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IN OCTOBER 2020, I BOUGHT A USED PRIUS AND DROVE WITH ALL MY belongings west, toward Los Angeles. I’d lived in New York for more than ten years, spanning careers in finance, technology, and photography, all of which culminated in a desire to make films. I figured Hollywood was my best bet for meeting people in the industry. When I arrived in Los Angeles, the 2020 election season was in full swing, and the city was still largely shut down because of a resurgence of COVID-19 infections. I was unable to explore Los Angeles or meet anyone new. I fell into a deep creative rut.


After many weeks of going on long walks to alleviate my poor spirits, I made a commitment to start a new project about Koreatown. I told myself I would drive myself to Koreatown every day for a month and photograph something, perhaps exteriors, or people on the street, anything really. Koreatown fascinated me because whenever I’d visited over the years, the area seemed stuck in time, a snapshot of South Korea in the ’80s or ’90s overlaid on the topography of Central Los Angeles and peppered with palm trees everywhere. I was attracted to the numerous building signs and murals that employed old Korean fonts and images that harked to a different time.


Koreatown Dreaming began as a simple documentation project—to show how Koreatown was surviving in an unprecedented time. The typically bustling and chaotic neighborhood had been brought to barely a hum, often not a single soul on the street, an occasional vehicle passing by at random intervals. As I photographed various intersections and points of interest, I found myself going inside buildings, curious to see whether businesses were still operating. One of the first malls I ended up in was Rodeo Galleria, a flat, rectangular, single-story mall that is quite the antithesis of what its name inspires. The interior was lit with muted fluorescent bulbs, and the simple, brutalist structure evoked memories of when I visited South Korea as a child. After meandering through various stores, I arrived at Home Plus Mart Co., where I witnessed an elderly lady in a pink sweater tidying up wares that had clearly been untouched for days. A nervous fixation borne out of slow business, perhaps.


Under the guise of purchasing some fruit forks and back scratchers, I asked her a few questions about the products. And then I asked her how business was going. As she sat behind the counter with her arms folded, she sighed heavily and began pouring out her frustrations. Business was so slow that it cost her more to operate the store than not, and yet she couldn’t just sit at home and do nothing. She was thinking of retiring. From there, she began telling me about her life in the United States; how she had immigrated in the ’70s and moved to Chicago, then to Los Angeles for warmer days, and wound up starting her home goods store.


As I listened, I felt that the moment was significant; I was getting insight into a deeply personal story. I asked for a photograph, to which she retorted, “What are you photographing a granny for? Who wants to see that?” She acquiesced to one shot on my clunky medium-format camera. She removed her mask; I composed and pressed the shutter. She put her mask back on and excused herself to continue working. When I received the scans from my film lab, the expression looking back at me was one of pride, fatigue, and, most strikingly, warmth.


I felt a connection to this woman. When I shared her story and others on Instagram, the response was overwhelming. Many people who had lived in Koreatown, or had ties to the area, were moved by the interviews and photographs. More than that, they seemed excited to see these business owners’ lives documented and shared with a wider audience. I was gratified to see the stories resonating and continued documenting more businesses, focusing on retail stores and service providers that often get neglected in mainstream media coverage.


My approach was straightforward:I showed up at businesses I had either researched or felt intrigued by in passing, and I explained to the owners what my project was about. Some were open, while many others were suspicious and reticent. I encountered close to thirty or more rejections, with some owners telling me to get lost.


I learned about the various circumstances that brought Korean immigrants to Los Angeles, whether it was to escape political turmoil, or live in a country where rock ’n’ roll was born, or, for the vast majority, to take a chance at the American Dream, in which one might shape one’s own destiny.


Over the course of eight months, I photographed forty small businesses and decided to run a Kickstarter campaign to self-publish a small run of books. While it was gratifying to see positive responses on social media, I wanted the stories to have a more permanent home. I had no publishing experience whatsoever but leaned on my community to bring this project to fruition.


The first iteration of this book was a true labor of love. Together with my friend and design extraordinaire Jiyoon Cha, we created a look for the book that would resonate with Koreatown and its residents. I reached out to other creatives, who shared their experiences of Koreatown in essays that made the book more complete. When the books finally arrived from the overseas printer in March 2021, they sold out in two months. I received messages from countless people who were touched by the stories of shop owners they had seen so often but had never gotten to know. When I shared the books with the store owners, they were thrilled to see themselves represented. They seemed proud that their legacy would carry on in some small way and that their grandchildren might one day read about them.


The way people in my community showed up for the book—from sharing the Kickstarter, to purchasing the book, to attending readings and events—was special, and something I’ll always treasure. Even before I decided to expand the project into its current iteration, Koreatown Dreaming already had a life of its own. The edition you’re reading includes more businesses in L.A. along with eight features on Korean businesses in other cities, exploring how Korean immigrants have made livelihoods and communities across the country.


As a Korean third-culture kid who grew up in many different countries, I’ve constantly wondered about where I belong. I felt that I stood on the peripheries of the cultures I was situated in, peering in and hoping to be a part of them. When I arrived in the United States to attend college and pursue a career, I felt that same sense of otherness, living my life not knowing whether this country would truly accept me. I had to learn how to “be American”—how to speak colloquially, adopt mannerisms, and learn pop culture references, like putting on clothes to fit in. But the more natural and intuitive parts of me were and are Korean, and whenever I’m in a Korean enclave, whether it’s in L.A. or New York or Atlanta, I relax a little, putting aside my “American” outfit to simply appear as I am. I was usually the one with a camera, but in a way, every time I talked to a Korean business owner about their life, they were the ones seeing me.


Throughout the project, I was reminded of my own parents’ wild ambitions to make something of themselves, moving our family to Saipan in their early thirties to have a chance at a self-made life. Throughout my whole childhood I witnessed the winding journey they took and saw reflections of that devotion to striving in each of the shop owners I met. Working on this project put me in touch with the world in a way I never could have imagined, making me think about my life and about what it means to be Korean in America. I think part of the reason this project took off in the way that it did was because others were asking the same question, and collectively we have been searching for the answer. I don’t know what the future holds for Koreans in America, but in our communal seeking—for identity, for each other, for a place to call home—I feel I have found my people. I feel like I belong here.














A Brief History of Koreans in America
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FIRST WAVE (1903–1949)


THE FIRST WAVE OF KOREAN IMMIGRANTS TO THE UNITED STATES ARRIVED IN Hawaii starting in 1903 to work on sugar cane and pineapple plantations, their contracts brokered and facilitated by American missionaries who believed that labor was an opportunity for these immigrants to improve their lives. These Korean laborers worked ten-hour days, six days a week under the sun for fifteen dollars a month plus lodging. Between 1903 and 1905, an estimated seven thousand Koreans immigrated to Hawaii, most to work on plantations, but there were also some students, diplomats, and merchants. Upon completing their work contracts, many Koreans migrated to the mainland, especially to the West Coast, to pick fruit on orange and lemon groves.


The first Koreatown in the United States was founded in Riverside, California, and was made up of approximately three hundred Koreans in a thriving, family-based community called Pachappa Camp. The constituents worked on the orange groves nearby. The settlement was short-lived, lasting only fifteen years, as a deep freeze hit the orange farms, forcing Korean laborers to fan out elsewhere in search of opportunity.


SECOND WAVE (1950–1964)


The second wave of immigration occurred as a result of the War Brides Act, enacted in 1945, that allowed alien spouses into the country, as well as the natural and adopted children of American soldiers who had fought in the Korean War. Between 1950 and 1964, an estimated six thousand Korean women were brought over to the United States via their American GI husbands. These Korean women, many of whom immigrated to escape poverty in a war-torn country, often experienced discrimination at the hands of a society that associated them with the enemy. Many war brides sponsored visas for their family members, which was one way more Korean immigrants entered the country. Often the only Korean or minority in their area, these women faced culture shock and isolation, and meanwhile had to navigate the pressures of being the perfect American wife. “Bride schools” existed to teach them how to assimilate to American culture, with lessons on etiquette, cooking, and customs. Many of these marriages ended in divorce.
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THIRD WAVE (1965–PRESENT)


The third wave of immigration, which extends to today, was spurred on by the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965. Signed into law by Lyndon B. Johnson, this act abolished immigration quotas based on ethnic and national origins, which up to then had prevented immigration from many Asian and non-western countries. Since then, the annual number of Korean immigrants steadily increased every year, peaking between 1985 and 1987, when about thirty-five thousand people emigrated annually. From 1976 to 1990, the Korean diaspora community was the largest group of immigrants to move to the United States, alongside the Mexican and Filipino communities. The reasons motivating immigration include escaping an oppressive political regime, better financial opportunities, higher education, and, for some women, to escape the steep and unbridled misogyny that existed in South Korea. According to a 2019 American Community Survey, there are an estimated 1.9 million members of the Korean diaspora, including naturalized citizens, American-born Koreans, undocumented Koreans, and mixed-race Koreans, making it the twentieth largest diaspora group in the United States.


KOREATOWN LOS ANGELES


Third-wave Korean immigrants moved to denser cities in states like California, New York, New Jersey, and Virginia, given the already existing Korean communities there and better opportunities to start businesses. Many Koreans arrived in Los Angeles in the ’70s and ’80s and found low-cost housing in the Mid-Wilshire area. The Watts riots in 1965 led to white flight from a once-affluent area dotted with art deco buildings and inhabited by wealthy Hollywood types. Their exit allowed many non-white low-income residents to move in. Through the enterprising efforts of people like Hi Duk Lee, who envisioned Koreatown as a hub for the Korean diaspora to gather, many businesses sprung up. Lee opened Olympic Market in 1971 and purchased five blocks in the area, creating the first Korean village, which attracted forty shops and restaurants. In 1975, he started VIP Palace restaurant in a traditional Korean architecture, importing blue tiles from his home country; the market and restaurant became a meeting spot for Koreans in Los Angeles. Through extensive lobbying from the Korean community, mayor Tom Bradley was persuaded to put up Koreatown signs for the first time in 1982. Koreatown was officially designated between 8th and 11th Streets from north to south, and Western and Vermont Avenues from east to west, bisecting Olympic Boulevard. Koreatown has grown gradually in a sprawling fashion since then.


KOREAN ENTREPRENEURSHIP


The Immigration and Nationality Act gave preference to immigrants with highly skilled occupations and to those with money to invest in the American economy. Despite the fact that many third-wave immigrants were highly skilled professionals back home, upwards of 70 percent could not practice their profession in the United States because of a lack of proficiency in the English language and conflicting licensing systems. Most Korean immigrants hence chose to start small businesses, seeing it as preferable to working for someone else. Korean communities operated rotating pooled money investment schemes, known as kye, to allow participating family members to accumulate enough capital to buy or start a small business. Each participating member would contribute a sum of money to a pool at various intervals, taking turns to use the pot of capital to pursue their entrepreneurial endeavors. Through personal funds and investment schemes like kye, many Korean business owners took over low-capital- intensive grocery stores, laundromats, and liquor stores, especially in low-income neighborhoods in places like Los Angeles, Chicago, Philadelphia, and New York.
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