a true economicws&uct physical
residence in the space. This aspect, missing in discussions liteth&ure about
assimilation, suburbanization and Chinese American history, is antanpgoint to
note when analyzing a community’s construction of space. The cade Qf
Chinatown, where the majority of the community resides outside oftidiGelt such
a strong historic and symbolic connection to the deteriorating downtostrthey
fought over the Archway and sought to institute design guidelines fitacce they no
longer resided in, will provide a useful example in which we caryaadhe pull of
attachment to a historic space.
The Role of Architecture in Chinatown

Although Laguerre is able to deftly argue for the blurring of ithes| between

downtown and the suburbs and touches upon the spatial connections between the

" Michel S. LaguerreThe Global Ethnopolis: Chinatown, Japantown and Mgown in American
Society(New York: St Martin’s Press, 2000), 11.
?Ipid, 15.
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communities, he does not fully take into account the role of urban plaamthgisual
architecture in the formation and preservation of downtown Chinatownghwhi
becomes particularly apparent in the late twentieth century. didusrs not only in
Washington, D.C. but in many cities across the United Statesd@amal Australia.
This remarkable similarity across international and national bowesdtus indicates
that there might be a larger impulse motivating communities thae relations,
economic benefits or the desire to assimilate into white society.

David Lai, a professor of geography at the University of Viatas one of the
first proponents for considering the role of architecture in Chinatbivhsi's
conceptualization, which classifies the physical growth of Chinagowmto four
categories: surviving Old Chinatowns, New Chinatowns (which emesfed the
Second World War), Replaced Chinatowns, built to replace demolishdd O
Chinatowns and Reconstructed Historic Chinatowns, helps to insertia sfEment
into the understanding of Chinese communities and culture. In addition, his
comprehensive study helps us compare the similarities and ddéseacross
Chinatowns, to see what might be shared elements of experiengéhanchight be
particular to local situations, such as in Washington, D.C. However, Lai’'s loacicr
and training as a geographer as well as his personal pdrtiniga Chinatown
architectural monuments in Victoria, leads him to focus on the sp@eific physical
characteristics than on the symbolic impact and complex motivationsuading

their creation and preservatith.

3 David Chuenyan LaiChinatowns: Towns within Cities in Cangd¥ictoria, Canada: University of
British Columbia Press), 1988.

4 David Chuenyan LaBuilding and Rebuilding Harmony: The Gateway totdi@’s Chinatown
(Victoria, Canada: University of British ColumbiaeRs), 1997.
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Marie Rose Wong’'s more recent study provides greater analydise symbolic
impact of spatial and architectural character of Chinatown. Worey section titled
“Culture and ‘Built-to-Suit’ Architecture® describes the architecture of early 1900s
Portland Chinatown as buildings with their ‘Oriental’ components sugbageda-
style roofs, turrets, upturned eaves, balconies etc, that weraattee@mlements that
paid “historic reference to the cultural forms [but] were natucsurally or
functionally authentic as in traditional Chinese architecttfténstead, Wong argues,
that “it is critical to recognize that Chinatowns were cualtdrybrids, neither purely
American nor purely Chinesé™Wong continues to note that:

“Chinatown was not created by abrupt boundaries such as fences, but by

indicators in the built environmeirjitalics added] that visually separated

the enclave from the surrounding community. These elements included the

residents’ homes and businesses, signs expressing their language,

ornament (flags, banners and statues), use of color, kinetic ocasrenc
such as open markets or commercial fruit and vegetable stands that
physically defined the area, and the presence of Chinese pequie a$

the regular identity of specific city blocks. Combined, these tiatui

boundaries created an image that became recognized over timénlilgebot

peer society and the ethnic community, and in great part, theserds

remain as the reliable identifiers of the appearance of Chinaitovan

historical and contemporary sengg.”

And yet, despite Wong's astute observations regarding the social yrftbjogical
impact of architecture on the urban form of Chinatown, she does not godothe
time period of 1950 to examine the Chinatown in Portland in the 1980s ahdwee

these culturally hybrid yet reliable identifiers continue torkvin the late twentieth

century. Wong herself noted in the beginning of her book that Portlandatksdli

15 Marie Rose WongSweet Cakes, Long Journey: The Chinatowns of Ruattl®regon(Seattle and
London: University of Washington Press, 2004), 220.

'°Ipid., 222.

7 Ibid., 221.

' Ibid., 265.
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their official Chinatown Gateway in 1986 (the same year that Budt their Arch)
and was also involved, as Wong observed, “like many Chinatowns, imnfgta
retain its ethnic historic identity and preserve the economiclityabf its shops and
restaurants under the pressures of urban chafge "addition, Wong does not seek
to reconcile the impact of architecture and its imagined boundavits what she
distinguishes as the formation of enclaves versus non-claves. Wguogsathat
enclaves are created based on acts of violence or expliciatems such as in San
Francisco, which forces Chinese to seek refuge in their own udmmaenities. In
contrast, Wong states that in Portland, “although city authorities tanedi the
specific location of Chinese American activities, the white camity as a whole did
not use violence or local legislation to coerce immigrants iatagl or working only
in certain areas® According to Wong, this lack of coercion thus allowed Chinese
immigrants in Portland to develop a non-clave, which has no locaticstactiens
and the community grows in a diffuse and scattered pattern. Tthe isnderlying
reason, for Wong, that OIld Chinatown gave way to the city's growth and
redevelopment and left room for the “Chinese themselves [to beg qurticipants
in determining their future in Portland and in deciding on the evengatibn of
their business community™

Wong's analysis and case study thus provides us with much food for thought
to an alternative spatial model than the ones presented by Sacis€p or even
Victoria or Vancouver, all of which, given their larger commusititaced violence

and discriminatory legislation on a wider scale. Portland’¢eseat community and

¥ Wong, p3
2\Wong, p266
ZLWong, p270
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disappearing original Chinatown could be a more useful refeqguio¢ to compare
the experience of D.C. Chinatown than to larger Chinatowns such asa®ams€o or
New York. However, despite the new angles of analysis that Wdogk provides,
her conclusions still leave several gaps to be explored. Wong doesoiatile her
claims about the importance of the architecture and the buoiiromment in
determining Chinatown’s boundaries with her discussion of enclaves vaosds
claves. Why would a non-clave such as Portland or Washington, D.C. twith i
scattered and diffuse population and lack of coercion or disctimmahave the
incentive to build such Chinese structures that proclaimed a higlisticct that did
not have the same connections and internal, self-contained strilcairéarger
enclaves possessed?

Anna Lisa Mak, writing about the Chinatown in Sydney, Australia, gaes
greater detail about the significance of architecture infthira of place-creation and
solidifying of the mythology of Chinese diasporas seeking to belongtlthe same
time, seeking to proclaim their cultural heritage, in a host counilty a largely
European population. Mak focuses on how Sydney’s tourist industry created a
repackaged and more palatable form of tourist Chinatown for theurogi®n of
non-Chinese visitors:

“complicity of members of the Chinese community in the design and

construction of Chinatown created an interesting tension that

complicates the theories of western domination....in a joint decision

by the council and the Dixon Street Chinese Committee, the

appearance of Chinatown was deliberately designed to conform to

accepted notions of what a Chinatown should be. The Dixon Street

Chinese Committee exercised its agency in exploiting thesensaif

Chinatown for profit, undermining the premise that these notions were
imposed solely by the west. The reconstructed identity, though define

15



and constructed by the west, became a partially self-imposed
stereotype for the sake of economic gaif.”

Although Mak deftly teases out these complicated dimensions oftimese
community’s own motivations, her final conclusion, that these Orieigli
architectural forms were done solely on the basis of economic geerlooks the
more complex psychological and social motivations of the Chinese gnitynThe
role of architecture in these scholarly works on Chinatown foomatiharacter and
preservation is often secondary to the larger goal of explicain@hinese
community’s social history and these nuggets of information aboutrdiee of
architecture is often mentioned in asides or tangential sytiesBarather than as a
predominant factor in Chinatown history. Instead, we have to turn toe#tm of
architectural history rather than Chinese American history awtblegy to find
scholars who reflect upon the primary impact of architecturedentity formation
and social cohesion in Chinese communities, rather than purely througlamedc
economic forces.

David Lai, who wrote the comprehensive comparative study on Chinatowns in
Canada, also wrote a more recent article titled “The Visubbr&tter of
Chinatowns,® highlighting and reiterating the importance of the built envirartme
in our understanding of Chinese communities. Similarly Christopherwygie a
detailed study called, “Association, Residence and Shop: An Appilopriaf
Commercial Blocks in North American Chinatowns,” wherein Yip arghes the

architectural facades of association buildings help to “[cfeatpecial identity for

2 Anna-Lisa Mak, “Negotiating Identity: Ethnicity,0olirism and Chinatown Journal of Australian
Studies’7 (2003), http://api-network.com/main/pdf/schelgs77_mak.pdf

% David Chuenyan Lai, "The Visual Character of Ckimens [Vision, Culture and Landscape]"”,
Places 7, no. 1 (1990), http://repositories.cdlib.orglf@aces/vol7/iss1/DavidChuenyanLai
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the urban Chinatowns of the Pacific Cod&ét.More recently and particularly
pertinent, Jia Lou has written about the signs in D.C. Chinatown, where “the language
choice, text vector, symmetrical composition and physical empiant of signs in
contemporary Chinatown with those in Chinatown at the beginning of the 20
century has revealed a Chinatown that is simultaneously old antfh&e aim and
audience of the project is both the community and urban historiarmuasrites that,

“it is hoped that this critical semiotic analysis of Chinatowstisp signs will alert the
involved parties as well as observers of the complexity involveduriman
revitalization programs?

In this way the burgeoning trend in discussions of symbolic aathite can
knit together the literature on Chinatowns and Washington D.C. hifoti. these
fields have separate impulses motivating the two historiograpltriaditions — a
concern with assimilation theories be it physical or culturalthe books on
Chinatown, and a focus on D.C.'s architectural history and symbolista the
1800s, for histories about Washington, D.C. When considered together, thiheugh
lens of symbolic architecture, the case of D.C. Chinatown thusafitigp in both
literatures — it highlights the importance of architecturallsyimm and how it plays
into community methods in which imagined space is constructedcedrassa form of
resistance in assimilation arguments. In turn, D.C. Chinatown kelfdssh out the

story of a living, residential Washington not mentioned in popular hestopiut does

24 Christopher L. Yip, “Association, Residence ana@&hAn Appropriation of Commercial Blocks in
North American Chinatowns,” iRerspectives in Vernacular Architectute,Gender, Class and
Shelter (1995), 109.
% Jia Lou, “Revitalizing Chinatown into a HeterotapA Geosemiotic Analysis of Shop Signs in
;/é/ashington, D.C.’s ChinatownSpace and Cultur0, no. 2 (2007), 190.

Ibid.
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so by picking up on the tradition of writing about architectural Mregon as a way
to view the social and cultural history of the people involved. In thig, \iaC.
Chinatown and the historical literature on Washington, D.C. can preseatial turn
in Chinese American history, as a call for Chinese Americarotive ethnic studies
scholars to consider the importance of architecture in the lneditstapes of Chinese
communities.
Studying D.C. Chinatown

The focus on architecture and its symbolic uses is particdpgdgrent in the
documentary record of D.C. Chinatown. The Chinese community has had a long
history in Washington, D.C., stemming from its earliest daysendte 1800s, when
Chinatown consisted of half a dozen buildings on Pennsylvania Avenue hedilee
and 4" Streets NW Despite this history, much of the typical primary source
material for telling the story of a community, such as persaitdrs, community
newspapers or other instruments of a community voice is scarhe gase of D.C.
Chinatown, particularly in the public collections. However, thereisxensive vein
of material focusing on the physical redevelopment of Chinatown sp&éng in
the early 1970sThe Washington Posiistorical archive has a voluminous number of
articles on Chinatown during this period, focusing on the developmientsedf the
Convention Center and sports arena, indicating the significance sp#tial uses of
Chinatown to the broader Washington society during the 1970s to the 1990s.rin orde
to present a fuller and more nuanced picture of D.C. Chinatown durisg thi
development period | attempted to find more community-based documsentaces

that | could read thes&/ashington Postewspaper articles against, in order to see if

2" Wendy Lim, p25
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there were discrepancies in the view of the larger sociepusdhe localized ethnic
community. Trying to locate the multiple voices of the community &melr
experience of Chinatown during this tumultuous era was more diffl©ule of the
only secondary sources on D.C. Chinatown was a community historgrwhit a
community non-profit group, which contained a crucial timeline and kedsle#o
people and players within Chinatown during this time period. The names, alad
places listed helped provide a useful context in understanding itharprsource
newspaper articles as well as the Harrison Lee Papers)(HLiPare and richly
detailed primary source of the community elite’s role in Chinato\ewmelopment.
This collection consists of the papers of Harrison Lee, a loegtiesident of
Washington’s Chinatown. Lee was a retired CIA officer who sat eweral key
committees that governed D.C. Chinatown, such as the Chinatown Steering
Committee and the Chinese Consolidated Benevolent Association (CGB#
papers included the minutes of the Chinatown Steering Committeesgondence
between Lee and the D.C. city government regarding their visfonsthe
development of Chinatown and CCBA papers concerning the development of Wah
Luck House, a low-income housing project in Chinatown. His pivotal roles
determining the development direction of Chinatown and the administrateeds
and papers that are preserved in his collection helps clarify hb&es and
perspective of the Chinese business and professional elite duringetinsl of
development. The Harrison Lee Papers combined Tt Washington Postistoric
newspaper articles helped to piece together the story of Dhmatown. The

common emphasis in the written rhetoric and justifications in botle gmsces upon
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the uses of architecture in anchoring the visual identity anchctea of Chinatown
was very revealing.

The structure of this essay will focus on the different epochsigltine late
twentieth century, tracing how the role of architecture in D.@in&own has
changed and shifted over time to reflect the rhetoric and ntiotnga of the
community. In Chapter 1, we will explore how the architecturatestcape of
Chinatown of the 1970s was used as a force of community resistéinde elicited
sympathy from the general public that encouraged the city ie gp potential
economic gains and move the Convention Center as well as declareahe historic
district. In Chapter 2 we focus on the 1980s, and see a shift from this grasssauts-ba
activism against large-scale urban development towards a mareeglamphasis on
the visual streetscape to design and create a culturally nos@hgnatown. In
addition, the loudest voices in the debate have become those of theedhuseness
elite in their positions on the advisory board to the D.C. governmen€himatown
Steering Committee. We will see how the Chinese business andgooi@ elite
sought to take control of the streetscape, and with the agreemdéra BX.C. city
government was able to successfully institute a set of desigielmgas that
encouraged the growth of an increasingly “Chinese” streetscapedyaditional-style
Chinese lanterns, pavements and buildings. By Chapter 3, we wilh@e this
increasing trend towards Orientalization of Chinatown coalescedhastcreation of
the D.C. Archway, which encapsulated the business elite’s visicdHimatown as a
global tourist and commercial mecca. This chapter will &splore some of the

external factors motivating the Chinatown elite’s focus on redeva&oprauch as the
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post-industrial economy and normalization of relations with China anddbble-
edged sword this international backdrop had on D.C. Chinatown. In Chapter 4, we
will see how the story of Chinatown development came full cir¢lee-sports center

that was rejected and successfully resisted in the 1970smlamiced in the 1990s by
Chinatown residents and businesses alike, reflecting the changigl @nd
economic motivations as well as the renegotiated role of actlmiée in the

neighborhood and larger society.
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Chapter 1: Saving Chinatown, 1970s

If we take ourselves back to that pair of contrasting imagesjuit, relatively
residential but poorly maintained D.C. Chinatown of the 1970s and the Teldnnic
commercial of Chinatown of today, how did one morph into the other?

We could say it all really began on June 8, 1972 when entrepreneur, Abe
Pollin, announced that his new, professional hockey team and the transplanted
Baltimore Bullets would play in a stadium built in D.C. if he cbble assured, in
ninety days time, that the stadium would be “ready for plagéptember 19742
Thus began a flurry of activity, both within the Rayburn House (D.C. hagetot
fully instituted home rule, and these were still matters tbgtired congressional
approval) and on the pages The Washington Pgstvhere the matter was debated
hotly by congressmen and community members both for and againgtappesed
development of a 25-acre convention center/sports arena, south of Meunan
Square and smack in the middle of Chinatown.

On the surface and in the initial stages of debate, there app®abe a clear
demarcation of who was on the usual sides of the development fencghifitan’s
established and powerful business community” arguing for the construatithe
arena, and on the other, “a vocal coalition of residents, commerai@pesteurs and
church-goers.” AsThe Washington Posto evocatively put it in their headline, it
appeared to be the age-old fight of “Progress versus P&dpidé Metropolitan

Washington Board of Trade, along with other organizations such a§dbkington

8 Carrie Johnson, “The Convention Center/Sports &rénStatus Report,The Washington Pasiuly
3,1972.
29 Bar Barnes, “Sports Arena Fight: Progress vs. Reophe Washington Pastebruary 3, 1972.
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Board of Realtors and the D.C. Chamber of Commerce strongly suppibete
building of the convention center, claiming that to do so would helpd@ase city
revenue by $112 million, create about three thousand new jobs (twentydfidzed
of which are directly related to the construction of the centaif) heelp to decrease
crime in the ared A Washington Postolumnist cited similar arguments for the
advantages that the convention center/sports arena would have faitytise
depressed economy: “the plums from a sports arena alone would lge Thare is
no doubt that if the Eisenhower complex becomes a reality, Washingtola get
major-league hockey and basketball franchises. The complex coatdrefean
‘Avenue of the Nations’ with all sorts of exotic restauraritsyet the columnist was
also conflicted and sympathetic towards the plight of the Chinese community:
“But to the Chinese Americans in Washington, who could be displaced
persons, their situation is as pressing as any international
problem...the proposed convention center-sports arena
complex...would swallow the heart of Chinatown and perhaps
eliminate the colorful colony. Once before the colony was uprooted
when the Federal Triangle was built but the Chinese mercheegits f
that the Eisenhower complex would scatter them for good. It issssele
to argue with them that the new center would be good for business and
would revive a blighted area. Not all the money gained after the
government exercises its eminent domain would compensate for the
loss of their businesses, according to the involved merchnts.”
Chinatown community members, such as restaurant owner Georgeowas, of the

Joy Inn at 609 H Street, also began speaking on their own behéfjingsat a

public hearing that “I'd like the Chinese community to stay together. Thatuaoks

30 Open Letter to the President and Members of Casgi®y D.C. Groups Supporting Areffde
Washington PostAugust 15, 1972.
%1 Bob Addie, “Chinese PuzzleThe Washington PasEebruary 2, 1972.
32 i
Ibid.
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now, we're going to be in Southwest, Northwest, all over the &it@imilarly, the
February 1974 issue d&astern Windthe self-proclaimed “Washington D.C. Asian
American community newsletter,” published “An Open Letter to theamAs
Community,” which urged Chinatown residents to “write letters tocthermen of
the House and Senate Appropriations and District Committees....to xyoas
opinion on the Center and the need to preserve Chinatown to the Mayortgnd Ci
Council.”® The letter argued that “making the downtown livable means preserving
and fostering the present community, and not pushing it out for projaath veally
benefit only a few individuals.” The Eastern Wind group also circdlateetition to
protest the displacement of the community by the proposed® sitéhis sentiment,
that the spatial integrity and cohesion of Chinatown would be affegtéue building
of the arena, seemed to be an argument that most resonated dgatcmiviention
center/sports arena in public opinidrhe Washington Pogditorials on the subject
cite Chinatown frequently:
“We share the Board of Trade’s enthusiasm for building a convention
center and sports arena in downtown Washington in time for the
bicentennial celebrations in 1976. But to build this complex, as
originally proposed...would further impair rather than restore the
economic health of the downtown business district. To destroy the 129
business establishments of Chinatown and furniture row, to say
nothing of two active churches, is hardly a way to ‘revitalize’ th&.”
In this particular editorial, not only do they place the ‘129 busindableshments of

Chinatown’ at the forefront of their argument, they conclude byngtaéihat, in their

proposed alternative, of moving the center/arena to the Union Stagan the

33 Bart Barnes, “Cut in Arena Site Fails to Satisfchl Critics,” February 18, 1972.

34 James Huie Zepp, “An Open Letter to Asian Comnyihfebruary, 1974Eastern Wingdp7.

% Wendy Lim,Chinatown, D.C.: A Photographic JourngWashington, D.C: Asian American Arts
and Media, Inc.,1991), 51.

% The Washington PqastThe Convention and Sports Arena Complex,” Febr@8, 1972.
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preserved and “refurbished Chinatown with all its potential charm and bustleyewil
added incentive for center-goers to be attracted to shop, eat rayjed In the
downtown D.C. business district. Others, such as Herb Franklin, vicelgmesif the
housing and urban growth of the National Urban Coalition, noted that “such a
‘tightening’ of the site [reducing the size of the planned arev@jld permit the
preservation and enhancement of the Chinese owned and operated bushasses
now appear to contribute to the strength of the vicinityRep. James J. Howard (D-
NJ), a member of the subcommittee for the Public Works comaniad that “he

had been particularly impressed by the presentation of Chineseurotpmembers.

“As far as I'm concerned all bets (on the arena) are off,” Howard $&id.”

Thus, although the House Public Works Subcommittee had initially
unanimously approved the proposed 25-acre convention center/arena proposal, the
lobbying and protest efforts by the Chinese community, in conpmatiith the
African American churches and furniture store owners in the, arere able to sway
public sentiment to such an extent that a public hearing in the Hisgve Baptist
Church, located at 818"&t NW, in the heart of the community, was held, which was
attended by 300 people and lasted for 6 hours. Testimony was lgywéiinese
community members as well as the African American churchisgaed furniture
store entrepreneurs. Their testimony proved convincing. Afterniigieto the
community’s appeals, Representative Kenneth Gray, head of thee Heuwlslic
Buildings and Grounds Subcommittee, agreed to whittle down the proposedf siz

the arena from 25 acres to 15 acres, and promised that “whateven$ajhyeeheart

37 Eugene L. Meyer, “Approval of Arena Opposeiitie Washington PasEebruary 3, 1972.
% Bart Barnes, “Cut in Arena Site Fails to Satisfychl Critics,”The Washington PosEebruary 18,
1972.
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of Chinatown, two inner-city churches and furniture row would be saled.”
Similarly, James O. Gibson, chairman of the city’s bicententoahmission that
supported the building of the arena in time for the bicentenniebidlon in 1976,
also emphasized that they would continue to be for the construction aériter, but
with the condition that the Chinese community be presefted.

Thus, the most compelling rhetoric usedTihe Washington Posrticles
against the arena site was often for the preservation of theCDiGese community —
numerous articles waxed lyrical about Chinatown, likening it to Bamcisco’s
Chinatown (*would San Francisco think of razing its historic downtowrthiersake
of a sports arena and parking lots?”), reiterating the Chinesmuanity’s history and
roots in the Federal Triangle area and printing many residemtsnisces about the
Chinese community. Similarly, a cartoon on the back page of therkadtind
newsletter depicted a drawing of the Eisenhower Center andnatgiak labeled
‘purple people mover’ looming over a crowd of Chinese, including a wdroktting

a child and a young man standing and shaking his fist at the truck (see idostjat

39 Carrie Johnson, “The Convention Center/Sports &rénStatus Report,” July 3, 1972.
“0Bart Barnes, “Cut in Arena Site Fails to Satisfychl Critics,”The Washington PosEebruary 18,
1972.
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lllustration 1: Eastern Wind Newsletter Cartoon of the Center
Controversy, 1974

’:, Ex *; /// I;% VV*‘.‘
“Ai‘\ f\ “

TIME VALUE

EASTERN WIND

Inter-Group Council

c/o Asian-American Workshop
P.0O. Box 21045

Washington, D.C. 20009

This image of citizen protest, of buildings and machines against mwangkchildren,
evocatively portrays the perception that this was a fight betypgegress’ and the
(Chinese) ‘people.” But who were these people? And could one group el for

an entire community?

In reality, those opposed and those for the arena were much murkissraptex.
Some Chinese restaurant owners actually embraced the promisecrefised
economic activity that a downtown arena would bring. Douglas Y. deyper of the
Kowloon Restaurant, near Iland H St, just at the edge of the proposed new
convention center, seemed to harbor no sentiment about the potential dethise
historic buildings in the area: “an old town, an old city, must be improrenewed.

You can't keep the #®century, you can't keep the houses rotting. You have to build
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and go forward, not look back. It will be good for everybotly.Ih addition, none of
the traditional Chinatown leadership, such as the Chinese ConsolidatedoBat
Association (CCBA), the umbrella organization for family, merchemd fraternal
associations in the Chinese community, the president of which isyusoallidered
the unofficial mayor of Chinatown, were quoted in any of the astidlscussing the
Convention center/arena controversy in 1972-1973, as the voice for the coyamunit
Instead, it was the Chinese Community church that took the le&ae iiight to save
Chinatown. The CCBA’'s mysterious silence in the public controversy theer
building of the center/arena is curious given their normal rotbesofficial” voice
and representative of the Chinese community to society at larggustan D.C.
Chinatown but in Chinese American communities throughout the UnitdésSta
Although their representative leadership might be disputed, asenateein Chapter
2, their historic role in the Chinese American community makes theecognizable
voice, both within Chinatown and the larger mainstream society. Filemce in
some activities and efforts in others, thus speak volumes for thieatCCBA
members, these community leaders in clan associations and Chinaisimesses,
felt was important for the Chinatown community.

The Chinese Consolidated Benevolent Association (CCBA) is a Chinese
American institution with an extended history and significanceshieg far beyond
the boundaries of D.C. Chinatown and having roots in San Francisco andlapte
most major Chinese American communities from their beginninghen1800s.

Formed in 1850 originally as the Chinese Six Companies, so namedhafteix

1 patricia Camp, “Center Site Residents Hail, Conil@&ans, The Washington Pasovember 3,
1978.
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original associations, it was instituted to serve as a boaadbdfation with overall
jurisdiction within the community, to mediate feuds between the pkethioclan and
district association¥ Renamed the CCBA in 1880 as the organization began
lobbying more intensely against anti-Chinese legislation, the AC@E5an Francisco
became known for its public works within the community, such as the thgiilofi
schools and hospitals, not just for business mediation. This growing reslyns
and programming within the larger Chinese community made it knotheioutside
world as the official representative of the Chinese commhity.

This historic business-orientation and mercantile interests negplain their
silence in the terms of the Convention Center proposal, possibly saggesit the
CCBA members were conflicted about how the proposed center/arend coul
potentially economically benefit Chinatown, as Douglas Toy, quoted alfele
This seems possible, given the later efforts on the part of @®AGo encourage
hotel and other commercial development in the area. Although furtbearoh is
required to find out the specific motivations and opinions that the CGB&A
regarding the Convention center/arena plan, their very silente ipublic channels
of debate could represent differing, but silent, opinions within the @wma
community.

A Home in D.C. Chinatown?

Despite this curious silence, the CCBA’s demonstrated empbagiablic works

indicates their continued prominence in the development decisions of @tmat

the 1970s. The CCBA took strong and effective action when it came to the

“2 Diane Mei Lin Mark and Ginger Chil, Place Called Chinese Americg@ubuque, lowa: The
Organization of Chinese Americans and Kendall/Heublishing, 1982), 55.
*® Ibid., 55-56.
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development of Wah Luck House (House of Happiness), a low-rent apartment
complex that the CCBA built in conjunction with the National Housingriéaship in
1982. In September 1978, the CCBA had applied to the U.S. Department ofiglousi
and Urban Development to acquire the vacant lot located at ther cdréf® and H
Street, in the heart of D.C. Chinatown, to build an apartment complexhéor
Chinatown residents that were being displaced by the building o€Ctmeention
Center, scheduled to be completed in 1¥8Permission was granted, and
groundbreaking began on May 9, 1981. The business-orientation of the GCBA
evident in the way the CCBA created the Chinatown Development @wrtdhe $8
million property, which was then leased and operated by the Natldoasing
Partnership, a federally chartered, private organization that hetpechunity groups
with rental housing and housing projetts.

Yet, the Wah Luck House, despite its Chinese-style apartmestnie$, moon-
door entrances and graceful red script trickling down one long wasiksnthe more
complex reality of D.C. Chinatown’s changing demographic pattertidhee fact that
many of the Chinese who run its restaurants, associations arghgjfs, no longer
live in the District but out in the Maryland and Virginia suburlosthe 1970 census,
there was a recorded 7354 persons of Chinese birth or with one ohines€-born
parents living in the Washington metropolitan area, of which only 2,0%8eoh

actually lived in the District of Columbia; 3982 lived in suburban Marglland 1273

*4 Neil Henry, “Chinatown: Civic Center Plan Arougéspe, Anxiety, in Enclave,The Washington
Post September 18, 1978.

4> Martha Mueller, “Wah Luck Apartment Erected in G&iown,” The Washington Paslanuary 30,
1982.
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lived in suburban Virgini&® Some, possibly the majority of the total Chinese
population in the greater D.C. area, moved to D.C. from other partse dinited
States and did not feel any compulsion to live in the downtown Chinatdivn:[a
Chinese American originally from Hawaii who moved to D.C. in the $35@ lives
in Glen Echo, Maryland] said his family never thought once abounglivin
Chinatown. He said he feels very assimilated, more so, he asgsharebe might be
if he lived in New York or San Franciscd"” May Zung, who was a volunteer at the
Chinese Cultural and Education Center at the Federal City Cahe@dinatown,
noted: “my own feeling is that the immigrants are betteifaffey move out of here
as fast as possible. If they continue living here, they'll né&amn to speak English.
They don’t make progress if they stay down héPdf'the majority of Chinese do not
live in downtown Chinatown, and they feel no historic ties or even that e
socioeconomic detriments to living an ethnic enclave, why did theACQUBh to
develop the Wah Luck House and later, to develop and preserve Chinafbein?
reasons and motivation perhaps stem from the sociopolitical contéle df970s.
This post-civil rights era marked the growing ethnic pride anthi@lldevelopment
of Chinatowns across the United States. The views expressédignd Zung were
not entirely true of many Chinese who felt strong familyistoric ties to downtown
Chinatown, despite not living there. Medsger in her article, alsoides¢he Chinese
teenagers, of families who used to live in downtown Chinatown and had nuotresl t

suburbs, who continued to travel down to Chinatown regularly on Sunday afternoons

“6 Betty Medsger, “Chinatown Not Home to Most Chin&3ée The Washington Pasbecember 5,
1972.
" Ibid.
*8 |bid.
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and Wednesday evenings to play volleyball in the parking lot"aar@él H Streets

NW. Wesley Chin, a University of Maryland graduate was quoteaga$iie would

like to move to a different neighborhood, but he would always want to tacie
downtown occasionally to be with other Chinese people. Although he has other
aspirations for himself he did not want to see the family’s Chigescery store leave
Chinatown. If one of his brothers does not choose to stick with the bysimesde

our wives can run it.* The subsequent generations of Washington-area Chinese, it
seems, no longer wanted to live in downtown Chinatown, but wanted to preserve
Chinatown, for the memories and the cultural connections they felt ony with

other Chinese. Jean Lee, whose family moved to D.C. Chinatown in 8 3Hong

Kong and set up shop at 608 H Street, translated Yashington Posteporter as

her father reminisced about how people used to dress up on Sundays artd flock
Chinatown, to go to the Chinese community church, visit relatives anddthe at

one of the Chinese restaurants in the atd@an’s brother, William Chin, described
how “Chinatown in those days was like Georgetown...at 2 or 3 in thening,
people walking in the streets going to restauratit$om Lee, manager of Chinatown
Tropicals fish store in Chinatown in the 1980s and frequent visitor to dowmnt
Chinatown, also had fond memories of Chinatown: “ | remember how the old Chinese
used to sit out on the stairs...they would read their Chinese newspauet play

mah-jongg with ivory tiles and Chinese characters written on therfhis all

“9 Betty Medsger, “Chinatown Not Home to Most Chin&3ée The Washington Pasbecember 5,
1972.

*Y Saundra Saperstein, “Chinatown Dreams for a Beitey’ The The Washington PasEebruary 24,
1985.

> pid.

2 Thomas Morgan, “Wrecker’s Ball Threatens Way délin Chinatown,” Théfhe Washington Past
April 24, 1981.
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changed, in the 1960s. The race riots that rocked Washington D.Gnattotheir
mark on downtown Chinatown. Although no Chinese restaurants or stemes w
actually looted or destroyed in the riots, the proximity of thager scared people
away from downtown. Chinese residents moved away, or were forcehdn
business declinetf. By the late 1970s, all that remained were the elderly Chinese
who were reluctant to leave the area, or the new immigrants euld not afford to
move out to the suburbs or who wished to stay close to an area witles€hi
language support. Businesses had also declined, leaving only about afangéstand
businesses and since only 25% of these were actually owned tgs€hihe chances

of this dwindling even more was very réalyet, as we have seen in the fond
descriptions above, the suburban Chinese who moved away still resnoed
nostalgic ties to downtown Chinatown and to the sense of histoeprésented for

the community. The Chinese Community Church, located tah@d L Street, drew
most of its funding and volunteer help from its 300 suburban Chinese mewmbers,
drove downtown every Sunday to attend services or to volunteer with fEntzisses

for new immigrants. Jack and Evelyn Lee continued to attend semosestown
even after moving to Hyattsville in Maryland: “We are so usegbinog down there. |
was baptized there. We're so used to going to the church. We justfdehlike
going anywhere else?” If the Chinese Community Church represented living ties to
the downtown community, the Chinatown Mural project represented the symbolic ties

that the suburban Chinese community had towards Chinatown as wdélie as

3 Wendy Lim,Chinatown, D.C.: A Photographic Journa].

** Thomas Morgan, “Wrecker’s Ball Threatens Way délin Chinatown, The Washington Past
April 24, 1981.

% Peter Eng, “Chinatown Churches: Easing the Bunddétassage, The Washington PgsAugust 17,
1981.

33



increasing awareness of Chinatown to the mainstream public. 15, 18& D.C.

Bicentennial Commission, the CCBA and Eastern Wind, a group of Agtarican

college students, came together to work on a large, 32 feet tgeR#nural called
“The Chinese in America: Past, Present and Future,” which wadegdaby the
Eastern Wind group and depicted images of the history of the Chiméseerica.

The mural was completed and hung on the wall of the Jade PatatauRant, in the
heart of downtown Chinatown, af"@&nd H Street® proclaiming to all who walked
its streets the symbolic ownership the Chinese community felt tbiemparticular
urban space.

Thus in the face of dwindling demographics but simultaneous increasesin
sense of ethnic history-making, the CCBA saw the construction of el House
as a chance both to ease the woes of the elderly and poor cume@tynatown in
the most explicit sense, but also in a perhaps more implicis@ncbnscious fashion,
to try and retain some of the residential aspect of downtown ©lina To the
CCBA and other suburban Chinese, an apartment complex owned by the @EBA,
representative of the Chinese community and housing Chinese eldalyamgible,
living symbol to the community, as a means to preserve an anchbeiohistoric
presence in downtown D.C. Wah Luck House, despite its modest rents and qui
struggling occupants, seem to carry on its back the weight of yhistamory and
cultural heritage — literally as well as figuratively — tble Chinese community’s
historical and continuing imprint on the physical and visual streetschgowntown

D.C.

* Wendy Lim,Chinatown, D.C.: A Photographic Journ&i2-63.
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Officially “Historic”

Given this sense of nostalgia and yearning for a living downtown ©lnat
it is interesting to note the Chinese community’s lack of involveraadtoccasional
opposition to the movement to preserve tfeStreet corridor and turn it into an
official downtown Historic District. This happened in 1976; right afber victorious
coalition of Chinese community members, church goers and store oweersble
to push the Convention Center and scale it down to preserve thelircsitedtion of
historic worship places, stores and residences. A citizenstogroup called ‘Don’t
Tear It Down’ had begun to agitate for historic preseovatf D.C. landmarks in the
early 1970s. Don’'t Tear It Down had successfully lobbied for theeprason of
several D.C. historic buildings, such as the Old Post Office Bgildid the Willard
Hotel, making it “socially acceptable” in D.C. public opinion to be comeg about
historic preservatiof’ In 1976, in a proposal to save the buildings facing G, H",I, 5
6", 7" and &' Street NW and in the area where they inter&ebpn’t Tear It Down
had sent a letter to Harrison Lee, then chairman of the C&k#g if the CCBA
would like to be involved in a survey of the area for their apiptinato the Joint
Committee of Landmarks of the National Capital.

There was no record of a reply in Harrison Lee’s files, but allsdetail
recorded in a lat&Washington Posarticle speaks volumes of the disapproval that the

Chinese community, as represented by the CCBA, felt about the @hards

" Jeremy W. Dutra, "You Can’t Tear it Down: the Gmigjof the D.C. Historic Preservation Act "
(May 1, 2002) Georgetown LawGeorgetown Law Historic Preservation Papers Seffaper 1.
http://Isr.nellco.org/georgetown/hpps/papers/1

8 Don’t Tear it Down, Historic District ApplicatioRorm, Downtown Surveys, vol |, Historical
Society of Washington, D.C., [1981].

%9 George Washington University Gelman Library Spke€iallections, Harrison Lee Papers (HLP),
Box 6, Folder 30: Chinese Consolidated Benevolesstogiation of Washington, DC: Correspondence
-- WRC-TV editorial 06/21/1976.
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creating the Historic District. In 1982, after the Historisthct application had been
submitted, Harrison Lee, then vice-chairman of the CCBA attertdedpublic
hearings for the D.C. Joint Committee on Landmarks and was quobtgp@sing the
historic district, saying that “his community wants to investnew, contemporary
Chinese-style buildings’ in the area centering 8naind H Stree®® This remark is
significant in the way it helps us understand the more nuancexh ¢ist the Chinese
community had about ‘saving’ Chinatown. It was not merely to savédheentury
structures of rowhouses in which they had lived or worked in sirc&3B0s. Rather,
the residents and business owners saw that to save Chinatowro vasidt in
economic development and other means of maintaining a living neighborhd, rat
than a historic fagade. Further evidence of this view can beirsaba fact that the
city had hired Edward Park, a Baltimore architect, to consuit thie Redevelopment
Land Agency to conduct a $200,000 study into what the Chinese commuamitgd
to do to “preserve and beautify” Chinatown. For the Chinese commurity
businessmen and other residents, the study found that a “Chinese dndde
Community Center” was the most favored, along with a square fegtstores,
exhibition hotels, space for importers and exporters to display Waees, hotels,
offices, theaters for Chinese opera and acrobatics, a Chibesg,la medical clinic,
a nursing home, a Chinese temple for tourists, a vocational traiemgras well as
housing®™ For the Chinatown residents and business owners, rejuvenation and
preservation of Chinatown was about creating economic opportunitiesiaghgrin

amenities and services for a residential neighborhood.

0 “Community Groups Fight Historic DistrictThe Washington Pastlarch 17, 1982.
1 william H. Jones, “Chinatown Rejuvenation,” Thbe Washington PasEebruary 25, 1973.
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Despite the lack of a response from the CCBA, Don’t Tear It Down included a
flattering description of the Chinese community’s history in HieStreet area, and
their development and architectural efforts in their application:

“As an anchor for the new Chinatown, the On Leong Tong

immediately renovated the buildings it purchased at 618-620 H

Street, remodeling two buildings into one, adding a pent tile roof

over the first floor, a balcony at the second level, and a tile roof

above the third floor. Similar Chinese-ization of existing buildings

has occurred throughout Chinatown, giving the area a distinctive

appearance and charactéf.”

The 7" Street Historic District was officially approved and desigd in
1984, as “historically important to the commercial life of thg biéfore World War
11,"®® and included the area along th® Btreet corridor between Mount Vernon
Square and Pennsylvania Avenue, the F Street corridor betwBesnd1 Streets
and the Chinatown area along H and | streets betwBem® 4" Streets. Developers
and business owners in th8 Btreet area had voiced opposition to the boundaries of
the district since this would necessarily curtail or limitithglans for modern
commercial development in the area. But to the historic preservationists:

“these buildings [would help to] maintain the appearance and scale

of an earlier era — a kind of main street shopping district oflsma

individually interesting stores and offices. Not only do these

buildings illustrate the developmental history of the downtown area,

but they provide amenities of scale and architectural varietghwhi

should be preserved in the midst of large-scale twentieth century

development, and which should form the basis for design of this new
development®

Thus, the development debates of 1970s and into the early 1980s represented

a tussle between differing conceptions of what successful develommeldt be —

%2 Don't Tear It Down, Application for Historic Distt, 6.
% The Washington PastD.C. Historic Districts,” October 21, 1985.
% Don’t Tear It Down, 17.
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modern and efficient or through a form of cultural nostalgia, a lettoth centered
on the preservation of D.C.s seemingly most commercially visietenic
community. These debates proved a tumultuous yet invigorating epdoé lifet of
the city as well as the Chinese community. The first andesstul efforts of the
neighborhood coalition, to simply save existing Chinatown from the spetta
convention center/arena which would have completely demolished iedrais
awareness of the history of Washington’s tiny Chinatown in the nohtise larger
D.C. community. The political and social climate of the time, rereporters were
doing large feature stories on the city’s ‘hidden ethnics’, meanthkaprospect of
Washington, D.C. having a historic Chinatown similar to that of Sandisco and
New York, was an exciting one both for extending and expanding tyis kitlden
cultural complexity and history and, as we shall observe in moedl detthe later
chapters, for the prospect of these cultural areas to bring isttotar the city. For the
Chinese community, it generated similar consciousness of theirhastory. The
younger suburban Chinese felt a sense of belonging and communitytheith
existence of a downtown Chinatown that had been there since the 193@sthed i
Washington area since the late 1800s. The suburban Chinese railyargls saving
Chinatown through the Convention Center petition, the Wah Luck House and mural,
represented the deep-seated symbolic and nostalgic bonds that thiet thbwag
preserved downtown Chinatown could generate. However, the divergencaiohopi
in the case of the historic district represented the confliciiieas of Chinatown

salvation: one version which saw Chinatown as a source of historialgiasin
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contrast to the vision of the Chinatown residents, who saw it asvirg |

neighborhood.
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Chapter 2: Designing Chinatown, late 1980s

The spirit of the times, in the post-civil rights era of burgeorgtignic pride,
prompted the Chinese community and in particular, its business and jonodéss
elite, to push for even greater steps towards creating a Gwimdhat they believed
represented the vitality of the community. But this vitality, espnted in the 1970s
by the preservation of small business, apartments for the Cleltks®y and historic
rowhouses, changed dramatically in the 1980s. Unlike Chinatowns in pherof
the United States such as San Francisco and New York, and instaotits earlier
efforts, the banner of Chinatown was no longer taken up by communitstscor
non-profit organizations located in the community. The group of young communit
activists who formed Eastern Wind and its attendant newsleteansséo have
dissolved by the 1980s. Instead, there seems to have been a &itisoin the non-
profit community towards developing the arts scene. In 1985, the newslette
AAMPLITUDE, “bringing you news, views and items of interest — both serious and
light-hearted — in the arts and media wofitljvas started by the Asian American
Arts and Media Inc (AAM), which also began the first WashingtorG;.DAnnual
Asian American Film Festival in 1982. AAM’s efforts in documentamgl promoting
the arts scene, through its successful film festival andeigsletter which ran until
1997, did not regularly mention the downtown Chinatown development process.
Whether this shift in interest was due to changing personahaticdns or a

more complex blend of factors, such as political differencehemgenuine lack of

% Asian American Arts and Media, I'SAMPLITUDE,Spring 1985. Personal Collection of Wendy
Lim.
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interest in downtown Chinatown for nonprofit organizations, is hard to rdeter
from the front face of the written records. Either way, it tb& space clear for the
business elite, who ran restaurants and other businesses in Chinatbavetthe
dominant voice in controlling Chinatown’s physical development. These bsisines
owners had mercantile connections in Chinatown but did not always reside
downtown Chinatown. This lack of a residential motivation might have influenced the
business elite’s conception of Chinatown success. Instead of a distod
demographic nostalgia, Chinatown vitality was believed to come ifotheof ethnic
tourism, creating a cultural streetscape that would enhance Chmat®wa tourist
venue for potential visitors, from the suburbs and from the rest of the world.

Who Speaks for Chinatown?

The 1980s also saw the reins of Chinatown shift from traditional ielaige
such as the CCBA and the established fraternal organization, mhd.eOng
Association, to the Chinatown Steering Committee, a “Chinatown contyn
organization, formed at the request of the District government, tseative District
government on physical, economic and social impacts in Chinaf§wiitie
Chinatown Steering Committee represented the convergence ofaulpar€Chinese
business community and the D.C. government, whose specific plansofornac
development in the area started to solidify in the 1980s and whos¢sefie the
physical landscape of D.C. Chinatown became quickly apparent.

In 1982, The Chinatown Steering Committee was formed and was siséabli

to:

D.C. Government Office of the Secretary, DistritEmlumbia Municipal Regulations Chapter 24:
Chinatown Design Review Procedures,
http://os.dc.gov/os/lib/os/info/odaiftitle 10 p&tttitle10 chapter24.pdf
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“serve as a liaison and advisory body of the Washington D.C.

Chinatown, with public and private sectors which include the federal

government, government of the District of Columbia, the Washington

Convention Center and private enterprises; on the improvement and

enhancement of its image for a more attractive, active and

economically productive serving the residents and visitors of

Chinatown...*?’

The Chinatown Steering Committee consisted of vocal membere tddal
Chinese business elite, such as restauranteurs Tony CheNgilazach Lee and also
included Lawrence Locke, president of the Chinese Consolidated Benevolent
Association (CCBAY® When it was first formed, the Chinatown Steering Committee
membership qualifications was listed as having three types ofbers: individual
members: “Chinatown residents and owners of real estate or busnesgrise
located in Chinatown”; professional members, which included “Chinesgets,
architects, certified public accountants, builders, real edied&ers, and other
professionals” who are thus implied to be qualified to “provide valuadnéributions
to the economic development of Chinatown,” and finally organizationalbmesmfor
people in “Chinese American organizations in the Washington Metropalitsn®®
Although not obviously stated in the mission statement, we canhseegh the
membership qualifications that the Chinatown Steering Commitmddwend up
pulling together the voices of the business or professional elitanwihe local
Chinese community, not necessarily an entire representativeltiforealthough

‘organizational members’ did include such members as the Rever¢hd Ghinese

Community Church, other organizations, such as the CCBA often consfstéiter

®”HLP, Box 5, Folder 12: Chinatown Steering Comneittelinutes 10/09/1984

% HLP, Box 5, Folder 6: Chinatown Steering Commiti@emmittee membership 05/1984

%9 HLP, Box 5, Folder 2: Chinatown Steering Committdeeting notice, agenda, membership and
officer qualifications 07/25/1983
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businessmen, rather than representing the non-profit or low-income cotyumuni
There is also no scope for individuals who may not be residents bupenagavily
involved in the arts or culture of the area but are not linked to pdaygical
organizations in D.C. Chinatown.

In addition, the formation of the Chinatown Steering Committee sdem
ignore the role of pre-existing traditional Chinatown organizationk as the CCBA
and its historic role as representing Chinatown. If there was hatt of difference
between the two, why was there a shift in leadership and whatfsionpact did it
make on the legislation and the community? In addition, there was onmentdfoer
community institution in the case of Washington D.C.’s Chinatown whschot
mentioned at all in the Chinatown Steering Committee documentatidme -Oh
Leong Association. In 1931, when the plans for the Federal Triangla ar
development meant that the Chinese community which was locatedublc have
to move, the On Leong Association led negotiations for both north and sesho$
H Street NW, between"6and 7 Streets in order to move the Chinese merchants
together. Their successful efforts, despite much protest frone whsiness owners
and residents, was the prime reason that a Chinatown continued to elagtntown
D.C.°

Why did the D.C. government create a whole new committee, as opjosed t
simply turning to the CCBA or the On Leong Association as th@ngunity’s
representative? Although there was no primary source materiahiimdj a specific
reason, some possible reasons can be inferred. Perhaps, as theadffisiary body

to the D.C. government, the Chinatown Steering Committee wasesnpatto reach

“Wendy Lim,Chinatown, D.C.: A Photographic Journds.
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out to all community groups, rather than picking just one: the Chinesan@nity
Church, the CCBA, the On Leong Association and any others. The C@idAjts
extensive history and connections, was perhaps seen as having too many
responsibilities and ties to the national Chinese American comyntanibte able to
advise the District government on the specific needs of the DBdgal Chinese
community. The On Leong Association, was also perhaps not the most &propr
organization since they represented solely merchants, and the Cmn&tewaring
Committee, at least in its mission statement and outwapgitrgs of membership,
attempted to pick a larger breadth of society from within the @hwracommunity.
However, the reality of the Chinatown Steering Committee sirabifted the reins
from one acronym to the other, with the business-orientation of theAG@Bnbers
within the Chinatown Steering Committee continuing to be a decisive force.
Home Rule, the Comprehensive Plan and the Chinatown Steering Comnet

The creation of the Chinatown Steering Committee, with its direct
connections to the D.C. government, represented the marked differeneeiéhe
1980s and the 1970s, where the power of the D.C. city government hadseaacrea
significantly. In 1974, the Home Rule Act was passed, allowingDOistrict of
Columbia greater authority over development within the district, lesedzoning and
housing. Under the Home Rule Act, the National Capital Housing AWhNTHA)
and the Redevelopment Land Agency (RLA), was transferred completdlr the
Office of the Mayor’s supervision. In contrast to the early 1970snvitreinstance,
the Center/Arena proposal became a lengthy, drawn-out debatarashad to go

through congressional offices for approval, matters concerning ddidavelopment
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in the 1980s, moved more quickly and efficiently since the D.C. governhazht
increasing autonomy to make plans and coordinate more swiftly thet relevant
housing and land-use agencié&/nder the mantle of increased self-government, the
Act ensured the fledgling city government had some overarching miotecguide it.

As part of the legislation of the 1974 Home Rule Act for D.C.-gelfernment, the
Act mandated the need for a comprehensive plan: “a general policy eoctimat
provides overall guidance for future planning and development of th&’eiyithin

the 1984 Comprehensive Plan, the D.C. government made significantf@ahs
redevelopment of the city, with seven major goals:

“stabilizing neighborhoods, employment and economic growth,

creation of a ‘living’ downtown, preserving and promoting cultural

and natural amenities, respecting and improving the ‘physical

character of D.C., preserving and ensuring community input, and

preserving the ‘historic character’ of D.&”

These goals, as Lewis, a contributing writefTtee Washington Postnd an
architecture professor at the University of Maryland notede eard to argue with.
However, the Plan’s focus on the Downtown Element, which was defiriw asea
between the Capitol and North Capitol, Massachusetts Avende,Siget and
Pennsylvania Avenue, Lewis found a bit more controversial. The Planghtgd the
Gallery Place and Chinatown area as the center of downtown, wthere
redevelopment would focus. Although the Plan promoted housing and redidenti

development in other parts of the city and even in the downtown area, its focus for the

Chinatown area was slightly different: the Plan instead encouragedetaibpment

L James G. Banks, “The Homes in Home Rule,” The Washington PasEebruary 16, 1974.
2D.C. Government, Office of Planning, http://plampidc.gov, “Comprehensive Plan.”

3 Roger K. Lewis, “D.C.’s Rewritten Plan to Make at&r City,” The Washington Pasiune 15,
1985.
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on H Street, to “allow eastward extension of Chinatown retail. U8&he Plan also
frequently used the term, “design”; whether it was to “develesignguidelines for
development surrounding the [Judiciary] square,” or to “improveldsggnor use of
open space,” or “supportedesign of the park reservation at™5Street and
Massachusetts Ave with a Chinese landscape thémegwis perceived that “these
objectives [focused] on much more than land use, [these objectivesprazerned
with the form of the streetscape, architectural motifs, laamag, traffic, parking,
and implicit economic issues.” The Comprehensive Plan was a stidingtor of the
D.C. government’s interest and ability to utilize the increasedrgoental authority
that the Home Rule Act has provided. Instead of, as Lewis impSadply
designating land use zones and leaving urban development to grow allgamitin
these land use zones, the D.C. government, with its new mandate, tidygedlte to
have a stronger hand in actually crafting what that growth lookeqd &s their
emphasis on architectural motifs and streetscapes seemed &andithough Lewis
remarked at the end of his column that the obstructive regulatighd mean that a
lot of the Plan will be ‘wishful thinking,” we know that many of $kegoals, such as
the heightened streetscape design and instituting of Chinese desigast were
indeed put into place by the end of the 1980s.

The Plan referred specifically to Chinatown as “D.C.’s only etlwoitural
area’ and thus, required special treatment as a potential regponiat attractior?

This is particularly unusual, given the rich African Americastdry of places such as

" Roger K. Lewis, “D.C.’s Rewritten Plan to Make atir City,” TheThe Washington Paslune 15,
1985.

® Ibid.

*HLP Box 1, Folder 13: Objectives and Policies Retato Chinatown 01/31/1984
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the Shaw neighborhood and Adams Morgan which were not given this ‘special
treatment.” In addition, in March 1985, the D.C. city government fursoédified

this conceptualization when they amended the D.C. Comprehensive PlantiAct
D.C. Law 5-187, which designated Chinatown as a ‘special treatarea’ and
requested that ‘design standards [be instituted] that enhancéities€ character of

the area.”

This highlighting of Chinatown in the planning documents for D.C. added to
the larger global trend in the Anglophone world towards preservidgedeveloping
Chinatowns for both political and economic gain. As we saw in eadleslars’ work
on Chinatowns in Portland, Vancouver, Victoria and Sydney in the 1980s, iither ¢
involved the municipal government as well as the local Chinese busim@ssunity
who sought to capitalize on the economic potential of a historic andstyour
Chinatown. But were the collaborative efforts between the goverrementhe local
community as closely knit in other cities as it was in Dl@nHke the Neighborhood
Advisory Councils, whose members were elected based on a majordtecs in the
neighborhood, the Chinatown Steering Committee had no additional jurisdiction
and was formed, “at the request of the District government” in @odprovide that
“‘community input” that helped the formulation of the D.C. government's
Comprehensive Plan.

Given the business and professional orientation of the members of the
Chinatown Steering Committee, it is not surprising then, thaCtdmprehensive Plan
would place such emphasis on the retail expansion of Chinatown and ttadl ove

Chinese design of the streetscape. In addition, perhaps maalingyes the fact that

" Stephen Green, “Hill Votes Home Rule Chang@hg Washington PasEebruary 5, 1974.
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Alfred Liu, the eventual architect of the D.C. Archway, and thesident of the
Architect and Engineers’ Planning Association (AEPA), who published t
Chinatown Urban Design Study, was an active member of the Chinat@snngt
Committee (the minutes for July 23983 were typed with his letterhead at AEPA
and he was the member to forward the motion for procedures and gdbciee
adopted regarding membership), invited to serve as its teclagicislor. A coherent
architectural theme would be more compelling to restauranteudsbasinesses
selling Chinese goods and services, than it would be to a low-ecesident living
in Chinatown who would have possibly preferred more amenities and eras
opposed to street lamps with a Chinese motif.
Chinatown Design Guidelines, 1988

Yet, the mission and goals of the Chinatown Steering Committesotliistate
explicitly that its goals were to influence the physicak of Chinatown simply that
their role was to:

“identify issues concerning and in/or confronting Chinatown; to serve

as an advocate for the best interest of Chinatown; to communicate the

views of its members and community to decision-makers; to collect

and disseminate information concerning the present and future

activities and the developments which will have an impact on

Chinatown; to serve as a catalyst to promote the betterment and

development of Chinatowr®

Thus, the business-orientation of Chinatown Steering Committee mdmpubers
and the appointment of an architect as a technical advisor revbaled.C. city
government intention of, and the Chinatown Steering Committee’s poespense

to, the use of visible, architectural concepts as the means tovenpyashington

D.C.’s Chinatown. These architectural guidelines for the imag&hofatown that the

HLP, Box 5 Folder 12: Chinatown Steering Commitfdinutes 10/09/1984
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local business community, endorsed by the D.C. city government, wantedate,
went beyond general guidelines. They wanted to create a whole engeeriThe
touristy, revenue-generating impulse that informed the D.C. atermment, the
Chinatown Steering Committee and in turn, the AEPA publishers, caeharstheir
statement: “People drive up to eight hours to go to the ‘Old CouatryBusch
Gardens. Why not develop Washington’'s only official ethnic area arie ntaa
world-class wonder that attracts people downtowh?”

To make it a ‘world-class wonder’, the Study had building destgndards
for organizations that wished to build within Chinatown, with criteaaging from
‘overall East-West integration’ to the types of paint colors gteyuld and should not
use, “so as not to insult Chinese tradition” with inappropriate codmi color
placement. Beyond individual permit applications, the Study also Hescri
recommendations for designing the public space of Chinatown — fronpareting
Chinese zodiac signs into the sidewalk pavements (see lllast@tiand making this
paving pattern “incorporated into the official Streetscape Codeenfaiced by the
D.C. Streetscape Committee,” to the suggestion of using trajfials of a Chinese

design and not overhead traffic lights, which will block the view of the Archway.

9 AEPA, Architects Engineer§hinatown Design Guidelines Study: Chinatown UrBasign Study,
Point 10 (Summary).
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[llustration 2: Chinese Zodiac Signs embedded in Pa  vement,
2009

Given the close connections between AEPA and the Chinatown Steeringitizen
AEPA seemed relatively confident in proposing many architectigsign ideas to
enhance the ‘branding’ they hoped to create for Chinatown, D.C.. Mahg design
elements that the Study proposes, are described in these tawesmoércial culture
and mass media — “they should be ‘world-class attractions’ #ptiie the interest
and imagination of everyone, not least the media.” The zodiac &igme placed in
the pavements would attract “people [who] will come not just éoGeinatown, but
also to find out something about themselves. What sign were theyn¥owihat does
it mean? Of course, the special sidewalks will attract upiedia coverage.” These
tourists and potential investors, in line with the D.C. city governiensh to create

an ‘international’ city, would come from other parts of the worlds ‘g architectural
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showplace, Chinatown will create pride for D.C. and will genenatt publicity...it
will also help position D.C. to attract welcome interest andtabfsom Hong Kong,
Taiwan, and the rest of Asia.”

In addition, AEPA’s image of a successful (i.e. tourist-genggaChinatown
was to sell this exotic difference within safe confines. AEffaims that “careful
streetscape design will ensure the kind of pleasing order and mityfoof theme
needed to create the clean, safe, attractive environment that dmnahust
provide.” Even as the Study encourages applicants to make sure their desigeg€nhanc
the image of Chinatown as a nightlife destination, and a placayo(fWhy stay in
the suburbs when there will be so much to do in Chinatown and the rest of
Downtown?”), it reiterates that ‘Chinatown will be a family gg¢a and that even at
night, it will be a place to go that is “colorful, safe and different.”

By 1991, these guidelines were established as the “Chinatown DesiggnwR
Procedures” as described in the District of Columbia Fedegister, which made
effective the ruling that construction, renovations and other projec&hinatown
would have to submit a Chinatown Design Review application along with their permit
application, to the D.C. government’s Office of Planrithglthough how much these
guidelines were actually enforced is still debatable, theessbal recognition at least
officially, of these regulations is a crucial indicator of thetrparship between the
local Chinatown business community and their efforts to influence Ge @ffice of
Planning. The Chinatown Design Guidelines Study was thus a succpsgeit

partnership between the municipal authority and the local businesswdio were

80 HLP, Box 4, Folder 21: Chinatown Development: €dfof Planning -- Chinatown Design Review
Procedures 02/01/1991
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united in their desire to redevelop Chinatown into what they saw asora
commercially viable site for attracting people, capital ancmae from the outer
suburbs as well as from foreign investors and visitors.

The question then becomes how representative of the businessvei@s’
for Chinatown? What did others in the non-profit community or residemts i
Chinatown or even in the suburbs feel about this push towards heavily planned
Chinatown design? Perhaps, they are not as far off as we think.sbmaner
enrichment program run by the Chinese Community Church in 1990, s€henake
American children commented on their wishes for D.C. Chinatown:

“I want Chinatown to look more special. | hope it's a special stree

for Chinese people. | think they should build more restaurants that

look like old custom houses. Make Chinatown look more interesting

than any other street in D.C. that has a custom. Because that is

best way to show people and their custofiis.”

“I lived in Chinatown all my life...if I can change Chinatown, fits

would tear down the old buildings and build new ones in old-fashion

styles, something like in China. The new buildings or houses can sell

more books, clothes and shoes. They should also have a Chinese
school teaching more about China. We should tear down some of the

restaurants of the old, slow business restaurants ( | meansthis i

Chinatown, not foodtown)...and | hope it would come trife.”

Their expressed comments are an uncanny mirror of the motivatibmslbe
the Chinatown Steering Committee and their Chinatown Urban Desigielieas
Study. The way forward for Chinatown is to recreate the old, hilt something
newer and better, as the ‘best way to show people and their cuslibreghrough

economic development, with new houses in old-fashioned styles, and gettiolg

older restaurants that do not conform to the new and glitzy stapetsdesign

8 Donne Joe Cen, quoted in Wendy Li@hinatown, D.C.: A Photographic Journal4.
82 Christine Jane Lam, quoted in Wendy Li@hinatown, D.C.: A Photographic Journal4.
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guidelines, since it would bring down the heightened image of the newatGiin.
Although only a few comments were selected for inclusion in thek by the
community group, Asian American Arts and Media, the fact that thesechiesen as
the ones to highlight is an implicit nod to the comments exprease@presentative
of the community. The business orientation of the Chinatown Steering @lesnm
thus reflects the demographic reality of D.C. Chinatown, that emwdenore Chinese
Americans have a sense of commercial ownership in D.C. as oppasedsidential
one. An understanding of this skewed demographic gives an added nuahee to t
Chinatown Design Guidelines; there is an implicit desire t@dtinot just white
tourists, but the Chinese American community who has moved out to the suburbs
their quote, that “people drive up to eight hours to go to the ‘Old Couattrigusch
Gardens, Why not develop Washington’s only official ethnic area arie ntaa
world-class wonder that attracts people downtoWPhere is an implicit paralleling
of white tourists who would go to Busch Gardens to see examplégiofcolonial
heritage, with suburban Chinese Americans, who would be interestethingcback
to downtown, to see their own roots represented in the commercialloge their
ancestors, or at least, Chinese Americans of a past generation, lived kad.wor

The ‘living’ downtown, that goal laid out in the Comprehensive Plan of 1984,
for the Chinatown community, is thus represented by streets oftand suburban

Chinese reliving a cultural history.

8 AEPA, Architects Engineer§hinatown Design Guidelines Study: Chinatown UrBasign Study,
Point 10 (Summary), 1988.
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Chapter 3: Globalizing Chinatown: Building the Friship

Arch, 1986

The specific decisions and tensions that the Chinatown Steering @emimaund
the D.C. government made in drafting the Chinatown Design Guidekfiested on
the one hand, the shifting strands of motivation within D.C. and the @hines
community. However these specific, ground-level changes also eeflEsger shifts
in the international backdrop of geopolitics and economics — the ris@in& @s a
political and economic power, the changing nature of the wag clbebusiness — all
of which underlay these motivations to build the Archways in thetivay did in the
1980s. The symbolic means in which these forces took shape in the form of
Archways was also not unique to D.C. but transnational; strikinglyasiqrojects
and rhetoric taking place in many Chinese diaspora communities tioaughe
world.
The International Backdrop

In the 1970s, cities in the developed world such as the United Statdsueope
were experiencing population decline and lowered economic activitipytthe mid-
1980s, cities were beginning to revive again, as Saskia Sassenduate¢s changes
in the world economy towards a shift to services rather than inaluptoduction,
particularly in finance and specialized services, as well @®wing
transnationalization of economic activity.Similarly, John Friedmann writes in 1986

that there has been a rise of world cities as major nucléhdonternational division

8 Saskia Sassefties in a World Economy?™ ed. (Thousand Oaks, CA: Pine Forge Press, 2000),
56.
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of labor® This perception of cities needing to plug into the global econoeaylgl
permeated the mindsets of the Chinatown elite as well as D.C. govemumiegtthis
timer period.

Despite this, Washington, D.C. was not one of the cities thatlsstwmmediate
revival. D.C.’s unemployment rate was around 9% in the 1970s and hihaohig
11.4% in early 1988 The need for an infusion of economic stimuli to the economy
and providing a source for continual revenue for the worn-out citythussan urgent
one. The D.C. government saw the national trend towards the sbétvices and an
increasingly global economy as a clarion call for the cayptomote foreign
investment in their city, in order to attract population and revene& ba the
deteriorating downtown. In that vein, D.C. Mayor Marion Barry’p to China, was
organized in order to “market the city of Washington, D.C. as aeptacdo
business® In a prime example of the increasing transnationalization of edonom
activity, the trip reported a possible deal with Chinese entneprs to set up a
furniture assembly plant which would hire and train enough low-skilled, ploged
residents to lower the city’s high unemployment fite.

Just as the increasingly globalized environment prompted Mayoy Barr
make these overtures to China, the transnational forces alsedctieatbackdrop that
caused the tension within the local community over the Archway. growing

international political economy as evidenced in the open-door, mod&wnipalicies

8 John Friedmann, “The World City Hypothesis,evelopment and Chandé& (1986).

8 Bureau of Labor Statistichitp://data.bls.gov

87 Quoting Mayor Marion Barry, in Edward D. Sargertfigayor Returns, Sees Benefits from Asia
Tour,” The Washington Padtlay 26, 1984.

8 Edward D. Sargent, “Mayor Returns, Sees Bengfits Asia Tour,"The Washington Pastay
26, 1984.
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and the U.S. recognition of China in 1978 led to an influx of Fujian migjiatd the
local Chinese American community, who set up clan associationsnedjekisting
Chinese American organizations but bringing with them a more ei@& stance
than the previous generation of Chinese Americans, who were predomifnantly
Guangdong Province (and often had sympathetic ties to Taiwan)tathenalism
between traditional associations often spilled over into contemporganizations,
which as other Chinatown scholars have also pointed out, “somewhat cdatthdic
manifest facade of solidarity so visibly displayed in public collective a&ffon

The policy climate of seeing Chinatown in the light of a cultdcairism
hotspot, was thus influenced by this backdrop of growing internatzatiain and,
with the institution of the Chinatown Design Guidelines, presemssaible reason
that the D.C. city government finally looked favorably upon the commundgsire
to create the Archway, albeit not in a manner pleasing toyewer within the
community.

Why Arches?

At first glance, the ornate symbolism of an arch, proclaimimgentrance to
the Chinese community’s physical center, seems relatively meYieg this seemingly
simple structure bears upon its tiled shoulders a varied burden iwatiwts, beliefs
and symbolism. The Archway represented both the Chinese commumniysng
desire to announce and preserve their heritage in landscape]l s wegoke the
imagery of how their diasporic community can be a literalgaibdetween China and

the West, particularly crucial during the 1980s as the Wesnhegiing overtures to

8 Jan Lin,Reconstructing Chinatown: Ethnic Enclave, Globah@ge(Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 1998), 122-3.
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China. But why arches? According to David Lai, one of the npanners of
Victoria, Canada’s archway which was built in 1984:

“Before the Second World War, it was customary to erect tempora
arches to celebrate special events or welcome dignitaries s. vis
Over 120 celebratory arches were built between 1869 and 1945 in
various cities throughout British Columbia, including four in Victoria.
Therefore a permanent Chinese arch in Chinatown would be not only a
way of preserving and recreating a historic past but also a monument
to the Chinese heritage in Victoria.”

Lai is referring to a tradition not just before the Second World bva to a historic
tradition brought over from China, of creating triumphal archesommemorate
events, activities or people, as seen in the way designs forptrainarches and
Chinese gates were prevalent if"1&ntury Chind" Thus, just as we saw in the
Chinatown Design Guidelines, Chinese community elites often wantedsdo
traditional architectural modes, whether it is through Qing Dynstte courtyards
and colors, or through creating triumphal archways, heralding GhiAegericans’
community in North America. But Chinese arches seem patlgutompelling, as it
is the first and often largest public marker of Chinese heritage on a city'sdgeds
“although our perception of Chinatown may be shaped by our knowledge
of it as a social entity, our perception is also influenced byattieof
seeing...the way our serial views of Chinatown are linked may cawse
minds to mold the chaotic images of Chinatown into a perceivedatther
precinct....the architectural components relate harmoniously tscde
of people passing through the strédte see a large impressive gateway
[italics added], then details of its design, then facades ofhtlee-story

buildings, then the street, sidewalks, people and vehicles, and fiajy,
alleys and courtyards?

% David Chuenyan LaiChinatowns: Towns within Cities in Cangd62.

L william Halfpenny,Rural Architecture in the Chinese Tasteondon: 1755, New York: B.Blom,
1968), 25.

%2 David Lai,Visual Character of Chinatowng29-31.
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Thus, although Lai claims that “it is the facades of buildings hm&own that
constitute the most striking visual component of place charaCténg Archway is
the first and most prominent symbol of a Chinese community and hefsrte the
rest of the viewers’ image of Chinatown into a “coherent pretiitte strength of
this cultural nostalgia in the form of architectural symbolisam de seen in the
growing phenomenon of construction of Chinatown archways across Northicame
during this period — in Canada, at least six Chinese gatesbwdreuring the 1980s,
in Vancouver, Victoria, Montreal, Winnipeg and Edmonton all having at l@aes
Chinatown arch of their owH. In the United States, Philadelphia, Boston and San
Francisco all have arches, of varying sizes, proclaiming thares to their historic
community spaces in downtown. Chinatown archways are thus a uniquee feht
Chinese diaspora communities, particularly in North America ana Westernized
countries. Archways became popular not just because of their &biilbmmemorate
the community’s achievement in surviving the migration process, Isot as a
marker bridging two cultural communities, China and their host caulmiryictoria,
the Arch of Harmonious Interest was built to “commemorate the catpe of the
Chinese and non-Chinese citizens of the city in the rehabilitatiddhofatown as
well as the harmony of the city’s multicultural society.In Sydney, Australia,
architect of Sydney’s Chinatown archway, Henry Tsang de=tiihe aspects of the
Archway and how it represents that bridging of cultures within the community:

“gold coins from China, symbolic of investment in Australia ratian

the removal of assets that previously took place; sand and pebbles from
China, symbolic of setting down roots in Australia; and the goldeoisert

93 H

Ibid.
* David Chuenyan LaiChinatowns: Towns within Cities in Canatia4.
% David Chuenyan Lalisual Character of Chinatown81.
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that represented the good luck and long life that the Chinese waitym

would bring to Australia...it will contribute...as the symbol of Aus#&ali

multiculturalism and a symbolic centre for the Chinese commurfity.”

Yet, despite these claims of laying roots in their host comnegnatind wanting to
celebrate their harmonious, multicultural societies, the congiruofi the Archways
also lay claims to competing loyalties and alternative fosimiselonging. When the
Philadelphia Friendship Arch was built by the Philadelphia ChinatowwuelBement
Corporation in 1984, it was proclaimed as “the first authentic gate built in Aanleyi
artisans from China® This statement hints at the other underlying motivation: of
strengthening cultural ties to China. Given the earlier rhetrlzecoming Chinese
communities, in Canada, Australia or the United States, using @hiesrican
labor, as opposed to “artisans from China” would seem to have been more appropriate
to demonstrate their belonging in their new countries. This empbasfartisans
from China” signals the growing sentiment among Chinese diaspora commtivaties
authentic Chinese identity was increasingly linked to ties with mainlandhCh

This seems to be unique to the redevelopment of Chinatowns in the 1980s. In
1970, San Francisco’s Chinatown, arguably the largest and mostdiStonatown
in the United States, but its simple structure of green tildspéain concrete pillars
pales in comparison to the ornate, gleaming structures built iadelphia (and later,
D.C.) in the 1980s. This purposeful contrast is significant for whamittell us about

the difference between the 1970s and the 1980s — that the impmtdieseto China

and the symbolism of the Chinatown arch becomes much more than et

% Anna-Lisa MakNegotiating Identity: Ethnicity, Tourism and Chioain, http:/api-
network.com/main/pdf/scholars/jas77_mak.pdf

" Philadelphia Chinatown Development Corporatibitp://www.chinatown-
pcdc.org/accomplishments_timelines.htm
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pride, but an indicator of growing nationalism, with a China just beginning to open up
after the shuttered times of the 1970s.

Ties to China were not only cultural. This bridging of East andty\symbolized
through this cultural arch were also used explicitly, in the rhetfrithe 1980s, as
potential economic tools, where many seemed to believe that buihdiragch would
help to generate tourism and attract visitors to downtown Chinatowiakid Lai
added:

“The arch would be a symbolic entrance to Chinatown and a special

attraction. Tourists shopping in the Inner Harbour area would lzetaitrto

the north part of the downtown commercial district, thus benefiting ngt onl

Chinatown but also other parts of the downtown af@a.”

Thus the grandeur of the Chinatown Arches built in the 1980s, whether it
Philadelphia’s “most authentic” arch, Vancouver’'s harmonious one or Dwddsst
arch”, sought not just to commemorate cultural nostalgia and betpingithe host
country but also to make explicit connections to a rising China @ndttendant
economic and political implications.
Foundations of the D.C. Archway

Given the political and economic nature of Chinatown Arches during the
1980s, it would be particularly appropriate for Washington, D.C.’s Chinatdwen, t
Chinatown in the capital city of the United States, to begin to puosthéir own
Archway. In December 1984, the CCBA published a report titled “@divra
Gateway: A Proposal of Giving D.C. Chinatown An Identity.” In this report, #si0t

“the existing buildings in Chinatown are mostly three to four-story

brick structures that were built between 1860 to 1910. With very

little changes of the exteriors, there is hardly any Chiflaser in
the whole Chinatown except the Chinese character names of the

% David Chuenyan LaiChinatowns: Towns within Cities in Canad62.
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stores and restaurants. There was no architectural elemerdatilgys

strong enough to present an image and identity of Chinatown until

1982 when Wah Luck House was erect&d.”
However, the report notes regretfully that, although “all the Chipesple are very
proud of the Wah Luck House,” and that it has “elevated Chinatown’s imagedo
not think that, as an apartment building for the elderly, it is apjatepo serve as the
symbol of Chinatown... Chinatown needs some streetscape treatmecisartiy
define its boundaries and identity so that people who come to Chinatdvwrave a
sense of place'® It is a sign of the times and as we saw earlier, thenessi
orientation of the leading members of the Chinese community, mhatchitectural
monument is a greater symbol of a living Chinatown than a housing cowipleal,
but elderly, Chinese residents, who will not be able to contrilatitecdy to the city’s
economy. The CCBA proposal included a design for two gateways, teedkeé East
and West boundaries of H Street as the Chinese Main Streetg"@@gercent of the
stores and restaurants are concentrat®dli addition, the CCBA proposal also
emphasized that although each gateway was estimated to cost about $3h@,000, t
CCBA will be responsible for the project costs, money to bedarsa fundraising
effort throughout the country. After construction, the CCBA alsint it will take
responsibility for its maintenance. According to its proposal, gdieways will be a

pure donation from the Chinese people to D.C. Chinatown and the city. We do not

% HLP, Box 14, Folder 9, Chinatown Gate (Friendshiph): "Chinatown Gateway: A Proposal of
Giving D.C. Chinatown An Identity," Chinese Consialied Benevolent Association 12/1984, pg 5.
19 bid, p5-6

1% |bid, p8
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expect to need any D.C. Government’s financial appropriation, but we etbitse
support of this idea and approval of our desitjA.”

There is no mention anywhere in this report, of the furor thatemagted
within the community and spilled over into the newspaper pages throudattdre
half of 1984. Earlier in the year, in May 1984, D.C. Mayor Marion Ygasn a much-
publicized tour of China, had signed a sister-city accord with thgoMof Beijing,
which included an agreement to build an archway along H &hdStieet in
Washington’s Chinatown district, “a visible symbol of the culturadl @conomic
exchanges which will be part of our sister-city agreement ancdpary program to
make the District a visible world-class cit}® This agreement was greeted with
mixed emotions from the local Chinese community. It was greetbddismay by an
older generation of Chinese, particularly those from Taiwan andhlwy were
immigrants who fled China when the communists came into powes. Wé$ most
forcibly and vocally represented by Lawrence Locke, head of GB8A and
considered, as the head of the CCBA, the unofficial mayor of @humat_Locke was
guoted inThe Washington Posif July 1984 as saying, “We oppose the erection of a
communist Archway in Chinatown....we have been counting on our own archway for
more than a year and we don’t want the communist Chinese bintin% Locke’s
letter to the editor on a later article continued in this veimoaljh attempting to
speak for the entire community, refuting the claim that itpusely Taiwanese

supporters who are against the idea:

192 hid, p11

193 Quoting Mayor Barry, in Eric Pianin’s “Barry’s Digmacy Abroad Leads to Insensitivity in
District,” The Washington Pqdtebruary 14, 1985.

194 Quoting Lawrence Locke, in Carlyle Murphy’s “Arétlan Widens D.C.-Chinatown RiftThe
Washington Postluly 31, 1984
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“the headline [of 2 Chinas] was misleading because one party to the
dispute over the archway(s) is the Chinese communist government and
the other party is the Chinese community in Washington, represented
by the Chinese Consolidated Benevolent Association and supported by
other Chinese communities in America. The latter group consists
mostly of American citizens of Chinese parentage who are not
necessarily supporters of Taiwan. Therefore, there are not ‘two
Chinas’ involved in this case but Chinese communists and Chinese
Americans....the D.C. city government dragged its feet when the
Chinese Consolidated Benevolent Association asked for help in early
1984 to construct its archway. On the other hand, the D.C. government
agreed to let the Chinese communists build an archway in Chinatown
without prior consultation with the local Chinese community. Isn't it
ridiculous for the D.C. government to discriminate against its own
citizens and constituents in favor of a foreign government?... | can
only wonder why the city government keeps on humiliating the local
Chinese community.”

However, not made public in his letter to the mainstream medalveasupport that
some in the community did feel about the proposed D.C. Archway wijingdn an
anonymous, threatening letter to the Washington China Post a haedueiter in
English and Chinese reprimanded the CCBA for refusing the offessi$tance from
Peking:

“Today, the Washington China Post, set up by people from Taiwan, and
the Chinese Consolidated Benevolent Association set up by some
Chinese American societies in the District of Columbia bothegbtbeir
opposition [to the proposed Beijing-sponsored Arch]. Is this not an
attempt to ‘bury Chinatown in D.C.’? Yet we, a group of Chinese
Americans, decisively oppose the action and absurd idea of both the
Washington China Post and the Chinese Consolidated Benevolent
Association If the Chinese Consolidated Benevolent Association dared
to object, their President had better be careful, and be prepared to engage
several FBI agents for his bodyguards. We, the group of people who
love Chinatown, are forwarding a warning to the Association. The
Association will be responsible for all future consequences. Ptakse
note. Today, we also want to pose a question: If it were Taiwan who
offered assistance, then whaf?”

1% HLP, Box 14, Folder 10: Chinatown Gate (Friendshiph): Letter opposing People's Republic
Arch, June 1984.
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Their rhetorical question was not wholly unfounded, since Locke hexl dpgoted as
saying that part of the funds they had raised for their secord veas through
overseas Chinese communities in Panama, Peru and Jamaica and finmdeajking

pleas throughout the United States against an arch partly finapdbd bommunist
government in China. However, despite claims by the media thgbtlegnment did
not widely consult the local community, Alfred Liu, a member of @renatown

Steering Committee had accompanied Mayor Barry upon his tightea and was
later appointed the architect to design the Archway. Liu, in defefshe Arch,

responded that the archway “does not bear any political statentemg. dn

artwork.™%

The D.C. Archway proposal thus revealed and exacerbated the tdelsion
between the relatively new Chinatown Steering Committee anchéhe established
CCBA. Lawence Locke of CCBA claimed that he had only attérnde meetings of
the Steering Committee and has “repeatedly demanded that isdmvdd, saying
only the Benevolent Association can speak for Chinatown.” John Fondershmif
of the downtown section of the Office of Planning who helped to eshtalttie
Chinatown Steering Committee, responded that “the steering cteanais formed
after attempts to work with the association [CCBA] failed. &ksociation “wasn’t
effective” because “it has a wide range of interests @dgfthe steering committee]

is focused more narrowly on economic planning and developr&nirhe CCBA

had in fact met with and had substantial discussion with the Chinaft@aring

1% Quoting Alfred Liu, in Kenneth Bredemeier’s “Opmanis Protest Plan to Erect ‘Communist Arch’

in Chinatown,"The The Washington Postebruary 8, 1985.
197 carlyle Murphy’s “Arch Plan Widens D.C.-ChinatoRift,” The The Washington Podyly 31,
1984
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Committee, attending their meeting in July 1984 to ask for thieatbwn Steering
Committee’s support in the privately-funded Arch that the CCBA Wwaping to
construct. According to the minutes of the meeting, “after subataticussion, it
was moved by Mr Alfred Liu and Dr James Pao and carried unaniynthegl the
Chinatown Steering Committee endorses or supports the constructiochafays by
public and/or private funds providing that they meet a set of approvedndesi
guidelines and have no political expression or inferefi®dess than a year later, in
February 1985 as the Archway controversy continued to mount in the reamstr
press, then CCBA president Bosco Lee, again presented CCBA'stcade
Chinatown Steering Committee, reiterating the reminder ofreasession this Arch
would represent and that it might adversely affect business ard¢iae However, the
Chinatown Steering Committee continued to hold firm in supporting bathwey
proposals, particularly when Deputy Mayor McClinton, who was presenhea
meeting, re-emphasized that the city-funded Archway met thgndgsidelines, that
the Mayor was committed to the Arch and that they would be hapmprisider
building an additional arch funded by the CCEA.

A seemingly innocuous proposal for a static architectural monumnent
Washington D.C. Chinatown thus resulted in calls of community treasath de
threats and multiple salacioMgashington Poséarticles — further proof that visual,
architectural symbols, particularly as they seem to reptrgsaticular cultural and

national ideologies, can be flashpoints and anchors for a commumigrisity, no

1% HLP, Box 5, Folder 10: Chinatown Steering ComreittRequest for meeting venue, meeting
notice, minutes, presentation of "The ChinatowngPam-Part of a Living Downtown" 07/25/1984.
199HLP, Box 5, Folder 19: Chinatown Steering Comnaittielinutes 02/04/1985.
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matter how irrelevant they seem to the actual byplay of @adeliving in everyday
life. Chinatown archways might be, as some critics note:

“reshaped images of Chinese ethnicity...and a mnemonic for
Chinatown [as a] unified, sterilized identity for the Chinese
community reconstructed from an imaginary past...[and that]
acceptance of this simplistic, reconstructed identity by vssitor
overlooks the fact that Chinatown failed to represent anything but a
sterile, pre-digested version of a culture which omitted diveesity
complexity. It refers neither to China, nor to the Chinese peojhg li
within a multicultural society, and has become a simulacrumepy ¢
without an original.*!°

But what these critics of the archways do not take in accoumtas: this chapter has
shown, is how the community itself can be complicit in their own ntiaudke®f their
ethnic identity and image because of the particular internatioradsdhat drive the

need for such large, public symbols of connection to particulaurabitommunities,

as well as physical and economic networks.

19 Anna-Lisa Mak, 96.
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Chapter 4: Selling Chinatown, 1990s

Sports Center Chinatown Redux

The development debates surrounding D.C. Chinatown from the 1970s came
full circle in twenty years. The sports arena debates thategpauch controversy in
the 1970s, and led to protests from the Chinese community and theianAfric
American and furniture store owning neighbors, reared its head mgthe 1990s.
But, this time, the players and the arguments have changed, tellargl
significantly. Instead of the progress versus the people debate$980s design
strategies for Chinatown, the increasingly muscular Chinatstgering Committee
and their growing interest in commercial economic development glaas,had their
impact and changed the 1990s debate to one of developers versus other @mmerc
developers. Instead of historic preservation of t@ntury facades or low-income
residential units, glitzy proposals are discussed which areshéetl to harness the
area’s economic potential and ability to bring more tourists tim¢ quickly growing
area. What has changed, as we have seen in the previous chaptgrewig sense
within the Chinese community to rehabilitate Chinatown through large-sc
economic projects and commercial development with ethnic veneersathatttract
street traffic and main stream clientele. The undercurcénbroader shifts in
redevelopment politics also informed these changing local attiardeghe efforts of
the D.C. city government and the local Chinese business elitelize tlie tools of
visual symbols and architectural branding to enhance the imatee dfity in the

context of the economic and social times. Sharon Zukin, the cultittald@scribes
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how, in the late twentieth century: “culture is more and more thimdsssof cities —
the basis of their tourist attractions and their unique compettige. The growth of
cultural consumption (of art, food, fashion, musmjrism) and the industries that
cater to it fuels the city’'s symbolic economy, its visilaleility to produce both
symbols and spacé® The construction of the D.C. Archway and the attempt to
regulate a holistic branding experience through the Chinatown D8&agiards was
thus a method of revival via the symbolic economy, which the D.C. goeatramd
local community had seen attempted in other cities during their time.

Thus, when Abe Pollin submitted his MCI Center proposal in 1995, for a
regional entertainment complex that included shops, restaurants, s spu®E®um,
pedestrian terraces and a five-level arena for basketball, hackefor concerts, the
plan was “blessed by every panel considering*ft.This plan had fewer opponents,
since Pollin was planning to use a mostly vacant lot on the 600 block of G Street NW,
thus not razing any part of existing Chinatown or historic buildigaddition, in a
move probably designed to fulfill the Chinatown Design Guidelines, the pla
included a curved, dragon wall style canopy (see lllustration 3) omsidesvalks
closest to Chinatown, to mimic and blend in with the canopies of né&ahninese

restaurants and business$Es.

1 Sharon ZukinThe Cultures of CitieMalden, MA: Blackwell Publishers, 199%),

12 Maryann Haggerty, “Pollins Shows off Plan for Asethat he Insists will be BuiltThe
Washington PostSeptember 28, 1995.

13 |bid.
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lllustration 3: Dragon-style Wall Canopy on Verizon Center
(formerly MCI Center), 2009

Pollin’s new plan also attempted to appease the historic praseistd, with
red pavers in a basket weave pattern on the sidewalks to evoke Waskimgtst,
and some facades of the building with the same white limestooe tcokecho the
federal museums nearb¥. Thus, it is evident that the ensuing outcry that his first
plan provoked had encouraged Pollin to consider the unique characteistios
neighborhood and to follow the recent developments in the climate ofinsatGwn
residents to propose a plan more appealing to those vocal membdeesGifihatown
Steering Committee who had promoted the Chinatown Design Guidelines.

There were still critics of the plan, despite Pollin’s attepgdistoric
preservationists continued to argue that the building will overwlestenything in its

vicinity, given its larger size over the smaller, historic builgi in the are& In

14 Maryann Haggerty, “Pollins Shows off Plan for Asethat he Insists will be BuiltThe
Washington PostSeptember 28, 1995.
M5 bid.
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addition, it was also noted that the MCI Center's focus on spedms and
restaurants would have the indirect effect of boosting particulars kofdretail
development — more specifically that of restaurants and entegminas opposed to
the kinds of retail goods that a residential neighborhood might haveedies
Washington Posteporter described how about half a dozen eateries had opened up
along 7' Street in anticipation of the arena’s opening and quoted developgtadou
Jemal, owner of several storefronts, as saying: “restaurenthe future of [urban]
retail. I'm not saying that it's going to be that way foreveer right now people don’t
want to go out and buy a pair of shoes and sunglasses (inyhertiéy want to go
out to bars and restauran{$®However, as PyatfThe Washington Poseporter
noted this implicitly assumed that the people who were going teabléng along b4
Street were tourists or visitors from the suburbs, not residdrdswight have needed
to pop out of their apartments, houses or condominiums to buy precipely af
shoes or sunglasses.

Although Pyatt highlighted the need to consider the welfare afeets living
in the area, the residents themselves saw things a bit differenbey were less
concerned about the need to cater to them because there wereafelvézwer
residents living in the"7 Street area by the mid 1990s. Wah Luck House, the vaunted
symbol of Chinatown’s anchor in the downtown D.C. area in the early 1B&Ds,
more cynical outlook on the prospects for ChinatownaAshington Posteporter,
writing a feature article on the ‘Last Days of Chinatown,” dm&lriegative impact of

the proposed arena, claimed that “no one in the Wah Luck House ledstaadmit

1 Rudolph A. Pyatt, Jr. “A City Cannot Live on Foadd Drink Alone,” ThéThe Washington Past
April 17, 1997
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to the others that they were ready, even eager, to speed alatenilse of their own

place. It [seemed] somehow disrespectful to the elders, to thegeousaimmigrants

who came before thent?” This attitude, hidden though it might have been, could be

the reason, that no new residential development was made in the area, nor had it made
the neighborhood any more attractive to immigrants who “[yearned]ive
somewhere safer and green&f”

Although the residents did acknowledge that the proposed arena wolyd like
make the area safer, busier and improve business, the arena vsoutdisth up real
estate values, possibly raising the rent. But fewer and fewee&iin the downtown
area were worried about apartment rentals; what was mgreficant to the
increasingly business-oriented Chinese community left in Chinataas,how this
raised the cost of doing business and how they would lose control of timeecciad
development of Chinatown. Alfred Liu, architect of the Archway, key besnof the
Chinatown Steering Committee and the Chinatown Design Guidelings;jlukl the
impact of what he thought the arena would have on Chinese businesses:

“This is a sports arena, not a concert hall. Concertgoers nvaghtt a

sit-down dinner after a show, but hockey fans get in their cars@nd g

home. What an arena would do is push up real estate values, and this

would destroy Chinatown by inviting big developers to eat up the

small flowers. The money you can make from a Chinese restasrant

not enough to make you say 'No' to a big developer. The owners will

sell, move to Florida and enjoy the rest of their lives.”

Yet, the sense of doom of Chinatown’s potential demise did not spaskatme kind

of protests as the Center/arena proposal did back in the 1970s. Thigavtigs

because the 1990s proposal was more sensitive to the needs abimdings and

17 Marc Fisher, “If the Price is Right, We Selllhe Washington Postagazine, January 29, 1995
118 =
Fisher.
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because the arena would only take up one block, as opposed the sprawénorg 25-
proposal back in the 1970s. But the timing was also more propitiouspfosition
in the 1990s had been reduced to a few eulogistic piecEearWashington Pgst
decrying the demise of Chinatown rather than calling for outrigbtepts or
alternatives like in the 1970s. The community itself, both its Chinesidents and
the larger D.C. society, was ready to see what a brasty gliena, proposing large
economic benefits, could bring to a historically-preserved, culturatii but
economically challenged part of the city.
Guarded Optimism

Thus, despite the reservations expressed by some, such as Alfreshb
were worried about the potential disintegration of an overtly Chicleseacter to the
7™ Street area, others in the community welcomed the economic pt®syethe
arena with a sense of guarded optimism and a fading need tovpréserChinese
history of the place. Yeni Wong, who moved to Washington D.C. in 1980, owned
eight of the storefronts in Chinatown. Wong lived in Potomac, Marylanéelivian
obligation to Chinatown,” when she first invested in one of the Chinesaurants
downtown. Wong was told, “don’t sell food, buy land. Then you can play golf,” by
one of her associates who taught her about the food-importing businesst W
proceeded to do so and became one of Chinatown’s largest landowners. Wong's
“obligation” to Chinatown and initial desire to cater to the Chirte=sgn dreams of
the mid 1980s was prevalent when she initially began plans for sopgsant strip in

Chinatown. Wong'’s first plan for the development strip was to craa@hinese
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market center, with Chinese food, furniture and art stdrddowever, by 1995 when
she was interviewed byhe Washington Pgs¥Wong had changed her plans for this
development strip to be specifically or solely Chinese-oriented. Wong indicatetd tha
was instead, likely to be held by fast-food franchises and or @psesataurants,
reflecting the changing attitude of many Chinatown business oviayetse 1990s:
“This is a free market system. You cannot demand that therdevill Chinese gift
shop if nobody will visit it. We shouldn’t emphasize distinguishing duesefrom
other places. America is a melting pot. If 'm so concerned g@serving Chinese
culture, | should stay in Chind®

Linda Lee, owner of Hunan Chinatown, located in downtown Chinatown
which she opened in 1984, was one of the most vocal supporters of the naw aren
Lee declared that the changes in Chinatown were for the better:

“Assimilation in the mainstream of America is every immigis

dream. It is not avoidable. In a community where even first-genarati

immigrants take American first names, no one wants to lizeGhinese

ghetto. If small Asian-owned businesses have to close, so bésitst

the economic system, | don't think anybody should expect subsidized

rent.”?!
Linda Lee’s support of the MCI Center was not just lip serviee operated a
restaurant concession stand inside the Center and helped pronooigsitsiction to
other Chinese business owners. Her support was so strong that AbgRslented

her with a silver shovel and white hard hat, as mementoes ofdhadireaking on

October 18, 1995 and the opening on December 2, 1997 of the MCI &énter.

19 Marc Fisher, “If the Price is Right, We Sellhe Washington Posagazine, January 29, 1995.
120 Marc Fisher, “If the Price is Right, We Sellhe Washington Posagazine, January 29, 1995.
121 Rebecca Charry, “Can Chinatown Surviv€®mmon Denominatof., no. 15, July 20, 1998.

122 3ari Horowitz, “Ward 2 in Profile: City’s Heart @eStronger,” Th&he Washington Pastlay 7,
1998.
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Linda Lee’s dream was realized when the MCI Center opened wit
resounding success in December 1997. The sell-out crowds at theC®f@ar's
opening National Basketball Association (NBA) game came notqusteer on their
home team, the Washington Wizards, but also to experience “this moniesitory”
which was going to “bring morale back to the city, bring mobagk to city.*?* One
ticket-holder arrived two hours before the start of the Wizardsgast so he could
walk around the area: “this is event is at least as imporsanpening the Kennedy
Center in reversing the decay of the cit§#”An added incentive that attracted the
crowds to the MCI Center and encouraged pedestrian traffic alosgr@et was the
renovations done to the Gallery Place/Chinatown Metro station. Thaneatthat
used to be on"7and G was moved to"7and F Streets, three escalators and two
elevators were added and the number of fare gates increaseifioim 17. The old
exit could handle about 14,000 people a day, but the new exits were designed
handle up to 10,000 in half an hour. These renovations cost up to $19 million but was
paid for with Metro funds and with federal money, a significant atdicof the city
as well as federal government’s belief in what the arena cmutd help improve the
economy of downtown D.E®

The ease of access, new restaurants and pubs, such as Fado, an ldsh pub,
Starbucks and the large Discovery Channel store all seeme taplito these hopes
to attract tourists and other visitors seeking entertainmerk twa downtown, as

indicated in the euphoric quotes from several visitors: John Schroedérxaindria

123 David Montgomery, “An Opener to Behold; In a SniagtDebut, new MCI Center is a Winner,”
The The Washington Pgdbecember 3, 1997.

124 |pid.

125 David Montgomery, “MCI Center, Metro Station Sta@ebut for Two,” TheéThe Washington Past
November 17, 1997.
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said, “This is a great addition to downtown, I'm looking forward toyista
downtown after work for a game.” Joseph James of Woodbridge, who hatelig
family did not come down to the city very much, was quoted angayi know
we're going to be coming downtown a lot moté”

But was this just opening day excitement and the novelty of aanema and
finally having a stadium in the District? How long did the euphta&? Did the
arena truly live up to the weight of expectations on its stealilders and help to
revitalize the city in the way that Chinese restauranteurs;tloreggDistrict residents
and federal and city officials dreamed? In February 1998, restauamd coffee
shops in Chinatown reported increases of 30 to 50 percent in theirdsusinee the
arena openetf.’ Smaller business entrepreneurs in fields where image is crucial, were
also attracted by the new street traffic and glimmeringetscape and opened up
shop in the years after the arena opened. Studio-Spark, a graphic fdesigmoved
their offices to one of Chinatown’s old rowhouses, where the largeowmaf the
historic structure allowed plenty of sunligfi. Similarly, Jeff Lee and Peter Liu, of
Lee and Liu Associates, a pair of young landscape architettsansmall, eight-
person firm, wanted to move to the area because they were |ookisgn urban
neighborhood but also for “a high-ceilinged, older building, a dramatidibgithat
would create light*?® They managed to find the perfect location above the Riggs

Bank (now Commerce Bank) located at 7th and | Street, where thenguyibdiilt at

126 David Montgomery, “An Opener to Behold; In a SniagtDebut, new MCI Center is a Winner,”
The The Washington Pgdbecember 3, 1997.

127 justin Gillis, “Hear it Roar: Chinatown SpringsdR&o Life,” TheThe Washington PasEebruary
2,1998.

128 |bid.

129 Maryann Haggerty, “Lee and Liu, Ready to Go to WiarChinatown,” ThéThe Washington Past
June 1, 1998.

75



the turn of the 19 century, was described by historic preservationists as Iterte
examples of Romanesque revival style...of heavy rusticated emtation...and
arcaded fenestration [providing] a means for organizing and articulatimgitherous
windows of the tall facadeg®

The MCI Center thus seemed to be having the expected and hopdigdor e
of drawing crowds of hungry, hockey-obsessed tourists and suburbanitee to t
downtown area. But the MCI Center also seemed to have an indifect ef
subliminal advertising for an urban neighborhood that has all the aesewitia
modern, commercial downtown but also the charm and exoticism "bfcastury
rowhouses and Chinatown. If the games and concerts attractedraffegtthe street
traffic is what captured the attention of pedestrians who mighe haoked at
Chinatown not just as a place to visit, but to work and develop. AdviDete, the
young designer running Studio-Spark, the graphic-design firm, notedyast
important for him to be “on the cutting edge” in his field of graptésign and
Chinatown, was where “I think people are just now realizing what kf place this
is going to be !

On a less glamorous, albeit equally important note, the MCI Chaatethe
direct effect of increasing more mundane forms of employmenbhandbwntown
area. A 1999 study done on the economic impact of the MCI Center, haskda
from the Bureau of Labor Statistics, the Center of Busines&aodomic Statistics’
Department of Employment Services and the MCI Center Human Resour

Division. According to the study, since 1997, the MCI Center had deg826

130 pon't Tear it Down, Downtown Building Survey, Vahe 1, p14.
131 justin Gillis, “Hear it Roar: Chinatown Springsdgao Life,” TheThe Washington PasEebruary
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(1,526 new jobs plus 400 relocated jobs) for the District of Columbipegfent of
these jobs were professional (and the remaining were low-pgsgthat included
ticket sellers, cashiers, bartenders, cleaners, retailejsamti 60 per cent of these
newly created jobs were held by D.C. residérftsAlthough the study was specific
with regard to the increased job opportunities that the creation d¥i@ieCenter
brought about, it was more guarded, vague and less convincing about whether
MCI Center really expanded the District’'s existing businessebAccording to the
study’s statement of the problem, in order to analyze whetleeMtl Center has
expanded the existing business base, data had to be found to suppaetinenahat
the MCI Center creates new business linkages with existoigoenic activities in the
neighborhood and/or supplement existing businesses. The study deblardtet
1,926 jobs created, confirmed that f&ttHowever, the study did not provide any
additional data for proving these linkages or supplements to thengxisisinesses in
the neighborhood. Although this might have been beyond the scope ofidigeast
its sources, the faint disappointment in the multiplier effeatpleehad hoped to gain
from the arena’s construction were voiced iWashington Posarticle in May 1999.
Velocity Grill, a restaurant in the MCI Center closed in May 1999. Joe EngVener

of The Rock, a bar near the arena also noted that business wastslg@ick up than
in other cities such as San Antonio or Cleveland, where new stadiuhopbaed as

134

well. However, some such as Linda Lee, the Chinese restaurant owner w

supported the arena from the start, continued to voice staunch support amdnopti

132 Erpestina Mashadi Manong, “The Economic ImpadhefMCI Center,” Howard University
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“The MCI Center has built a consensus and confidence on thefftte east end of
downtown. | had expected that businesses would build up slowly. It isatlge
business. When you first start out, you have to buildtt.Yet, particularly
compelling in these studies of the economic impact of the aremlaeidack of
interviews or data collected of other businesses in the area, ortleeesmaller
Chinese restaurants. This was perhaps a telling sign of the dhwin@hinese
influence of the 7 Street area, tha¥ashington Posteporters, who in previous years
were eager to paint the picture of a dying Chinatown, no longeg willing, or even
able, to find those who might have wanted to decry the changes thatetree had
wrought.
More Gallery Place, Less China Trade Center

The Chinatown business elite had changed their attitudes and #ieir by
the 1990s. The arena was something to be welcomed, as becameagplyragdarent
in an intriguing debate over a proposal by a developer to build a et
residential and movie entertainment complex next to the MCI Genttdre hopes of
pulling concert and sports traffic into its orbit and staying downtolittielonger. In
February 1998, Alfred Liu sued Metro in U.S. District Court on creajdavoritism
for selecting Western Development Corporation’s proposal to build tal, re
residential and movie complex on the coveted site. Liu chargaderbert Miller,
head of Western Development Corporation, was selected becauseclofskisies to

the city, since Miller was chairman of D.C. Mayor Marion Bartaskforce to

135 Eric Lipton, “Arena Renaissance Hasn't Happeneekite Disappointments, Downtown
Merchants Hope for Turnaround,” Thide Washington Pgstlay 13, 1999.
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revitalize downtowrt®® Liu further contended that Western Development
Corporation’s proposal violated the city’s zoning guidelines to presémmatown.

In contrast, Liu’s failed proposal included a bid for a China &1@dnter, on H Street
NW would help to fulfill those city guidelines, which as we sawr@vious chapters,
Liu himself had helped to institute. Although we have no records indgcathat
might have occurred to Liu's lawsdit’ Western Development Corporation’s plans
for the 7" and H site expanded to include a soon to be vacated D.C. city building at
614 H St, and Liu clearly refused to surrender the cherished landahted to
develop to maintain the architectural Chinese character of théboefgod. In a
meeting of the D.C. Council in August 1998, Liu, in opposition to the skened
that “if the heart of Chinatown,"7and H Street becomes a sports world or movie
town or other names Miller chooses, we can be sure that ChinatdiMpevwgone
forever.™*® The Chinatown Steering Committee, the official voice of thernittee

to the D.C. government, also swung into action, writing a lettpuesting that the
District take competitive bids on 614 H Street. Although their retiel not
specifically refer to Liu's failed proposal for the Chinaade Center, this would
probably have been clearly in the minds of both the Chinatown Ste@omgnittee
and the D.C. government, since the proposal for an international tradg@degzom
featuring Chinese goods and other cultural events had been in tkke iwahe early

1990s before the real estate recession collapsed th&plan.

1% The The Washington PastDeveloper Sues over Chinatown Bid,” February 2F98.

137 A search of the archive of legal cases did ndtygulany results of a District Court case regarding
Alfred H. Liu suing the Metro system. The complaimght not have made it to court.
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Although Liu and the Chinatown Steering Committee were unable totpash
plan for a China Trade Center through, a walk through the giant mawviplex at b4
and H Street today, with the giant lotus-like pagoda rising abovkatleeny of the
luxury condominiums there, bears clear and towering testimony ttath¢hat the
Chinatown Design Guidelines that Liu and the Chinatown Steering @Gteenhad
instituted had to be complied with. But the loss represents theinhdiogtunes and
changing nature of the debate surrounding Washington, D.C.’s Chinatownoi¢o
is it the black-and-white, ‘modern progress’ versus ‘histoaltural community’, but
competing notions of what it means to develop the Chinatown area. The dfonds
nostalgia that Washington-area Chinese had felt towards downtown @naere
loosening in the face of greater economic benefits of an aremae §limmers of
Chinese influence still remained, but tended to be in smalleurgesand cultural
events, such as the proposed Chinatown Park at the corrféanlg Street’° or the
way Adams National Bank hired a practitioner of feng shui to arrangeetsors and
furnishings to ward off evil spirits and keep in positive energy when they opened their
branch in Chinatowfi* rather than tied to the large-scale economic projects that L
and the Chinatown Steering Committee proposed.

The forces of international trade and providing residential areentthat
prevailed through the 1980s, when the Chinatown Steering Committesbiea® go
from strength to strength, instituting design guidelines thati@lelopers had to

follow, or constructing a large Archway as a symbol of internatibrendship and

1“0HLP, Box 4 Folder 16: Chinatown Development: Rmitiary Concept Development of Chinatown
park on 6th and | St 07/1988.
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economic ties with Beijing, had slowed down in the 1990s. Instead, the ne
development trend was about entertainment economics — generatitegnext and
providing a catalyst for city development, but of offices, restasramd other
entertainment retail, rather than residential services de tcanters focused on the
outside world. The moment for a commercialized Chinatown had passedlet
was left behind, the Archway, the street lamps and street, siggre, in a way,
enduring cultural artifacts of a time period when city developraedtcity revenue
was caught up in the whirlwind of the global post-industrial economy, with igsrdre

of becoming a global hub in turn spurring dreams of making D.C.’s @uwnathe

cultural conduit for that economic energy.
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Conclusion: Reading Chinatown Architecture

As this study of D.C. Chinatown has shown, a spatial turn in schqlaoshi
Chinese American histories and Chinatowns, particularly in the 1970t1990s
does not mean that there is a one-to-one relationship between thereasmnhs
behind a building’s facade and the local, global, economic and sodcicgolit
motivations behind its creation. Instead, architectural creations pingort to
proclaim one form of identity can be led to reveal ambiguous and comgadings,
when their historical, social and ethnic contexts of creation are taken into account.

The story of D.C. Chinatown adds to the recently growing litezatdirthe
relationship between race and architecture, of how, as ethnic coti@sgaught to
solidify and transform their identities into one which encapsulated their foreign
heritage as well as their lived experience in America, pubtbitecture and visual
streetscapes became both conscious and unconscious sites foredtiencof
community memory and public representation. However, this iniiayfinto the
development history of D.C. Chinatown does engender questions for fesaarch.
The remarkable similarity between the rhetoric used in DC, Sydviejoria and
other small Chinatowns for the uses of architecture during redevefdaghroughout
nations with Chinese communities naturally begs for there to kagar, more
comprehensive comparative study than this thesis could convey. A congatatly
will help us see where there may be shared characterisfiasse to immigrant
historians, for how Chinese immigrants shape and make sensesphites in which

they find themselves in, no matter where they are. The diffelestvecen the case
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studies could then point to what is unique about a particular regionaixtanttime
period in which immigrants settled and dispersed in a location.

In D.C. Chinatown’s plans for redevelopment, we can see the yeaming
create that ‘informal capital city’ and ‘ethnopolis’ on parhwilew York and San
Francisco, to serve as a spatial touchstone for the local Cluoeseunity’s identity.
However, does this continue to hold true as satellite communitiB®cdkville and
Wheaton in suburban Maryland take off as ethnic centers and begavetmil their
own sense of history and place? What will happen when the teenagers w
remembered D.C. Chinatown are replaced by teenagers who have forudiesenh
Rockville Pike, or Viers Mill Road instead? Just as this essaypqes the need to do
understand the role of architecture in historic downtowns, we neddlite deeper
into exploring the role of architecture in the suburbs. Although thexg be less
pedestrian streetscape given the sprawl, these visual markehgposigns and mall
centers, will continue to evoke complex feelings of varied community identity.

Finally, this study has focused predominantly on written, documenta
sources to recreate the story of D.C. Chinatown and its redevelopbretite one
hand, the constraints of time has precluded the use of extensivehistaily
interviews to get the elusive perspective of Chinatown resiggmtothers who are
usually silenced in mainstream newspaper accounts or governmamlstedowever,
this study has also focused on the documentary evidence to dramvoatt® the
severe gap in the historical record and to promote awarendlse néed to actively
acquire and preserve the written records of Chinatown history. &al s drawing

upon oral memories of current residents are, if the focus onwradys then negate
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the community’s desire to collect and preserve their writemonds, this will be a
dereliction of a historian’s duty. Oral histories, as importarthay are, can never be
wholly free of bias and nostalgic recollection. They need to besidered in
conjunction with written records and correspondence, which are credtezlheat of
the moment and can reflect the motivations and impulses of that mamoemiatter
how irrelevant or inaccurate they seem in hindsight. In additionytiteen record of
D.C. Chinatown often refers to the “Chinese community” — as thougimtae bloc
of people grouped together by their ethnicity, share the sam&atmms and
impulses. As | have sought to demonstrate in this essay, the Chorasaunity can
often be divided in their opinions with regard to historic preservatiorthef
downtown Chinatown space, be it due to personal nostalgia, economicosttitne
of their arrival in the U.S. Yet, many of the records | consudted the newspaper
articles that describe the community do not always feel thd teedistinguish the
particular context of individual Chinatown residents. Further resesittius needed
to contextualize the tangled voices in the written records. Mdm@nastrative and
organizational history of the CCBA can be done to further unveil howethe
Chinatown elite saw themselves in relation to the rest of th@a@wn; more
documentation and archival outreach done to collect information on Eastedy W
Asian American Arts and Media and other non-profit Chinatown groupsainad
help draw a fuller picture of Chinatown life.

An increase in the scope and depth of the written history of kinea@wn
community will also help to enhance the study of the visual eleofeGhinatown

history. As much as | argue in this essay for the importancecbitecture and
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streetscape, visual aspect of architecture as a sourcstofidal material makes it
particularly prone to contemporary rather than historical readigigen that it exists
through time and space. Thus the written element of Chinatown history, through plans
and letters and reports contextualizing its creation and use, isotlvee through

which we can understand the meanings of the visual.
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