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Riverside’s Historic Chinatown Site is in Peril

We Must Act NOW to Save it!

The Chinese pioneers first arrived in Riverside around the time it was founded in 1870.  In 1878, the first Chinese businesses were established on Seventh St. between Main and Market. An early Chinatown area was located downtown, near the Mission Inn and a few blocks from the current Chinese Pavilion.  In 1885, the Chinese community was forced to move to the Tequesquite Arroyo due to ordinances outlawing Chinese businesses in central downtown locations.  This second Chinatown flourished with over 450 full-time residents and housed an additional 2,500 people during the harvest season.  Because of the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 and anti-Chinese sentiment, the town slowly declined after the turn of the century.  Most of the population had died or moved out by the 1930’s. The last resident and property owner, Wong Ho Leun (George Wong) died in 1974.  The last of the buildings were torn down in 1977.  What remains of the site, remnants of buried buildings and other relics, lies underground.
Why is Riverside’s Chinatown an important site?


The site of the archaeological remains of Riverside’s Chinatown has been declared a City Landmark, a County Landmark, a State Point of Historical Interest, and is listed on the National Register of Historic Places.  This Chinatown is the most complete and representative of the many citrus belt Chinatowns of Southern California; it contains parts of a business district, permanent residential buildings, and probably areas of temporary tent housing.  As much of the Chinatown site was intentionally buried, preservation of the archaeological remains is excellent.  Archaeologists recognize that excavation, even when carefully conducted by standards of today, destroys any portion of a site that is dug.  When the ground has been stripped, the site no longer exists, and it can not be reexamined at a future date when more advanced techniques and scholarly interpretation could shed light on the resource.  Archaeologists recognize that the remaining Riverside Chinatown site should be preserved in-place for future generations unless it is necessary to excavate it.  The site represents the history of the Chinese in Riverside, Riverside’s early heritage, and the development of California’s citrus industry and agriculture.
The Chinese were essential to the development and quality of life in Riverside because:

· Chinese knowledge of citrus, which had been cultivated in China for 2,000 years, allowed citrus to thrive where many other farm products had failed.  Without the Chinese, the California citrus industry would never have succeeded.

· Chinese labor and tools, combined with professional promotional techniques, made citrus growers wealthy and Riverside the richest city per capita in the United States.  Today Riverside continues to lead the world in citrus research and technology. 

· Additional agricultural contributions included the grape harvest and raisin production, other orchard crops, and truck farming, which supplied Riverside residents with vegetables for 50 years.  

· The Chinese community also provided needed services by working as cooks, servants, laundrymen, farmhands, and laborers, among other jobs.

In short, Riverside’s early Chinese population was a vital part of the area’s economic infrastructure and aided the development of various industries.  These contributions significantly impacted the region, California, and the United States.

What happened to the Chinatown site since the 1970s?


After George Wong’s death, the Chinatown property was purchased from his estate by a development company that planned to build on the site.  Public opposition and legal protections of the valuable archaeological remains stopped the development, and the property was purchased by Office of the Riverside County Superintendent of Schools, bringing the site into ownership by a public agency.  In 1984-1985 limited archaeological test excavations were conducted at site, revealing buried architectural features and recovering thousands of artifacts.  This excavation drew national and international attention to Riverside and its Chinatown.  According to archaeologists, the unexcavated portion of the site contains the bulk of the Chinatown artifacts, preserved many feet under the ground.  In recognition of the significance of the site, a conscious decision was made at that time to excavate the less sensitive area and to leave the bulk of the artifacts undisturbed.


After the excavation, there was a cooperative effort and endorsement among the City of Riverside, Riverside County, and the Riverside County Board of Education (RCBOE) to create a Chinatown Historic Park over the area containing the extant archaeology.  It was supported by sustained citizen efforts for over a five-year period.  A highly competitive state grant was awarded from Proposition 70 funds for the site and a landscape design firm was hired to generate a development proposal.  


Poor communication among city, county, and school officials hampered efforts for a final arrangement.  County school officials received a higher appraisal for the land in 1989 and decided they were unwilling to consider selling it at the original price negotiated for the park (Press-Enterprise, February 8, 1990).  Negotiations for the sale collapsed.  The City returned the $220,000 grant to the state. The Chinatown Historic Park, once so close to reality, was never built and the land was left empty under the ownership of the Riverside County Board of Education.  


However, the Riverside County Board of Education stated that criteria for utilization and disposition of the Chinatown site would include preservation of the cultural, historical, and archaeological values of the site, and that appropriate public input would be solicited before the utilization or disposition of the site is finalized.  (Minute Order, Riverside County Board of Education, Agenda Item #5, dated March 21, 1990)

Why is Chinatown now in danger?


Despite the Riverside County Board of Education’s commitment to preserve the Chinatown site, they recently negotiated the sale of the property to a developer.   The property is currently in escrow, and heavy construction equipment is sitting on the site.  On October 7, 2008 the Riverside City Council approved the construction of a medical office building which would obliterate this important historical archaeological site (see article in the Press-Enterprise, October 8, 2008).  A vast majority of speakers from the standing-room only crowd in attendance at the Council meeting expressed opposition to the project, and turned in petitions with over 1000 signatures supporting preservation of the Chinatown site. This public outcry did not sway the City Council from their support of the developer and the proposed project.  Once the property passes from public to private hands, there is less protection available for recognized sites of significance.  The current plan for development includes a “salvage” archaeological excavation and some display cases of artifacts in the building’s lobby.  The Riverside Metropolitan Museum does not currently have storage facilities or resources to cope with the resulting artifacts.  It must be recognized that developer’s proposal to have the site excavated does NOT preserve the Chinatown site.

What Can You Do to Help?

The Save Our Chinatown Committee (SOCC) has filed suit to block approval of the proposed construction project, stating that the City Council acted improperly in granting variances for the project that failed to evaluate an alternative location for the construction that would have minimized impact the archaeological site (Press-Enterprise November 8, 2008).  
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