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New Chinatown grows in far east San Gabriel Valley

Wealthy ethnic Chinese immigrants are fashioning their own enclave in the cilies of Rowlang Heights, Ciamong Bar, Walnut and Hacienda Heights.
By David Pierson

Los Angeles Times Staff Writer

June 19, 2008

The celery and squid sizzle in Suipao Tsai's blackened wok as she prepares junch for ug to six dezen employees of the family's multimiliion-dollar lingerie business in the city of
Indusiry.

I's a scene repealed every weekday moming at her patatial family compound in the hills of Rowland Heights.

Chicken is deep fried on an outdoor cocking isfand by the pool and waterfati.

A Mercedes-Benz SUV parked next {o an 18-fool kai pond s lined in the back with ald Chinese newspapers and loaded wilh a steaming pot of beef brisket and tumip stew.

After the Mercedes arives, the amployees — most of thern Aslan — pile heaps of food on plates, then sit quielly eating and watching a Mandarin-language: talk show on a flat-screen
“It's a cutural thing,” said Mike Tsai, 38, Sulpao Tsai's second son and chief operating officer of the family's company, Leg Avenue. "My father used to be responsible for providing
lunch for 200 emplayees” in Taiwan. "We brought that tradition here to America.”

In fact, much of Ihe easlern San Gabriel Valiey has more in common with Taipel. Beijing or Shanghai than it does with neighbering Les Angeles. Here, Asian-immigrant
entrepreneurs have transformed once-steepy suburbia into a Chinatown like no ather,

They are far from struggling newcainers trying to achieve the American Dream in other Chinese enclaves such as Monterey Park and San Gabrie! farther ta ilie west.
Here, the power of Chinese culture and its economy is on display, said Joel Kotkin, an expert in urban affairs and elhnic econormies.

“It's 50 overwhelming,” he said. "II's a suburb anchared to the iribal economy of the Chinese and China. They have an ideal life wilh a spacieus backyard and instituticns and
amenities close by, You have a 15-minute commule to work rooled in city of industry, You don't have to step out.”

And many don'l.
Sinee the family moved #s offices to the cily of Indusiry two decades age, Mike Tsai says he's visited China and Taiwan more frequently than he's baen lo downtown LA

Tsai and other Asian entrepreneurs have created office parks where mosl of the signs are in Chinese. At the trendy shopping arcades one is more lkely lo hear Mandarin than
English

At Life Plaza off Fullerten Read, Teny Liu werkts at 2 high-end sneaker store. The 24-year-old from norihem Ching has been in the U.S. for lwo years and said il often feels as if he
never left home.

"I never gel to praclice my English.” said Liu, who's been west of downtown LA, only twice, "Someiimes it feeis like I'm still in China.”

The combined populalions of Rowiand Heights, Hacienda Heights, Walnut and Diamond Bar have not only doubled in the last two decades but also are now two-thirds Asian.
Close to 40% of the businesses in Indusiry are ethnic Chinese-owned

Up the hill from Life Plaza, at Blandlord Elementary School, close lo 0% of the students are Astan.

Many are the children of wealthy imimigrants, dropped off in luxury cars by their mothers. Many fathers are absent, having to work in China.

The schogt recently had o revamp ils junch pelicy. The main office was everwhe!med at ncon with molhers trying to deliver hot lunches either from home or Chinese restaurants,
Now they must leave the meals on a cart outside the school gates at 11 a.m,

Farent volunteer Rosy Chong said she overheard a newly arnved Korean parent's daughter ask her mother, "VWhen are we going to America?”
"She thought Rowland Heights was a stopover” in Asta, Chong said.
For lhe teachers and administrators at Blandiord, the demographic changes have been both a blessing and a challenge.

The ¢cultural premium parents place on educalion has helped make Bland{ord the top-perferming elementary schoot in the districl. A waiting list was eslablished to handle the high
demand for enrollment.

Blandford Principal Jo Ann Lawrence said some parents tald her they were refuctant to send their children la anoiher school in the district because there were too many Latino
students there

"'m not one 1o feel you have to be a melting pol; | value what each group hrings,” she said. "But the isolation concerns me.”
Teacher Cindy Kim sees H firsthand in her classroom. In an envirenmenl $o dominated by Chinese and Koreans, it's githicult to teach lessons about other cultures.

"We had Cesar Chavez assemblies, and & was difficult for them to comprehend," Kim said. "'d ask far background information, and ! wouldn't get a lot of input. They'd ask. ‘Who is
that? Our big holiday is Chinese Mew Year”

The school usually holds its book sale after the New Year's celebration, knowing the students have "lucky money” to spend.
That was the case on a recent aflerncon when Janelle Book, & Taiwanese nalive, was kelping run the cash register surrounded by dozens of schoolchitdren.

When Book immigrated to the U.S. 11 years ago, she and her husband chose to live in Rowiand Heights over the western San Gabriel Valley because they considered Monterey
Park and ils neighbaring cilies the domain of werking-class mainland Chinese immigrants.

Adjusting to lhe new country was easy ai first because of where she lived. She could use Mandarin aimost anywhere and ceuld find mosi of the food she ate in Taiwan,
She got 2 job warking at the cosmetics counter at a nearby Macy's. Half her customers aiso speke Lo her in Mandarin,
The difficuity arose when she wanted to learn English. She had no one 1o practice with.

So Book signed up for an English-as-a-second-languege class and began regularly watching "Friends” and “Everybody Loves Raymond."
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She grew confidenl enough in her Engish to volunteer ai Blandford when her 7-year-old-daughler ensolled in first grade, Itenade her feal part of & larger cormimunity for the first fime.
Now she hopes that her daughter will grow up able te traverse both American and Chinese cullures, It's why she's being taughl {o speak bolh English and Mandarin.
"Il 1ake her lo see our family in Sealtle,” Book said. "Show her another side of America.”

The Tsai family immigrated to Southem California in 1984, fearing the palitical instabilily in Taiwan. They started modestly by seliing cheap toys at & flea market in Redondo Beach.
They then moved to downtown L A,, where they sold hosiery.

Early success allowed them to buy a 3,000-square-foot home in Rowland Heighis in 1989,

Like many middie-class Chinese and Taiwanese immigrants, the Tsais opled for the area over more established enclaves ke Monterey Park and Alhambra. partly because the
homes were newer and larger,

The Tsais' forlunes increased dramatically in 2000 when Leg Avenue began making and designing sexy Halloween costumes for womien

They used old connactions lo secure factories outside Taipel and in Guangzhou and Shanghai 1o manufaclure the designs affordably.

The racy nurse and pirate cutfits became so poputar the company went from $1 erifion in sales in 2000 1o recording $87 milion last year,

Their original Rowtand Heights property has grown to become a 1.5-acre plot featuring three houses shared by mare than 20 family rmaembers and a fleet of luxury cars.

The family imported ancient wood chairs and stone from Taiwan Lo form a lable under the gazebo in the courjyard. Their annual Chinese New Year's parties have become affairs for
400. This year's pariy featured Peking duck, rowdy Taiwanese dice games and {he doling of $30.000 in red "lucky money" envelopes to visiors.

"Even though we've gong corporate, the Taiwanese family structure is always there,” Mike Tsai said.

I's a Heslyle that requires few jaunis outside their "new Chinatown” enclave. save for shopping runs to South Coast Plaza in Costa Mesa or a chancs to race Mike Tsai's
Lamborghini, Porsche or Ferrari at Crystal Cove.

“\We naever have to leave." Mike Tsal said, "Everything we need is here"

david.piersen@@latimes.com
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