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A Civic Triumph

By P.T.H.

   By the time this is read, Los Angeles will be celebrating one of its greatest civic triumphs, the inauguration of its new and long-needed Union Station.  The extended celebration will be based on the theme---Railroads Built the Nation”.  No motorist will take exception to this assertion.  Strangely though, it epitomizes a vastly changed attitude on the part of the railroads toward private motor transport.
   Time was when the railroads contended against the automobile and good roads as competitive and, therefore, detrimental to their stability and progress.  The years have proven differently, however.  The component parts of automobiles and of good roads, automobiles themselves, and the fuel to power them have formed much of the cargo freighted over rails.  A striking example of this is to be found in the 1938 annual report of the great Santa Fe Railway, which shows petroleum products carried, 6,093,635 tons; road building materials, 2,558,551 tons; and automotive products, 190,432 tons---a total of 8,842,618 tons---to be almost one-third of the total of all freight carried in 1938.

 “Railroads Built the Nation” yesterday.  Railroads, in conjunction with motor transport, are building it today.
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Picturing Los Angeles

By Jon & Nancy Wilkman

   In the 1930s, although aeronautical technology was improving fast, trains remained the primary mode of transcontinental travel.  Most large American cities had a grand rail station to impress those arriving, departing or passing through.  In 1939, a proud Los Angeles unveiled a new terminal of its own --- Union Station.  With a Spanish-style clock tower, tile roof, and painted interior wood beams and ceilings, Union Station acknowledged the city’s Hispanic past.  At the same time, it was dedicated “to the spirit of private enterprise and the continuing growth of Southern California.”  The inaugural party was L.A.’s biggest celebration since the Olympics.  A great pageantry entitled “romance of the Rails” was performed in a temporary 6,000-seat amphitheater.  It featured Mexican dancers and musicians, a parade of old trains and a reenactment of the driving of the Golden Spike that linked East and West in 1869.  Mostly missing was acknowledgement of the thousands of Chinese laborers who did much of the work that made Western railroads possible.  To add irony to the oversight, the new station stood on ground that only shortly before had been the city’s Chinatown.

   In 1936, as the dimly lit apartments and dilapidated shops and restaurants of “old” Chinatown were shoved aside by bulldozers, indefatigable Christine Sterling, the “mother of Olvera Street,” was appalled and inspired again.  Her latest vision was a brand-new “China City”---an Asian equivalent to the tourist success of Olvera Street.  After token consultation with Chinese community leaders, Mrs. Sterling declared, “The Chinese need a Chinatown.”  With the support of Harry Chandler and local business leaders, she set out to give them one.  It would be two blocks from the Plaza, convenient to the new train station.  Looking to enhance the Los Angeles tourist experience, movie set designers provided appropriate “Oriental atmosphere,” complete with rickshaws, available for twenty-five cents a ride.  When it was finished, the few Angelenos who were displeased were members of the city’s Chinese community who had been allowed little say and less benefit from Mrs. Sterling’s new creation.

   In 1939, the night sky of downtown Los Angeles glowed with light from a fire.  Whether it was due to accident or arson, China City was in flames and everything including rickshaws was seriously damaged.  The tourist site would be rebuilt only to burn down again ten years later.  Before then, in terms that Los Angeles, understood, there was already a different kind of “take two.”  On June 25, 1938, New Chinatown had opened a short distance away.  Developed by the Chinese community itself, led by businessman Peter Soo Hoo, L..A.’s New Chinatown was the first Chinese enclave in the United States owned by Chinese Americans.
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Artist’s rendering for New Chinatown.

Courtesy of You Chung Hong & Mabel Chin Collection

http://apa.si.edu/ongoldmountain/gallery5/CENTRALP.jpg
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House of Wang, From the film, “The Good Earth”
China City included “The Good Earth” movie sets as tourist attractions.  Photo Collection, Los Angeles Public Library.
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“Neighbors of the alley,” Three Chinese people in an alley, Chinatown, Los Angeles. C1922

Library of Congress, Reproduction Number: LC-USZ62-108269 (b&w film copy neg.)
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Great Chinese dragon parade in Los Angeles Chinatown (by [Charles B.] Waite), showing Chinese men in traditional dress, dirt streets, and wood frame buildings.  (Circa 1870-1890)

The Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley; Library of Congress; Digital ID cubcic brk2966
http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/h?ammem/cic:@field%28NUMBER+@lit%28brk2966%29%29 


By 1879, an identifiable “Chinatown” of two hundred or so inhabitants was situated on “Calle de Los Negros” (street of the Dark Hued Ones) a short alley fifty feet wide and one block long…These early, mostly make Chinese residents worked as laundrymen, market gardeners, agricultural and ranch workers, and road builders. . . Los Angeles’ first Chinatown eventually became home to more than 3,000 Chinese.

KCET Photos.  www.kcet.org/socal/departures/chinatown/from-canton-to-la/old-chinatown.html 
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A 1937 file photo shows old Chinatown and a chop suey restaurant. In the background is the construction of Union Station. (Los Angeles Times) Copyright 2013, Los Angeles Times.

KCET Photos:  http://www.latimes.com/includes/soundslides/la-fi-chinatown/la-chinatown12.jpg
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Map of “Old Chinatown, 1900-1930, Los Angeles, California”, Chinese American Museum, Los Angeles, CA (2014).

#1 Packet – Union Station & “Old” Chinatown
A Timeline of Events (1850 – Present)
1848
The Gold Rush begins with the discovery of gold at Sutter’s Mill, drawing many fortune seekers including the Chinese to California.

The discovery of gold spurred a mass migration of people into the State of California.  In 1850, of the 57,000 people who migrated to California, only 500 were Chinese.  By 1852, approximately 20,000 Chinese had migrated to the United States; however, only 17 were women.  

September 9, 1950

California becomes the 30th state admitted into the Union.

1861-1865


American Civil War; 51 Chinese soldiers fought.

1862
California imposes a Police Tax of $2.50 a month on all Chinese.


The law imposed a monthly tax only on adults of the “Mongolian race” who worked in mines or most businesses. 

1862
The 13th Amendment abolishes slavery.

1865-1869


The Central Pacific portion of the Transcontinental Railroad recruits thousands of Chinese laborers. 
Faced with white workers demanding higher wages and threatening strikes, the Central Pacific Railroad Company of California reluctantly hired fifty Chinese laborers, who were considered too frail for the job.  As the Chinese proved to be reliable workers, the company began to recruit more Chinese workers.  When completed, 15,000 to 17,000 Chinese had worked on the railroad. 

A Timeline of Events (#1 – Union Station & Chinatown) – continued (2)

1866
Civil Rights Act grants persons of “every race and color” eligible for citizenship all privileges to make contracts, hold property and testify in court.  The law does not apply to Chinese. 
May 10, 1869 

Promontory Point, Utah:  Amidst a crowd of dignitaries and workers, with the engines No. 119 and Jupiter practically touching noses, the Central Pacific and Union Pacific railroads join together.  The nation listens as west and east come together as an undivided nation. (PBS) 

1870
An identifiable Chinatown exists in Los Angeles. (CAM presentation)

1871
A dispute between two Chinese leads to the accidental shooting of a Caucasian man, and sparks the Los Angeles Chinese Massacre.  A mob of 500 Angelenos attack Chinatown, killing 19 Chinese men and boys. 

1876
The Southern Pacific Railroad connects San Francisco and Los Angeles, California. 3,000 Chinese railroad workers finished laying the last 1,050 feet of track linking northern and southern California.  After completion of the railroad, hundreds of Chinese railroad workers move to Los Angeles. 

1878
Attempts by local legislators to drive Chinese out of Los Angeles through taxation fail when Chinese vegetable peddlers strike in protest.


Most produce peddlers in Los Angeles were Chinese.  By supplying fresh produce to hotels and households, they provided a vital service.  When the Workingman’s Party persuaded the City Council to pass an ordinance requiring Chinese peddlers and launderers to pay additional taxes, the Chinese went on strike.  The ordinance (local law) was later revoked with local households signed a petition to remove the “license tax” in order to receive fresh produce from the Chinese peddlers.

A Timeline of Events (#1 – Union Station & Chinatown) – continued (3)
1882
Congress passes the Chinese Exclusion Act to suspend immigration of Chinese laborers.


Chinese laborers in the U.S. were also not allowed to bring their wives or children to America. The Act also denied the Chinese already in America the right to naturalization and established the right to deport them. 


The Chinese Exclusion Act marked the first time that the U.S. had ever barred entry of a group of people based on their ethnicity.  
1885
California law creates segregated schools for Chinese and other Asian children. 
1900
Chinatown in Los Angeles is made up of 15 streets and 200 laundries (considered women’s work but it was one of the few jobs the Chinese were allowed to do).  (CAM presentation)

1912
The Native Sons of the Golden State establish a Los Angeles Lodge in Chinatown. 


By the late 1800s, a group of young, American-born Chinese Americans joined to the fight for greater civil rights.  The fraternal order of the Native Sons of the Golden State formed a lodge in Los Angeles. 

1913
California’s Alien Land Law prohibits “aliens ineligible to citizenship” from buying land or leasing it for longer than three years. 
1928
The land that was part of the original Los Angeles’ Chinatown was purchased in order to build Union Station.  The Chinese tenants living there at the time were given 30 days to leave their homes. (CAM Presentation)

1933-1936


Part of Los Angeles’ Chinatown is condemned and razed (torn down) to make way for Union Station. Los Angeles’ original Chinatown had been decaying over time, and the city eventually decided that the new Union Station should be located where Old Chinatown stood.  Most of the residents and businesses of Old Chinatown only leased buildings and did not own the land, due to anti-Asian land laws.  
A Timeline of Events (#1 – Union Station & Chinatown) – continued (4)
1938
In response to the ongoing destruction of the original Chinatown, Chinese American communities are established in New Chinatown, City Market, East Adams, Spring Street, and China City.


Mrs. Christine Sterling, the Los Angeles socialite who founded Olvera Street, spearheaded the drive to create China City, a tourist attraction with idealized depictions of traditional Chinese life.  As a result of two fires (1939 & 1949) China City was eventually destroyed and never rebuilt. 

May, 1939


Inauguration of Union Station (originally called the “Los Angeles Union Passenger Terminal”) to the theme, “Railroads Built the Nation.”  
Half a million Angelenos attended the inauguration of Union Station. Mostly missing was acknowledgement of the thousands of Chinese laborers who did much of the work on the railroads and the fact that the new station stood on the ground that had only shortly before been Los Angeles’ original Chinatown. (Picturing Los Angeles) 

1939-1945


World War II:  Chinese Americans participate in the U.S. Armed Forces.

1943
Congress repeals the Chinese Exclusion Laws.

1952
The remainder of Los Angeles’ original Chinatown is destroyed to make way for the Santa Ana/Hollywood Freeway.  
2003
Chinese American Museum opens in Los Angeles’ the original Chinatown neighborhood. Today, the Chinese American Museum is located in the Garnier Building, the last remaining building of Old Chinatown. 

2014
Union Station celebrates its 75th anniversary. It is the region’s primary transit hub, with more than 60,000 travelers and commuters accessing the station’s transit providers, which include Metro bus and rail lines, Metrolink commuter rail, and Amtrak long-distance rail. 

“ETC. by the Editor-A Civic Triumph” [Philip  Townsend Hanna], Westways Magazine, (May, 1939) p. 34


Jon and Nancy Wilkman. Picturing Los Angeles, Gibbs Smith Publisher, Layton, UT (2006), p. 151-153.








. . . (T)he Plaza in early-twentieth-century Los Angeles served as a gateway for newly arrived immigrants, providing goods and services as well as jobs, recreation, and places of worship as they made the often painful transition to American urban life and industrial labor.





. . . Writer Louis Adamic described the Plaza area as consisting mostly of “cheap wooden tenements occupied by Mexicans and Chinks” and Main Street as a “moron stream, muddy, filthy, unpleasant to the nose . . . an awful stew of human life.”  So within this climate of fear and xenophobia, business interests destroyed Chinatown in the name of progress to build a new civic center and Union Station.





							The Los Angeles Plaza, pp. 12-13

















1871 – Massacre in Chinatown





Wan Chin…was hanged.  Tong Wan…was stabbed, shot, and hanged.  Ah Loo, a recent arrival from China, was hanged.  Wan Foo, a member of the Wing Young association, was hanged.  Day Kee was hanged.  Ho Hing was hanged.  Ah Waa was hanged.  Ah Cut, a liquor manufacturer, was shot in the abdomen and extremities.  Lo Hey, of the Wong Yojng association, was hanged. Ah Wan, of the Win Young association, was hanged. Wing Chee, of the Sam Yeun association, was shot and hanged.  Another victim was unidentified but probably was Wong Tuck; this victim was the first to die, after being hanged and dragged to the cemetery near Fort Moore hill.  Fun Yu was shot through the head and died on October 27.


     Conversely, the pro-Southern Democrat, pro-slavery Los Angeles Star printed a special two-page account of the massacre describing the Chinese as “fiends in our midst,” “uncivilized barbarians,” “a people who value life so lightly,” and the entire event of the previous evening as “intense excitement” and a “glorious victory.” . . . 





     Two days after the massacre, some measure of justice was carried out.  A coroner’s jury “recommended that the grand jury consider over one hundred persons as involved in the massacre: and concluded that the mob was composed of people of various nationalities. . . But while the accused did in fact reflect the emerging cosmopolitan-immigrant makeup of the city, the leading merchants, professionals, and politicians who played a central role in the bloodshed were never brought to trial.





The Los Angeles Plaza, pp. 75-76


























William David Estrada.  The Los Angeles Plaza.  University of Texas Press Austin, TX (2008), pp. 12-220.








Commission of Immigration and Housing Community Survey (1919)





     “All the evils of a foreign quarter characterize this part of the city.  It includes Chinatown with the usual vices of that nationality.  It includes the largest Japanese colony, and everywhere there is bad housing, frightful overcrowding, and congestion of peoples in houses and of houses on lots.  Nothing except the social agencies, including the schools, bring any American influence to this neighborhood.”





The Los Angeles Plaza, pp. 171-172








Chinese Chamber of Commerce  (1924)





“We, the merchants of Chinatown, use every opportunity to induce white people of the city and tourists to visit Chinatown; that we extend to visitors every courtesy on visiting our shops and places of interest.  Second, that we use every opportunity to spread the word that Chinatown is a safe place for women to come to, whether escorted or alone.  Third, that we use every opportunity to suppress rowdyism among the lower class of white people visiting Chinatown; that the chop suey houses will see that any rudeness on the part of their guests be stopped and that order be kept if the same is not already being done.  Fourth, that we extend to Los Angeles an invitation to visit Chinatown on the celebration of the New Year and see for themselves the conditions that prevail there.”





The Los Angeles Plaza, p. 217








City Attorney Jess Stephens (April 1926)





. . . “the steam shovels are now at work creating the great civic center which will mark the passing of Chinatown, and in its place will be the great City, County, State and Federal buildings and the Union Depot.  The Plaza Park will be retained.  Not a single foot of the Plaza Park or Church will be harmed, but the park will be beautified and will be located in front of the grand entrance to the Depot.”





The Los Angeles Plaza, p. 178-179








William David Estrada.  The Los Angeles Plaza.  University of Texas Press Austin, TX (2008), pp. 12-220.








Christine Sterling – Socialite and “Mother of Olvera Street”


“The artists and ‘atmosphere’ hunters would throw a fit of delight over a Chinatown in some of the buildings I poked through this morning.  Sagging roof lines—patches of light and shade—old doorways leading into funny little courtyards—great stuff!  I can just feel the old fighting blood racing through me to be at it again.  Clean the place up—present its charm to the public, and sow the seeds for a future Chinatown.”  She wasted no time by repackaging her “native village” concept for Olvera Street and presented it as “China City.”


The Los Angeles Plaza, p. 219





    						 	


Christine Sterling – Speech on opening of “China City” (June 6, 1938)


“Since the days of Marco Polo the world has heard of the wonders and beauty of Cathay, its old civilization and its contributions of culture to the Western world.  With this background, the Chinese came into California in the Gold Rush of 1849, and became a part of (the) Pacific Coast tradition.  They helped build the Central Pacific, (the) first railroad; and the merchants and mandarins brought from China rare works of Chinese art and literature and so, because all of this must not be lost or forgotten in the progress of modern times, China City was created.”


The Los Angeles Plaza, pp. 219-220


    						 	








William David Estrada.  The Los Angeles Plaza.  University of Texas Press Austin, TX (2008), pp. 12-220.








As Chinatown is demolished by bulldozers . . .


Article in the Los Angeles Times, September 23, 1934


“Strangely contrasted with the bright eyes and laughing faces of the children—Americanized (Chinese children, who were looking forward to the time when they would live in shiny new houses facing paved streets, were the wistful expressions worn by many of the old Chinese.”


 As the bulldozers plowed through their community, many Chinese Angelenos moved south from Chinatown to the City Market area . . . Many others dispersed to smaller residential enclaves throughout the city, while the old bachelors and poorest families remained in the parts of Old Chinatown that were still standing.


The Los Angeles Plaza, pp. 219-220











