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CHANGES IN CHINATOWN 

As historic Chinatowns struggle during the pan-
demic, it’s worth looking at why residents—and 
visitors—flocked to them in the first place.

Chinatowns have been in the United States for 
more than 170 years. The first one, in San Francisco, 
served as an unofficial port of entry for Chinese 
immigrants escaping economic and political chaos 
in the mid-1800s. Men sought their fortunes in the 
California gold rush, and when mining waned, they 
found work as farmhands, domestic helpers, and in 
the 1860s, workers for the transcontinental railroad.

They either were bachelors or had left wives and 
families behind in China, and they needed sleeping 

B O R N  A N D  R A I S E D  in Los Angeles’s Chinatown, 
Glenn SooHoo has witnessed the growth, decline, 
and revitalization of his neighborhood for 50 years. 
In the past year and a half, this enclave—and others 
like it across North America—has been in crisis, 
buffeted by the twin traumas of xenophobia and a 
public health emergency.

“The virus is hampering business and the tourist 
industry,” says SooHoo, owner of Phoenix Imports. 
“The virus didn’t have anything to do with China-
town, but [with] it being associated as an Asian thing 
by [then President Donald Trump], people just got 
that phobia about it.”

San Francisco’s Waverly Place, in the U.S.’s first Chinatown, is lined with temples, social clubs, and mom-and-pop shops. 
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Chinatown tastes: In New York a vendor offers fresh jackfruit. In San Francisco, owner Kwan Sau Ling serves plant-based 
dishes at Lucky Creation Vegetarian Restaurant; operating since 1924, Eastern Bakery stocks boxed tea, cookies, and cakes.
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quarters, clean clothes, and hot meals after long days 
of grueling labor. This led to a proliferation of hous-
ing, laundry services, and restaurants in burgeoning, 
Chinese-centric neighborhoods.

As the immigrants fanned out across the country 
seeking more work, Chinatowns mushroomed all 
over the U.S. At one time, there were more than 50.

But these Chinatowns were also born out of grow-
ing racial tension and discrimination in housing and 
employment. The Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 and 
subsequent acts severely limited immigration for 
more than 60 years. Anti-Chinese sentiment resulted 
in street brawls, race riots, and even lynching and 
massacres. Many Chinatowns were destroyed by 
fire or natural disasters, or abandoned.

While the earliest Chinatowns were composed of 
modest wooden and brick buildings, the Asian motifs 
we see today—pagodas, tiled roofs, dragon imagery—
came about as a way to promote tourism. When the 
original San Francisco Chinatown was destroyed by 
the 1906 earthquake and the devastating fire that fol-
lowed, a group of wealthy Chinese merchants hired 
Scottish American architect T. Paterson Ross and 
engineer A.W. Burgren to design a new Chinatown. 
The plan incorporated religious iconography and 
architectural elements of the Song dynasty.

The new neighborhood was a fantasy vision of 
China, a country neither man had ever visited. The 
strategy worked: San Francisco’s Chinatown was 
reborn as an “exotic” destination for Western tourists.

Some Chinatowns followed suit, adopting similar 
aesthetics, but others took a different tack. Instead 
of projecting a family-friendly atmosphere, China-
towns in Chicago and New York City promoted a 
kind of “slum” tourism, where travelers were invited 

to revel in the sights, sounds, and smells of poor, 
ethnic neighborhoods. Visitors dined at chop suey 
restaurants, peeked into opium dens, and maybe 
witnessed a tong (Chinese secret society) gang fight.

Chinatowns’ fortunes rose and fell over the 
decades. Civil unrest and urban decay, along with 
the search for more housing and job opportunities, 
prompted immigrants to move away from China-
towns in Washington, D.C., and other cities, giving 
rise to new satellite communities in places like L.A.’s 
San Gabriel Valley and New York’s Flushing, Queens. 

But before the pandemic, downtown living in 
many cities had regained popularity, and commer-
cial developers had started paying attention to once 
neglected Chinatown real estate. Luxury apartments 
and trendy restaurants took over rent-controlled 
buildings and mom-and-pop stores. These gentrified 
Chinatowns are shadows of their formerly vibrant 
selves, with only a handful of Chinese restaurants 
and, occasionally, an arched gateway left standing. 

Many Chinese Americans are fighting back. The 
Chinese Culture Center of San Francisco hopes a 
mix of art and educational programming will help 
visitors and residents view the neighborhood as an 
“interactive site to deepen their understanding and 
sense of belonging,” says curator Hoi Leung. She 
cautions that, without care and activism, Chinatowns 
will eventually disappear.

At L.A.’s Phoenix Imports, SooHoo is determined 
to ensure his shop’s future. “We’ve been through 
everything, good and bad,” he says. “I just want to 
keep this Chinatown alive for the next generation.” j

Rachel Ng is a Los Angeles–based writer. Photographer Andria 
Lo is based in Berkeley, California. Her book Chinatown Pretty 
celebrates Chinatowns throughout the U.S.


