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INTRODUCTION

The study of the nexus of historic preservation and cultural
diversity isrelatively recent. Theissue of interpretation and
identification of sites related to culturally diverse groupsis
rooted in the perception that historical sites are complex
documents capable of many readings. Indeed, the reason for
preserving historical sites is precisely because they are the
most comprehensive historical documents which exist, tell-
ing usabout building technology, social mores, local geology
and climate, economics, politics, art and aesthetics. Historic
siteshaveal so been destroyed, from the Bastille to the M ostar
Bridge, because of this ability to carry meaning.
Theinclusion of cultural diversity issuesin the develop-
ment of thematic contexts for the designation of historic sites
means that we accept many historical sites, particularly inthe
United States, as not just the product of asingle culture or
event, but as descriptive of complex, multivalent societies
made up of many different cultures and world views. It also
means that different communities, often perceived or self-
identified as oppressed or non-mainstream, have begun
identifying and demanding recognition for historical sites
which may not fall within existing categoriesfor designation,
or within existing thematic contexts constructed by thelarger
society. This has coincided with a growing democratization
intheidentification and interpretation of historic sites. There
aremany reasonsfor this: increasing public concern about the
paceand natureof changetothe built environment, increasing
need for grassroots funding and involvement in the preserva-
tion and management of historic sites, increasing academic
attention to the quotidian, and increasing persona interest
among all groupsin historicsites asexpressions of self-hood.
Indeed, while gentrification and the selection of high-art,
high-priced sites for designation and preservation areamong
thefactors which have served to make preservation tradition-
ally perceived as a white, upper class preoccupation, today
preservation isincreasingly becoming a powerful (and rela-
tively politically acceptable) means for minority groups to
assert their place in the history of the United States. This
paper will discuss a number of examples, some within the
context of an architecture school studio experience, which

demonstrate the possibilities for a broader, more inclusive,
and, frankly, moreinteresting approach to two critical issues
in preservation: the identification and interpretation of his-
toric sites.

IDENTIFICATIONOF RESOURCES

The identification of an historic site is not an automatic
process. The National Register, through the National Park
Service, has propounded criteriafor decades which areaimed
asestablishing astandardized basisfor identifying sitesat the
local, state and national level.' At least asimportant are:

Theinterests of those doing the identification,

The education of those doing the identification,

The availability of cultural histories,

The availability of the resources,

The socia and political will of those doing the

identification.

Typically, theidentification of resourcesisdone either by
individual swith specific missions or causes, or in response to
the mandated need for a survey as part of environmental
mitigation, zoning compliance or other law. In both these
cases, architectural historians are the likely professionals
involved, and they are most likely toidentify siteseither with
significant features of architectural value, or done by signifi-
cant architects or builders. It is unusua to have socia
historians, geographers, anthropol ogistsor otherswith differ-
ent interests involved in that process. Theresult isthat sites
which areimportant for their rolein diverse cultural histories,
but not likely tobecovered inacourseinarchitectural history,
are frequently neglected.

The education of those doing the selection is equally
critical to their interests. Wedo not value a history or asite
without someauthority backing usup. If vernacular architec-
ture, or roadside architecture, or the dog-run cottages of the
south, are not taught as being important to those doing the
identification, they will not be seen, let alone seriously
studied.

For that reason, the availability of cultural histories is
critical to the identification of sites which describe those
histories. Whether it is the identification of rural farm out-
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buildings which help us understand the lives of black tenant
farmers following the civil war, or of sites of the Japanese
internment during WWI1, or of sites, such as the Stonewall
Inn, which have played a rolein Gay and Lesbian Liberation
movements, without the historical researchitisimpossible to
devel op thethematic context which is necessary for designa-
tion.

And because these histories have either not been devel-
oped, or devel oped outside the ken of those doing theidenti-
fication of historic sites, or, even more critically, because
many of these sites have been in areas not protected by
economic or political power, many of the historical sites
needed to tell these stories have aready been destroyed.
Dolores Hayden’s Power of Place project included an ex-
ample of attempting to tell an important story without the
resource present. Biddy Mason Park in Los Angeles de-
scribeswith plaguesthefascinating history of ablack woman
who came to LA in the 19th century and had a significant
social impact in thecity. But a parking garagesits on the site
of her homestead today.

Finally, the identification of these resources is political
Unlikehistorical siteslikethe houses of Frank LIoyd Wright,
which are generally perceived as above the politica fray,
being eligible by virtue of aesthetic or architectural signifi-
cance, thedesignation of siteswhich tell the story of minority
histories are embroiled in controversy. Some of the debate
arisesfrom still-present conflicts between groups, somefrom
the need for public funding, some from the lack of consensus
that historical sites without aesthetic merit are worthy of
preservation.

INTERPRETATIONOF RESOURCES

Inthesamemanner, theinterpretation of sites, how wetell the
story, even how we preserve the site, is dependent on the
education and interests of those doing the interpretation, the
site's owner, the perceived audience, funding and political
will.

If thedocent leading atour, or the historian (assuming one
was involved) writing the interpretative guide, is neither
interested in nor conversant with the history of minority sites,
the story will not be told. Only recently, for example, have
somesouthern plantationsbegunincluding discussionsof the
slave economy and the living conditions and settings for
slaves. In at least one apparently successful recent example,
descendants of the owners tell the story of the main house,
whiledescendantsof theslavestakeover thetour for thefields
and outbuildings. Even today at the Alamo, in what one
historian callsthe" Second Battle of the Alamo," the complex
story of American and Tejano settlersfighting theimposition
of taxes, arguing about slavery, and seeking reinstatement of
theliberal Mexican constitution of 1824, is subsumed in the
symbolism of ashrine to martyrdom and the battle for Texas
independence.*

The audience for historic sites, their ethnic composition
and expectations, also determines what is interpreted. For
historic sites to start fully interpreting their ethnic histories,

diverse audiences need to visit the sites. Of course, the sites
will not attract those audiences unless the interpretation is
there. The need for many sites to reach out to audiences in
their area is apowerful incentivefor devel oping programsand
storiesof relevance. At RanchoL osAlamitos,inLongBeach,
Cadlifornia, the home of a wealthy anglo ranching and oil
family, the Bixbys, is the setting for multi-cultural festivals
and other events based on the interpretative premise of "an
idand in a sea of change." Within that framework, the
Statement of Significance suggests, the Ranch can "illustrate
patterns of lifestyle and land use, from the sprawling cattle
ranchos of the Spanish and Mexican periods, to the tenant
farming community of theearly 20th century, and, finally, the
modern urban and suburban development.”* Programsillus-
trate that all familiesin California areimmigrants, and came
to a place that had other cultures already in residence; that
growth and change happens to everyone even while cultures
and peoples adapt and stay coherent. Conversely, at the
Adolphus Stern House, the oldest wood frame residence in
Texas, located in Nacogdoches, we aretold that Stern was a
German immigrant, but not that he was Jewish, aswere many
of the early pioneers who helped build, and even fund, the
independent Republic of Texas. After al, how many Jews
visitsmall historic sitesin East Texas? It would appear hone
areinvolved in its interpretation.

The entertainment value of historic sites also mitigates
against some interpretations. The " Disneyland" expectation
of aclean, fun Main Street with numerous shopping opportu-
nitiesruns counter to the interpretation of asite asthesetting
of oppression, poverty, or struggle. Heritage tourism, some-
timesidentified asone of thefastest growing industriesin the
world, and central to thefunding for many historic sites, both
implies entertainment (to many travelersand siteadministra-
tors), and sets up acommodification processin which alocal
culture's resources must be made palatableand interesting to
the paying public, regardless of the changes wroughtin local
cultural practices or in the accurate depiction of the site's
meaning and history.

Private foundations and governmental agencies are in-
creasingly sympathetic tominority concernsin historic sites.
The City of Chicago has embarked on a program for official
designation and preservation of districts which tell diverse
stories, includingacontroversial proposal todesignate North
Halsted asaGay and L eshian neighborhood. Privatefunding,
which is still critical to most historic sites, israrely found in
the minority communities, however. Sitesin poor neighbor-
hoods, or which tell histories perceived as irrelevant or
uninteresting to wealthy donors, will simply have a harder
time, unless the sites still have economic value.

Finally, the political struggles over the interpretation of
historic sites are dramatic. Witness the attempt to preserve
Manzanar intheOwens Valley of California. Asvituperative
asthedebate about the Smithsonian's proposed exhibit on the
dropping of the atomic bomb on Japan, the battle to preserve
Manzanar aroused heated arguments about whether or not the
Japanese Americans at thesite werereally confined or freeto
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Fig.1. A plagueon abuilding & B Pueblo vanddized to removethe
word 'Chinese.’

go, whether there were armed guard towers, whether the site
should beinterpreted asamisguided act of cultural animus, or
as the appropriate move in atime of war.*

CASE STUDIES

El Pueblode L os Angeles

Commonly referred to as OlveraStreet, thename of thesmall
shopping district which is part of the site, El Pueblo de Los
AngelesHistoric Site wascreated in thelate 1920s by Chris-
tineSterling, awhitesocialite, tocelebrate thecity's Hispanic
heritage and to save some of the oldest structures in Los
Angeles. Thehistoric sitewascreated largely because, at that
time, theL atinopopulation of LA wassosmall. Indeed, while
the Spanish founded the city in the late 18th century, by the
middle of the 19th century European immigrantsfrom Italy,
France, England, Germany, and the Eastern and central US,
far dominated the population. The Historic Site today is 44
acres, and includes buildingswhichhoused an Italian Winery,
French Restaurant, and Chinese Tong Halls. Yet, asL A City
Councilman Mike Hernandez recently said, "Its our turn
now." The interpretative plagues which describe Chinese
American involvement with the site have the word Chinese
scratched out. The festivals, shops, food, and all other
experiences for visitors to thesiteare " Mexican." The build-
ings which do not house Mexican-related history, merchan-
dising or cultural services, including an early power station,
the first multi-story hotel in LA, buildings built for the
Chinese, are vacant and deteriorating. Despite thefact that no
oneactually knows thelocation of theoriginal pueblo, Olvera
Street has become the place where the Mexican-American
community in Los Angeles asserts its pride of place. Even
buildings such as a 1950s bank, or the formerly art deco
Bisquiluz Building, have been redone in a Mission Revival
style; misinterpreting their actual history for the sake of
cultural identification and heritage tourism.

Parenthetically, the Pobladores, the original group of
settlers, included only 2 pure-blooded Spanish. The remain-
der of the 44 were mestizosand mulatos, Indios and Negros

Fig.2. Theat deco Bisquiluz Building (to the right o the church)
was trandformed by cultural commodification inio the Mexican
revivd Syle d adjacent Olvera Street.

St. Elmo Village

The first preservation studio | taught at USC used as its
subject St. EImo Village, a small African-American artists
community in central Los Angeles. The ten buildings which
formed the complex were largely farm buildings, simple
cottages, even chicken coops, from the early part of the
century reorganized on the site as the area became increas-
ingly urbanized. Thestudio helped support adesign charrette
organized by the Design Professionals Coalition asaresult of
the L A riots.® Students built models, worked as "' pencils” for
thearchitects involved in the charrette, published abook, and
then prepared their own rehabilitation schemes.

During the course of the charrette, one of the architects
prepared a series of drawings for what she described as the
"bungalows." Indeed, the drawings showed stone porches
and other typical featuresof theCalifornia bungalow. Unfor-
tunately for historical accuracy, the actual residences are
plain cottages, and that fact is part of the site's importance: a
group of very simple,"dumb' buildings can be transformed
by the artist's brush and presence into an extraordinary
environment of learning and support. The architect needed
what she worked on to be better than it was, but neither history
nor the village did.

Fiji

In summer 1995, | led a preservation studio in Levuka, the
original colonial capital of Fiji. Today it is probably the last
relatively intact whaling town in the South Pacific.' This
studio was aimed at exploring issues of heritage tourism and
vernacular architecture, as well as seeing if preservation
ethos differed substantially between Fiji and the US. The
eight students and | first spent a week in Hawaii looking at
historic siteswhichcharacterized theregion's history (such as
Waipahu Plantation), and also at its traditional architecture.
Fiji and Hawaii sharea similar history, although they are3000
miles apart. Both were island archipelagos brought under
western control in the 19th century. Their primary economic
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Fig. 3. Thesmplecottages of St. Elmo Village, tranformed by the
artist resdentsand studentsinto asingular cultura ingtitution.

engine was sugar cane, and today is tourism. Their indig-
enous popul ations were overtaken in numbersand power by
immigrants from other countries brought in to work the
plantations. In the case of Fiji, however, the Melanesians
initiated aseries of coupsin the 1980swhich greatly reduced
the power and the population of the former guest workers,
Indians from the subcontinent.
Theresourceswewerelooking at inLevukadated fromthe
turn of the century, and included the oldest (and still operat-
ing) hotel, public school, Masonic lodge and private club in
the South Pacific. While we visited several traditiona vil-
lages, and looked at bure construction and patterns of use, we
were not invited to Fiji to preserve those resources. Rather,
we were invited to work on resources which were built by
westerners 'like us! Among the design exerciseswere urban
design charrettes for four sites in the town. The most
interesting of these was the shop houses along Beach Street.
Fijian townsaretraditionally inhabited by descendantsdf the
Indian immigrants, who are the merchant class today, while
villagesare occupied by Fijians (indigenousMelanesians). In
L evuka, the shopkeeperslive behind their storesin buildings
which are officially designated historic structures. Because
thetownisfull, and thesurrounding landisFijian villageland,

Fig. 4. Typica Beach Street businesses, ¢. 1890s, of Levuka, Fiji.

thereisnowherefor thegrowing Indianfamiliestomove. Y et,
expanding their homes threatens the historic character and is
currently forbidden by ordinance. The student project wasto
develop adesign prototype which maintained the significant
features of the buildings, particularly their appearance along
Beach Street, while allowing for increased height in back.

For the students in the class, confronting this mix of
cultural diversity, racial animosity, and historic preservation,
was an eye-opening experience. It forced thestudents to take
nothing for granted: the meaning of aplace, level of interest
or concern, history of care or neglect, all varied from site to
site,andfrominhabitant toinhabitant. Becauseit wasFiji, the
students knew their own limitations, and were sensitive to
these issues. As Olvera Street and St. EImo Village make
clear, however, even in the United States preservationists
need to operate with the same kind of sensitivity, free of
cultural biases or assumptions; or at theleast, working with a
heightened consciousness of their own cultural position.
Levukais unusual in Fiji in that these kinds of issues can be
relatively freely discussed. Fortunately, it appearsthat many
of therace-based |aws passed during thecoupsare about to be
abandoned. Levukaitself isacandidate for designation as a
World Heritage Site.

Parenthetically, a difficult part of the studio was getting
approval from other faculty togotoFiji inthefirst place.""We
don't mind you doing preservation, but on things worth
preserving. In Europe, forinstance....” " Aslong asyou study
thecultural responseto climate....” Only afew faculty spoke
up in defense of everyday vernacular architecture as an
appropriate subject for architecture students' study. Despite
many who speak out against the phenomenon of architecture
as a''gport of kings," the inexpensive, the ordinary and the
common, is still adifficult sell for preservation programsin
architecture schools; although, perhaps, easier in programs
housed in departments of history or American studies.

WHAT TO DO

There is still a lot that needs to be done in order to make
historic preservation and cultural diversity the partnerswhich
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they can and should be. Critical among these is increased
research, changing interpretation, broader venuesfor educa-
tion, and changing the attitudes of preservationists, commu-
nity activists and politicians.

Resear ch

Gail Dubrow at the University of Washington has been doing
pioneering research in Asian-American and women's histo-
ries, relating themto historicsites.' Shedescribesthe needfor
greater research into alternative histories of place. An inter-
esting example of this kind of research is a recent demo-
graphic analysishy Jerry Lee Kramer and William Colburn,®
who overlaid previously prepared mapswhichidentified gay
andlesbian residential patternsin Minneapolis/St. Paul, onto
a map of historic districts in the two cities. The locally-
designated historic districtshad over twice thedensity of gays
and leshians compared to the rest of the twin cities (+30%).
Thisindicates a strong correlation between the in-migration
of gays and leshians and the conservation and rehabilitation
of historic neighborhoods in Minneapolis/St. Paul. Numer-
ous past anecdotal studies have extrapolated similar correla-
tionsto asignificant gay and lesbian rolein therevitalization
of inner city neighborhoods. To many politicaly involved
gays and leshians, that has raised real issues when their
community i sparticipating in thesupplantation of one minor-
ity group by another, and then, eventually by the dominant
culture. This pattern has been seen in cities such as London,
New Y ork, and San Francisco, dating back at ieast to the late
1960s.

Change I nterpretations

Interpretations at historic sites need to bemodified to accom-
modate changing audiences, and to more accurately reflect
thediverse histories most sites actually document. Thisisnot
anew phenomenon. Throughout the history of the preserva-
tion movement in the United States, sites have been identi-
fied, deemed significant, and interpreted in varying ways
depending on the time and place. Over the past 120 years,
since Mount Vernon, society has selected historic sitesfirst
which commemorated Revolutionary and Civil War battles
and the lives of great men, later because of the aesthetic and
architectural merit of the property, while today sites are
identified and interpretedin termsof the way they describe the
everyday lives of peoplein times past. Even Williamsburg
has been|ooking for waysto makeitself more" common™ and
therefore more authentic. Theinclusion of alternate cultural
histories isa natural next step in this devel opment.

TheCity of Pasadena has several historic districts, afairly
comprehensive survey, and astrong office of historic preser-
vation within the building department. Recently, however,
consultants such as Ronald Lewis have been describing an
alternative model of identification to that used by traditional
surveys. Thiswasdone partly in responseto the fact that the
survey had resulted in historic resources being unevenly
distributed around thecity, with many poorer districts having

none. Rather than utilizing the criteria developed by the
National Park Service, it was proposed that each neighbor-
hood identify those sites in their community which they
would like to see preserved. It could be atree, a church, or
even an otherwise nondescript building which had sufficient
associations with community members that they wanted to
keep it around. Therationalewas 1) tochallenge the concept
that preservation professionals have theright, whatever their
expertise or education, to determine which resources have
meaning or convey memory to individuals within a commu-
nity; and 2) to recognize each community's need or right toa
physical record of their presence. If thecommunity isto play
a role in preserving a resource, it should have a say in
identifying that resource. Obvioudly, thisis a polemic that
bears further debate.

Broader Education

Professionals need to be better educated about the role al
types of cultural resources can play in documenting our
history; not just authored and vernacular architecture, but
transportation corridors, cultural landscapes and urban dis-
tricts. Preservationists, particularly historical architects, need
to learn to appreciate, where appropriate, anonymous and
common cultural resources. And preservationists al so need to
broaden the mission of the field beyond the conservation of
individual structures, to use preservation asamechanism for
empowering minority groups, for hiring minority at-risk
youth, and broadening community involvementin their own
neighborhood's past and future.

The public aso needs to be better educated about historic
preservation, and its opportunities for relevant historical
education and for economic development. Part of this is
introducing preservation and design education into elemen-
tary schools, and part is pointing out how preservation is
contributingto such thingsasaffordabl e housing and commu-
nity stability.

Community | nvolvement

With increasing democratization has come increasing
politicization of historic sites. This means that historic
preservationists must become adept at many of the strategies
other design professionals have had to adopt: community
outreach, advocacy, and significant public involvement. For
historic sites to be relevant, the neighborhoods in which they
reside need to be able to understand them and adopt them.
Preservation should not (just) be seen as a series of expert
decisions on material conservation and period furnishings,
but as a dialogue between place and inhabitant over time.

In theface of increasing merchandising of the past and of
"authentic experience," cultural diversity providesoneof the
best waysto keep preservation from descendinginto Bed and
Breakfast purgatory. It is a way to reinvigorate sites and
neighborhoods. Historic preservation asadiscipline can only
benefit from theinvolvement of new groups, with new needs,
attitudes, and visions.
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NOTES

! Criteriafor Evaluation are stated in the brochure: " The National
Register of Historic Places," prepared by the National Park
Service of the US Department of the Interior, Washington DC
20240; and inthe Code of Federal Regulationsunder 36 CFR 60
and 36 CFR 63.

? Susan Schoelwer, Alamo Images: Changing Perceptions of a
Texas Experience. (Dallas: DeGolyer Library and Southern
Methodist University Press, 1985), p 18. Also see: Matovina,
Timothy M. The Alamo Remembered: Tejano Accounts and
Perspectives. (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1995).

3> From the " Statement of Significance," Rancho Los Alamitos
Foundation, Long Beach.

4 M Yaquinto, " Manzanar Camp Designatedas HistoricSite," Los
Angeles Times, (February 20,1992). Seeal sosubsequentarticles
about the designation and rehabilitation of thesite.

5 Jean Bruce Poole, 'The Meeting of Cultures at El Pueblo,"
unpublished manuscript, (1996). Pooleis Historic Site Curator
for El Pueblo.

¢ DesignProfessionals Coalition & St. EImoVillage, Inc., Design
Charrette Final Report, Los Angeles, (1994).

7 For additional information, see Gerald T. Takano, "'Learning
from Levuka, Fiji — Preservationin the First Colonial Capital,”
Cultural ResourceManagement, Vol. 19, No. 3,(1996), National
Park Service, Washington DC.

¢ Gail LeeDubrow, " RedefiningthePlaceof HistoricPreservation
inPlanning Education and Practice,” Planning Theory 13, (1995).

9 William Colburn, a Detroit Historic Preservation consultant,
worked with material developed by Jerry Kramer, University of
Minnesota, for a forthcoming doctoral dissertation on Gay and
L eshianPopulation Densitiesin variouscities of the rnidwestand
western US.



