
Interview of Christopher Pak  
UCLA Library, Center for Oral History Research, University of California, Los Angeles 

Interview of Christopher Pak  

Transcript 

Session One (September 29, 2006) 

 

 
00:00:21.0 
 

CLINE: 
 

OK. Today is September 29th, 2006. This is Alex Cline interviewing Christopher Pak at his 

office of the Archeon Group in Koreatown, Los Angeles. Good morning.  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

Good morning.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Thank you very much for taking the time to talk to us about your life. As is always the case in 

these interviews, we start at the beginning. So my first question to you is where and when were 

you born?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

I was born in Seoul, Korea in 1962.  

 

 

 



 

CLINE: 
 

And who were your parents?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

My parents were both dentists, are still both dentists, Dr. Han Jun Pak and Chung Soon Pak. 

Actually, it's "pock."  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

"Pock," of course. I was going to say, here we say "pack," but it's one of those American 

problems. So, what can you say by way of description of your neighborhood in Seoul as you 

remember it when you were a child?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

Sure. The neighborhood where we live was in the neighborhood called Chang Shing Dong, 

which is still in the city of Seoul proper, and at that time the city was still north of the Kung Lam 

(unclear) River, or the Han River, and so it's called the Kang Bo and really where City Hall is, 

we were weren't too far from that area. We had a main road at the upper level and basically that's 

where my parents' dental office fronted, and then below that office was where we lived and 

basically the way you get to that through the dental office was through a ladder to go down or 

you could come out the front door and walk around on either side and then there's a block to the 

bottom and to the top. You can walk down a hill and into our front gate, which sort of is -- I 

would say there's an elevation difference of about ten feet from the main road to that back road. 

And if I recall, the road at that time still was dirt. It wasn't paved. The main road was paved, but 

the roads leading into the residences were still relatively unpaved. And I remember when I went 

back like in 1986 for the first time -- we came to the U.S. in 1970 and they go back until 1986, 

when my father went back to the old house, and as a kid I remember that front door used to look 

so big, but now when I went back, actually I could look over the front door so it wasn't that big. 

But it used to flood a lot when we had monsoon season, because we were below the main street 

and all the water came in, and we didn't really have a very good sewer or a storm drain system, 



and so we -- and that's why a lot of the homes in Korea when they were built back then were 

raised about three feet above ground, because one, we would put the charcoal underneath to heat 

the house, because it was a concrete floor base, and you put sort of these charcoal sort of round 

charcoal, put them in the winter and heat it up, and that's how you radiated the heat on the floor, 

but in the monsoon season it helped just sort of elevate the house because the water would fill up 

in back area.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

So both your parents being dentists, where would that place you economically in your 

community?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

Currently, or...  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Then.  

 

 
00:04:58.0 
 

PAK: 
 

Then. You know, I think back then in 1962 when I was born and they started practicing I believe 

in -- they were practicing in, starting 1960, you have to remember it's only been seven years 

removed from the end of the Korean War, so there was really no economic hierarchy I think at 

that point, and I think everybody basically lived from bare minimum, and they didn't always -- 

currency was not something that was abundant, and so providing professional services was 

sometimes - they would get paid with food rather than currency, and so obviously -- it wasn't so 

much economic status, though, at that time. It was more the educational status more than 

anything else, the fact that you are a doctor, that you went to the university and was able to get a 

degree, I think was more prestigious than how much money did you have at that time.  



 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Huh, interesting. Your neighborhood sounds like descriptions I've heard from interviewees with I 

think, using our terminology, would be to say there wasn't anything like zoning in your 

neighborhood. It sounds very diverse. How would you describe what was surrounding your 

house and the kinds of buildings and people that lived there or worked there?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

I remember on the main road, my parents' office was there. To the right was a barber shop and I 

think a shoe repair, if I recall. And then to the left was some office and then a little bit down the 

road there was a little grocery store, like I guess, for lack of better term, a liquor store, and so 

that was a place that, you know, I always used to try to go toward because you can always get a 

few -- little bit of money from your parents and buy some candies or something, and candy was 

very scarce too. I mean, I think I remember having my first real good cracker was a Ritz cracker, 

and that was when I was maybe about six years old, because we didn't have a lot of imports 

coming in from the U.S. I mean, if you can get M&M candy -- I mean, that was a big deal. But 

bananas were big deals, so it was pretty scarce. I mean, probably didn't know it at the time, but 

thinking back and looking at the abundance of what we're able to have now versus some of the 

things that we used to take granted now and what we back then thought were very high-end 

items, is pretty funny.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Right. What do you know about, beginning with your father, his background and his family?  

 

 
00:09:36.0 
 

PAK: 
 

My grandfather was also -- he practiced herb medicine and he was a very, in terms of when it 

comes to education, very formal, lived in Seoul, my father's side. They're in Korean what they 

call "koyan," which is I guess roots, a neighborhood, is Seoul. But my grandfather was -- 



practiced herb medicine. My grandmother was a little bit more ahead of her time. She actually, 

from my understanding, graduated from a university even back then, which is very rare for 

Korean women from my understanding, but very active in social settings, organizations, running 

meetings and organizing for woman's rights, which in those days were not very much discussed 

and so I think -- and my father being the youngest of the other siblings, he had an older brother 

which is my uncle, and he had three older sisters, so my father ended up doing a lot of the chores 

for my grandfather. He would always be the one to sort of go and get -- go get some this or -- 

from this other place and bring it back to me. So he had a lot of tutelage from my grandfather 

and they always practiced doing the calligraphy and then he went obviously from there, went to 

school. He was at that age where he wasn't old enough to go to the Army during the Korean War, 

but old enough to understand the devastation of it, and then went to Kyang Ki high school, which 

is a very well-known high school. I went to high school then, which is Seoul National 

University. My mother, on the other hand, part of her family -- she lived in Manchuria for a long 

time during the Japanese occupation. Their family opted to emigrate to Manchuria, lived there. 

When the Japanese occupation was over, they realized that they didn't want to live in a 

Communist -- so they started migrating south again, and at that time is when the war broke out.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Oh, my.  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

So, she lived through the Japanese-Russian War, the occupation of Japan and Manchuria, then 

through the Korean War and the family just uprooted twice, once from Korean -- that was mostly 

from the north -- to Manchuria, then back down coming all the way down to South Korea. And 

my grandparents on my mom's side were more country folks. They were not city folks. But for 

some -- and she's the only daughter, which in Korean tradition, you have to have a son, 

especially if you're living in more rural background, and I think because of that, I think she 

always had a very competitive and very ambitious side of her where she wanted to prove that 

you don't have to have a son to be able to get recognized for your achievements as a parent, and 

so she was the first one, I think, in her village to be graduated from elementary and junior high 

school, and she had an aunt who was a stickler for making sure that she received her education, 

so even during wartime, if there was a war in this village she would move to another village 

where they knew there was a school, and take my mom and make sure she went there, so she 

ended up going to Iwa High School, which is the top -- it's sort of like the Smith College of the 

U.S., then went to Iwa university, then went to Seoul National for a dental school. So for her, 

education was by far the key to her motivational and ambitious drive.  



 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Right, wow, that's impressive. And what about your siblings, any siblings?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

I have an older brother who's a dentist. I have a younger sister who's a dentist. So we have five in 

our family, four are dentists, and I'm the only non-dentist in the family. I chose to be an architect.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Wow. Are they still in Korea, or are they here?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

No, they're all here.  

 

 
00:12:11.0 
 

CLINE: 
 

OK, we'll get to that. So what do you remember about your household life, your relationship with 

your siblings, and what maybe your chores were, your favorite activities when you were a 

youngster in Seoul.  

 

 

 

 



PAK: 
 

You know, we didn't have a lot of toys. I mean, if I compared to the things that my kids have 

now, and what I had back then, there is no comparison. I mean, we've made and we've folded 

papers to play with something. If you play -- if you had a baseball glove, that was unheard of. 

And that's why soccer's such a popular sport in those days, because you've got a ball and you 

kick it around and that's basically all you have. You didn't have to have fields, and we didn't have 

little leagues. So when I was in (inaudible), certainly when I was -- when I didn't start school, 

and you start kindergarten I believe when you're about -- over there, then, it was about five or six 

years old. Actually, probably six. So up until then, I played around with my neighborhood 

friends, you know, just kids hanging around. And there was no real violent crimes in those days. 

Obviously, there was no guns, so the neighborhood really was -- it's not like they look out for 

each other. It's just we know that we're not going anywhere. We didn't have cars, we didn't have 

a big transportation system, so that area which I describe, with the alleys coming back to the 

house and that was our realm and the farthest we probably went to was another block or block 

and a half up, down, and that was really the boundary. So it was -- and not knowing anything, 

you couldn't compare it to anything else, so as long as you had, I think, an ability to sort of once 

in a while get some candies and meet your friends and have a good time and just play around, 

and we had some marbles. That was really the gist of it. I remember we had -- when I could start 

remembering -- that we had a black and white TV. By then, I think people were starting to get 

TVs. It certainly wasn't color. But even up until we left Korean in 1970, I know it was still black 

and white. So we watched TV, not a whole lot of programs. I think when I was about seven years 

old is when I first started. We started getting waves of U.S. programs, like Batman was there but 

it was in black and white. And so that was, you know, and then obviously sometimes on 

weekends we'd go out to picnics because then our family was still there and then the holidays, 

the Pak family would get together, like Thanksgiving is coming up now in Korea. Chusan, which 

is really one of the biggest holidays of the year, is next week. And those days is when you go to -

- basically, we have sort of a mountain side where we have our ancestors buried, and that's where 

we would go and pay our respects. I remember as a kid, all the men would line up, from the 

senior on down to the youngest of the Pak clan, and it was me and my cousin at the end of the 

line, so we had family gatherings. We would go to maybe picnics. There was no zoos. There 

weren't any amusement parks to speak of. There was an area called Myong Dong, which is still 

now today -- sort of like a shopping district, sort of like what Westwood used to be, where a lot 

of people would gather and hang out, and there was one stretch of street where there was a lot of 

shops and then it led up to the Myong Dong Cathedral where the main Catholic Church stands. 

And along there, you know, we'd go there on Sunday. That was if you were going to Mass. And 

the best treat at that time was after Mass you'd come down and walk around, and then there was 

a place that had hot dog on a stick, I remember, and hot dog was something that you rarely saw 

in Korea. You rarely had meat. Very little meat back then. But that was a treat, and we would 

come home -- but it's a very, what would you say, not knowing what else is out there and not 

having to make comparisons, and if you reflect on it now you could run into a little peaceful life.  

 

 
00:17:06.0 
 

CLINE: 



 

What do you remember then about what you saw in, say, American programmed TV that maybe 

gave you an indication of what else was out there? How did that affect you, if at all?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

I remember, the programs were even back then, from the U.S., weren't all that -- they didn't have 

National Geographic, so you didn't have this kind of programs. What would you learn from 

Batman besides, wow, that's a big house?  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

(laughter) Yeah, right, right.  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

Other than that, you know -- and remembered the car. It was like, wow, that's...  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

The Batmobile, yeah.  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

That was like the spaceship back then. It was like watching Star Wars. But I guess because I was 

too young, I didn't know what is culture.  



 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Or even what's real and what's pure fiction.  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

The only thing interesting to me was what was fascinating, whether it was American culture or 

Korean culture back then, it was just fascination.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

What do you remember might have been other examples of Western culture starting to take hold 

in Seoul at that time?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

When we left in 1970, right before we came to the States we moved a couple of times, because 

we were -- we sold the place. My parents were getting ready to sort of emigrate, and so we 

moved into this new sort of apartment complex for a short time, and I remember even before 

that, when we were living in the old house, the bathroom is more still like an outhouse. I mean, it 

was attached to the house, but it wasn't like plumbing. It was -- there was a hole in the ground, 

some slats, and a hole in the slat and you basically did your business there. When we moved to 

the apartment, for the first time that I'd ever seen, there was a sit-down toilet. Now, that was 

pretty -- I said wow, this is -- we're really moving up. Did I make the connection that that was a 

Western culture? Like I said, not knowing what -- we really -- you almost had to say that -- I 

almost had close to no exposure other than what I knew of my own sort of domain. When my 

parents were going to American, if you asked me where's that in the map, I probably would've 

said I don't know. I had first-grade education in Korea. So the notion that there's different 

cultures still didn't register.  



 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

What about pop culture? Do you remember hearing music or...  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

I know my parents had a record player and there was -- I remember a distinct name that was a 

pretty, I guess, well-known singer in Korea. Her name was Patty Kim, and I don't know how she 

ever came up with the Patty Kim, but that was about the extent of pop culture. I guess not being 

removed so far from the war, you really couldn't have any -- you couldn't concentrate on culture, 

whether it's pop or whether it's -- and your heritage, you were busy just trying to get back to a 

level where you can now at least begin to feel that I don't have to worry about where my next 

meal's coming from.  

 

 
00:20:55.0 
 

CLINE: 
 

I guess I was wondering if maybe there was Western popular music on the radio or anything that 

people were kind of starting to get into at that point.  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

Yeah, I think food is probably the first thing. Coke. I remember as a youngster, when I was 

almost four, about four or five, we used to drink a lot of iced coffee, because that was the first 

thing that came in that you could get easily. I mean, there wasn't a lot of Coca-Cola or any of 

those things. That was very expensive. Coffee was much cheaper. So as another form of drink 

besides just water and some of the barley teas, my mom used to make us coffee, and that was a 

treat. So I think food is probably the first thing -- like I said, the Ritz cracker, that was king back 

then.  

 

 



 

 

CLINE: 
 

Yeah, hot dog on a stick.  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

Yeah, hot dog on a stick and banana and those where things that as a kid, I remember -- and 

having M&M for the first time, with peanuts in the middle. I thought wow, whoever thought of 

this? That's pretty good. So food, I think, was the first real cultural and pop-cultural thing that I 

experienced from the West.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

What do you remember, if anything, about seeing non-Koreans or non-Asians in your area 

growing up? Did you ever see any?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

No, no. No military. We were a little bit further removed from that part.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

So what were your feelings then about seeing, say, Batman, non-Asian faces, people of a 

different race on your TV screen?  

 

 

 



 

PAK: 
 

I think I was more fascinated with the mask, and the helmet and what the features looked like. So 

it really -- you know, you don't get exposed to the diversity and you never talk about it. Even if 

you see it, you don't know it, and it's really just the images, and so it's hard to say that I feel 

anything. All I saw was Batman and the fact that this was a pretty cool-looking guy with a 

helmet.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Interesting. You mentioned going to Mass. What was the religious life in your family as you 

were growing up?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

My father became Catholic, I think when he was in college. And so -- and my mother's side, and 

I think that my grandparents were also Buddhist. I mean, they weren't Catholic to begin with. So, 

when my parents got married, I guess my father convinced my mom to go to church and they 

did. To me, it was something that we did on every Sunday, to go to Mass and for me it wasn't so 

much the Mass as it was the hot dog on the stick. (laughter) So, I don't remember -- and I 

wouldn't know if it was Catholic or Protestant or what at that point. I just knew that it was 

someplace that my parents took me to. So I wasn't a very deep-thinking kid, now that I think 

back. (laughter)  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

So was there any carry-over of the Sunday church experience in the home? Was there an -- did 

you say Grace before meals? Or was there anything...  

 

 
00:24:47.0 
 

PAK: 



 

No, we didn't do that. I think both my parents, I think, being professionals and I think at least 

being educated and having a certain level of education, I would say they were maybe a little 

atypical of your typical Korean parents at that time, even, because I think both were pretty -- rare 

did you find that both the husband and wife worked together. That was rare to begin with.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Right, I would think.  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

That was rare to begin with. And so even in the religious life, I think they felt that going to 

church on Sunday was important but not necessarily that we had to do that all the time and that 

was part of what their life should be but it shouldn't be the only part, so I think there was a good 

balance and I think that my parents still to this day when I see them, there's such a -- what they 

give me is a sense of good balance.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Then describe how life worked just a purely practical level with both your parents working and 

what their hours were like and how this affected you and your siblings.  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

I would say by and large at that time, most kids were probably all latchkey kids. Whether both 

parents worked or not, they didn't work together and the mom stayed home, I think she was too 

busy doing house chores and always constantly cleaning and maybe taking things to the husband 

and lunch of whatever it is, so I don't remember, with the exception of weekends and evenings 

having spent a lot of times with my parents. When I wasn't going to school, I would be up in 



their dental office and just sort of playing around there and coming back down, but I think 

moreso than your typical, maybe, Korean parents, they did hug us a lot, I remember, and they 

were more physically affectionate which is not a very characteristic thing of Asian culture to 

begin with. So I think I was sort of blessed in that way, but as a child during the daytime, you 

know -- and obviously when we were infants, because my mom worked, Grandmother used to be 

with us, and she sort of raised us. But I was always sort of in the area, so it wasn't like I didn't see 

them for a long time. That happened more here than it did in Korea.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Oh, OK. We'll get to that. So then would your grandparents pitch in, in terms of more household 

things like cooking? Or how did it work -- or was your mother really saddled with almost two 

jobs?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

Actually, we were fortunate that because we lived in the city still, I guess that has certain amount 

of affluence, so we would have cousins in the countryside who would come to Seoul to want to 

live, but didn't have anywhere to go so they would stay with us, and so they'd do a lot of the 

cooking and some of the house chore work. Grandma was more or less busy trying to chase me 

around, and then I had a younger sister. Older brother was by then, he was two years old so he 

was in school when I can remember. So that was just sort of the way the household worked. My 

mom still did a lot of the housework, as she continued to do when she came here too, but we did 

have help. And it wasn't like you paid them. It was mostly relatives who came up to Seoul but 

didn't have anywhere to go and we would sort of have them in and they would help out around 

the house.  

 

 
00:28:23.0 
 

CLINE: 
 

You said that meat was scarce. Obviously some of these Western foods were very expensive but 

starting to come into the picture. What then were you actually eating when you were young?  

 

 

 



 

PAK: 
 

Obviously rice, kimchi, vegetables, spinaches, sesame leaves, that's marinated. I don't recall 

meat. Maybe spam. Spam was a big thing. That was a -- U.S. Army, I think, had an oversupply 

of Spam and so they free-flowed into Korea. Sausage. Here we call them hot dogs, there they just 

call them sausage. And those were probably lunch -- breakfast, lunch, and dinner.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

And you said that you moved a couple of times, winding up in a more modern apartment 

complex. What else might be notable, that changed about your neighborhood at that point? What 

was different about it?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

Obviously, from where I was in our neighborhood, when we moved to the new place there was 

also an expressway, an upper-deck freeway that was being -- that was built. And so obviously, 

automobiles were becoming more and more frequent sights. And you see less and less bicycles. 

Before, I remember when I was in that old neighborhood, we would have families come over to 

watch TV, because not everybody had TV. But right before we left, that was really the case. 

There was more time that was more -- not so much communal, but more family unit and as we 

get more now into modern, it's more individual units now. There's a breakdown of that sort of 

communal to a family unit to an individual. And I can see that, you know, that was happening 

right before we were leaving, much more immediate family did activities.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

So, had you started school then, about the time that you were leaving?  

 

 

 

 



PAK: 
 

Yeah, I finished the first grade.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

What was your school?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

It was in Seoul, called Wurge (unclear) Elementary School, and my brother had went to another 

elementary school which was the best in Seoul at that time called Lida (unclear), and I don't 

know why I was sent to this other one. Maybe I didn't do so well on the test or something or 

something, I don't know. (laughter) Still haven't figured that one out, but I went there first grade, 

and I started second grade and I believe I left the second grade halfway through it.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Why did your parents decide they wanted to leave Korea for the United States?  

 

 
00:32:39.0 
 

PAK: 
 

Most importantly was opportunity for a better life, better education, because my mom, moreso 

than I think my dad, has always emphasized education because that was her real mantle. And I 

think they just didn't see that no matter how hard you worked in Korea, that you would go very 

far, because there was so much other elements rather than your effort and your ability that played 

into whether one became successful or not. My father didn't like the corruption, and I think my 

mother didn't like the instability, the safety factor that we were still not really at peace with 

North Korea. We were -- still to this day, it's a truce. It's not a peace treaty. So there was always 

threat that a war could start up again. And so that's one of the big reasons that -- also, my mom 

and my dad decided that they wanted to come to the U.S.  



 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Any issues surrounding the political regime at that time, do you think?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

No. My father is -- to this day, both my parents are very apolitical. I mean, they vote, but they're 

not involved in organizations. The only thing they might have been back then was probably their 

school alumni stuff, in the Korean (inaudible), but they're very apolitical people and I think that's 

one of the reasons why they probably left, was that they didn't like the way the politics was in 

Korea.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Yeah, that must have been incredibly pervasive at that point. What awareness do you have, if 

any, of what their own awareness was of life in the United States? This would be a way of 

angling toward -- did you have family members here already, or friends who had immigrated?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

No, we had no family in L.A. My dad's niece -- so my uncle's oldest daughter -- had married and 

went to New York. But other than that, we had no family ties here in L.A. Frankly, never really 

did discuss with them what did you envision when you would go there. I think one of the things 

that they did set up was that there was an international program at USC for foreign dentists. And 

they felt that -- and so my father applied because both my parents couldn't apply. They couldn't 

afford to apply. Somebody had to come and work, so my mom made a sacrifice and still is sort 

of -- as contemporary as she is in her thinking, the thing that always sort of I think tugs at her is 

that there's still a very traditional culture in a lot of ways, and so if you had a choice between 

who would go to school, it's the man. So my father ended up applying for the program and 

getting accepted, and that was really the springboard that -- that was the final nail, I guess, that 



said hey, we're going. There's opportunity there. And as long as we work hard, we will have a 

better life.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

OK. Frequently, people when they came over here, if they didn't know anyone there at least 

sponsored by a church or something like that, and sometimes that would decide where they'd 

wind up. How did they wind up choosing Los Angeles, do you have any idea? I mean, USC was 

the main reason?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

Because of USC, yeah.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Because of USC.  

 

 
00:38:16.0 
 

PAK: 
 

Because of USC. And as far as the sponsor, because we really didn't have anybody that we knew 

as relatives, and my father didn't have any friends here either, but he did have friends in Korea 

who knew some people here in L.A., and the person who was originally supposed to take us in 

belonged to a church here, and one of the church members I guess heard he was going to sponsor 

this family coming over, and that other church member, just couldn't rely on him, never felt 

comfortable, so I guess he asked him more about who are they, what do they do, and he told 

them about my dad's program at SC, so he said, you know, let me go to the airport, I'll greet 

them. And because I think this person who was supposed to greet us had other engagements, so 

already he was sort of feeling that -- I mean, basically, I think this person was more of a flake 

than anything else, and so he was very concerned for us on his own, and so Mr. Kim greeted us 

at the airport and really not being the official sponsor became really the official sponsor. He took 



us in, found a house for us to rent for the first month when we came here out in Sun Valley, and 

from there -- because that was a house. I mean, it was quite expensive, but at least it was a place 

that we could land. And thinking back, and I never really sat down with him and asked him why 

-- why did you -- but I think it was really the first time -- you go there to Sun Valley, it's 

Americana. It's a suburb. You had a house with a lawn and a backyard and I think he wanted us 

to see what America was like, before they brought us into an area where -- you know, and out 

from there about a month later, we moved to a minister's house, the church that he went to. They 

had a couple of rooms on the second floor, right here on Ninth Street, and around Hoover. And 

so that was a little different than the setting in Sun Valley, and we lived in a two -- sort of a two 

rooms on the upstairs of their main house. And then -- but Mr. Kim arranged all these things, 

helped us get my dad the driver's license and found us a car, helped us purchase a car. It was a 

1967 Mustang, 289.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Wow, nice! (laughter)  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

Nice, yeah, yeah. And so he was really our ex-official sort of sponsor.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

What was the church that he was part of? Do you remember?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

I don't know the name of the church. But it was a Korean-American Presbyterian Church.  



 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Oh, OK. Not Catholic.  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

No.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

What do you remember about Korean and your trip to this completely unknown, far-away place?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

I guess my parents really didn't feel the need to have to explain to us where we were going to. I 

mean, and I couldn't imagine it. They were so busy, and making this big jump, leaving a place 

and going to a place that they have no idea, with three kids. They just didn't bother, or just didn't 

have the time to explain to us what was going to happen, you know. And so the last about a week 

or so, we stayed at a hotel because we had to sort of, obviously, sell most of our belongings and 

whatnot. And then my mom, she's a stickler for detail and appropriateness and properness, so she 

had us dressed up in nice short -- sort of like what you see in The Sound of Music with the short 

pants but a jacket.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

A little blazer, kind of. Yeah.  



 

 
00:41:45.0 
 

PAK: 
 

Uh-huh, and loafers. Stockings. Probably if I saw that picture now, I'd probably be -- you know, 

won't be so happy with my mom. And so we got on a plane. I remember the plane was -- I don't 

know what the airline was, but boy, was it noisy, and did the ears really hurt. I mean, was not 

probably pressurized very well. I think it was probably Korean Air, but you know, it certainly 

wasn't anything -- even in the early 1970's, they had jets here, but I think that was a propeller, so 

we went up from Seoul to Tokyo, and then from there we got on to Japan Airlines to Hawaii and 

then from Hawaii to Los Angeles. And you know, having landed -- it wasn't so much the people. 

I remember, and I was tired obviously, was a long flight and I was sort of in the backseat, in the 

car, and looking out the window and seeing palm trees. That image I still remember. It's like 

wow, what are the -- and the sky was blue. It was -- you couldn't describe it. I couldn't make the 

comparison, because I never knew that this kind of place existed, but it was -- it was open, you 

know. Things looked a lot more cleaner, a lot more fresher, than running around in the back 

streets of Seoul, which was dirt, and when it rained it would just flood it. A lot of dust, because 

the floors were still dirt and not all paved. So it's different. You already had a sense that this is a 

clean place.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Yeah, wow. And I obviously have to assume that you had not ever been on an airplane before, or 

anything like that.  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

No.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

What do you remember about it, other than your ears hurting, being on an airplane and looking 

out the window and...  



 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

Yeah, I think from Korea to Tokyo was probably one of the most frightening and probably the 

most excruciating pain I ever probably still remember to this day. But from Tokyo to Hawaii, it 

was -- I think 767, one of those. I got in there and said, wow, this is -- what happened? Like, OK, 

now we must be going someplace nice -- that immediate sense that this is much better than 

where we were before. And so I think by the time I landed, I looked up and saw the palm trees 

and this openness -- the sense that you left someplace for a better place already. And then when 

we went to the house in Sun Valley, I mean, my God. This was like bedrooms and we had a 

garage and a backyard and then about every two o'clock you hear this -- because we came here in 

July of 1970, so it's summertime. It was hot! But it wasn't like a humid hot like in Korea. And 

then every about two o'clock or three o'clock you hear this ding, ding, ding. There was a song 

outside, where the ice cream truck comes in. That was pretty cool, right. (laughter)  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

A revelation of sorts!  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

Oh, yeah, and then you'd get the ice cream with the chocolate, and when you finished there was a 

figurine inside. It was like that was your toy. We never played with that kind of toy in Korea. 

And then you go -- I remember for the first time going to -- I think it was a Boys Market out in 

the Sun Valley. And that was like as if you died and went to heaven. I mean, there was no such 

thing in Korea. The biggest -- it was all open markets still then. And then to go there -- and I 

looked up, and the thing looked like it was going for miles, and I finally figured out that was 

mirrors at the top! But going in, and everything was bright. There was just tons of things just 

stocked up. And they used to have toy sections in supermarkets back then, where they used to 

have those army soldier figurines, the little -- so my parents bought us some of that, and I was 

like, this is -- this is incredible.  

 

 

 



 

CLINE: 
 

Wow. So how long were you in the Sun Valley, then?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

We were there for about a month.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

So you wouldn't have gone to school during that period?  

 

 
00:46:10 
 

PAK: 
 

No, because it was summer break at that time, but we did meet -- we made friends. I remember 

still a kid named Jessie would come over and we would play. I don't know how we 

communicated, but we'd play with the figurines and whatnot. He had a bike and I was learning 

how to ride it. And then I don't recall my parents were there or not. I mean, it was such a -- 

within that house, and the house was big enough that it was like, it was that neighborhood 

compressed into a house, but it was much more cleaner environment and we had some toys to 

play with a bathtub. It was like a swimming pool, you know. So there was a lot to do, and I 

imagine my parents at that time were busy just trying to get my dad registered, find another place 

to go to. I'm sure they had budgetary issues. They'd get the car when we were in Sun Valley, and 

you know, I remember one night -- and I can't recall, but must have been around 9:30 or so. And 

they hadn't come back. My parents were out and I remember the three of us sitting out on the 

front lawn wondering if they were going to come back, being worried. We don't know anything, 

we don't know anybody, and I think that was the first time we sort of sensed that, hey, this is all 

great but boy, we are in a different place.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 



 

So the big question, I guess, which first starts with your parents, what about language? Did they 

learn any English before moving here? Or how did they deal with this? Do you remember?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

The limited English I think my father learned was probably in the military when he was a dentist 

there, because I'm sure he had to provide professional service not only to the Korean soldiers, but 

to the American soldiers as well. But I've got to think that it was very limited. So they really 

didn't have any formal training in English. In dental school, I'm sure there's terminology and 

stuff, or English, so that my father when he went to SC at least knew, because they probably 

learned similar techniques because it's mostly all probably transferred from the U.S. anyways. So 

for him, being in dental school with a particular -- I mean, if you went to law school here, that'd 

be a whole different thing. But being a dentist and having the same kind of skill, the 

methodology really helped him a lot. And my mom, I think at that time, was starting to look for a 

job. And I think that was really hard for her. Here was a very proud woman who would take 

second seat to no one, and I remember when we moved from Sun Valley, lived around there, she 

worked I think at the Biltmore at the cash register, and because she had language difficulty I 

think some of the customers complained that she don't understand. I think she either quit or got 

fired. I remember her crying. I remember her bringing home boxes of ties that she would sew to 

make extra income at home, and then she finally ended up working at the garment industry in 

downtown at a sewing factory, and so for the most part of the time that my father was in school, 

she was in the garment industry. She was a sewing machine operator. And then she'd bring extra 

work home to make extra income and overtime.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Wow. So I guess by the time the end of summer rolls around, you've relocated. Your father's 

going to USC. Your mother starts working. You said you were over near Ninth and Hoover?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

That's correct.  



 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

So you're reasonably close to USC as well, by then. What do you remember about your 

neighborhood then, and your beginning of school in Los Angeles?  

 

 
00:52:43.0 
 

PAK: 
 

So, I started third grade. I remember -- and I don't know how I found the school, to this day, 

because both my parents were out by the time, because I think at that time third grade started 

around 10:30 or 11 o'clock for some reason. And my brother had already left, because he was in 

the fifth grade, so he left early in the morning. I stuck around. My parents must have told me 

when to leave and when to get (inaudible) so first day of school I was in that same uniform that I 

left in Korea, OK. (laughter) Hoover Elementary School, which is not that far from here. And so 

how I found the class, still -- I'd almost have to say that I guess your sixth sense picks up when 

you're in a new environment, whether you're forty or you're eight. And I found my class. Mrs. 

Taylor was my first teacher, and she looked like one of those -- right out of the fifties, you know. 

Sort of hairdo that was sort of high and up, sort of horn-rimmed glasses, and so I remember the 

first class, all I did, I think more than that I was looking at the clock to see when three o'clock 

would come around, because that's when school was out. And I didn't say much. I remember 

after -- I think first week, they had me go to an ESL class for about two hours. There were about 

six of us. I think there was one or two other Korean kids, some Spanish kids, and there was 

maybe about six in that class. So we would be there for about two hours, and really be immersed 

in speaking English. I remember the first thing that she asked us to say was "How are you? My 

name is..." You know, and some of the other things that I recollect -- I remember, I think the first 

or second day, the teacher called me up and in other countries of the world the math is much 

more advanced or at least they teach you a quicker pace than here in the States, and it was a -- 

you know, I think it was two plus A equals six, and for the life of me, I couldn't understand what 

that A was. And I guess basically it was instead of putting a number, they put the letter, to put 

the number in that would match the result. So I was just standing up there at the chalkboard, 

couldn't figure it out, you know. But I'm sure she tried to explain. I just didn't understand what 

she was saying. But those are the kinds of things -- but it wasn't so difficult. There weren't kids 

who picked on you, because you couldn't speak the language. Or maybe I didn't understand. And 

it wasn't diverse. It was still predominantly white, even here, which was right here on Hoover 

and Seventh Street. And so I learned English very quick, and by the third or fourth month, I was 

playing and talking and making friends pretty quick. Didn't take very long.  

 

 

 



 

CLINE: 
 

And clearly by now you're, as you just described, totally surrounded by foreign faces, non-Asian, 

unfamiliar-looking people. Do you remember having any interest in that, or feelings about it?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

I think the first day of class was just nervous, because I was new. I didn't understand a thing they 

were saying. I kept looking at the clock. But I think the ESL program really helped, because it 

was a smaller setting. They really paid attention to you and learning the language became much 

easier. And so the new faces, and sort of -- they looked different, but it wasn't as important as -- 

just sort of trying not to be noticed. So when you try not to be noticed, you don't notice others 

much.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Ah, interesting.  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

And I think that's what happens to a lot of immigrants. So you're so concerned with trying to hide 

yourself, you don't even observe what's around you.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Huh, interesting.  

 

 



 

 

PAK: 
 

So in some ways, I guess I was good at that, and if I'd been more extroverted and tried to fit in 

right away, I probably would've gotten bounced back, because it was different. But maybe being 

cautious and having this sense of wanting to not be noticed, I was able to slowly observe the 

different and come out much more slower at a pace that's more comfortable than being sort of, I 

guess, jumping in a pool before seeing if there's water there. So looking back, I think that's really 

what happened, and you don't notice things if you're trying to hide from things.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

That said, what do you remember noticing about your neighborhood at that point, and what life 

was like in Los Angeles there?  

 

 
00:56:20.0 
 

PAK: 
 

You know, the houses were big. The streets were wider. They had concrete, they had a lot of 

grass. And that was about the time when I think that neighborhood was beginning to start having 

the transformation. The existing sort of first group of neighbors who lived there have began to 

start leaving, going out to the suburbs with better, bigger neighborhoods, and so you can see that 

-- and I remember coming from Sun Valley, it wasn't quite the kind of an atmosphere where I 

could run around, sort of barefooted. All you saw was nice, cut green grass and very trim sort of 

bushes, whereas here, things were not always so cut. It wasn't always so green. There were 

patches of yellow, and then the backyard of the house that we lived in was a mess, just big tree, 

but just a lot of burrs and they never kept it up. So it was different, and I remember walking to 

school sort of looking at those things and saying, you know, it's the city. And I think maybe 

growing up in Seoul, which is a little bit more dense, at least I realized there was some different. 

That was something different out there.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

So I'm guessing your parents probably really had no idea that they were coming into a city that 



was becoming to the larger Korean immigrant population outside Korea. Do you remember other 

Koreans in your neighborhood at this point?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

While we were in Sun Valley, no.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Right, of course not.  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

And at that time I think -- I mean, I knew they were obviously Americans, but I guess it wasn't 

such a big deal to us because we were so -- it was like going to paradise. The place was like, 

from where we were, so we were just happy and just great to be here. And then we moved into 

the pastor, the minister's house, who was Korean-American. So right off the bat, we were sort of 

in a household of Korean-Americans, and then when I came to school and studied ESL I realized 

there were other Korean kids. And there were some Japanese kids and some Filipino, so you 

know, it wasn't like this totally -- I think it would've been different had I been in the Midwest, 

than L.A., because obviously other races in L.A., has been there for a long time. And so having 

been in that house, I think it sort of also maybe made that transition easier, coming into a city 

rather than being, you know -- I think had we been in a different kind of environment, if we were 

maybe in South Central, I think that would've been probably a much more difficult transition. 

Because I think that was more fascinating to me, to see African-Americans than to see an Anglo-

American. And then I think our sponsor did a good job of how he sort of positioned us. The more 

and more I think about it, as he got older -- he really did an amazing thing.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 



 

Absolutely, yeah. Do you still see him?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

He's in Seattle now. He owns a gas station up there and my parents do see him still. So I like to 

visit him one day, just to go back up to him, really thank him for all that he's done.  

 

 
00:59:18.0 
 

CLINE: 
 

What do you remember about the activities and interests you had once you started to kind of 

settle into school and life here in Los Angeles when you were younger?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

So, third grade, I was I think just really adjusting to the language and being comfortable, 

obviously. Cafeteria, Korea there is no cafeteria in the schools. I mean, gave me breakfast at a 

tray, and that was a great system. And so, later on, when I got into fourth -- and I remember in 

the third grade I learned John Denver's "Country Road, Take Me Home," so that was the first 

song I learned in America. So I guess she must have liked John Denver. We practiced that song 

every day, I think, and then the farmer had a dog named "Bingo." That song, yeah. But on the -- 

in fourth grade, by then, I was really immersed. I had made friends, you know. There were other 

Asian kids there, and so we got along well. We could start seeing the transformation even then, 

and not only the school but the neighborhood. My fourth grade teacher, Mrs. Stricker, strikingly 

attractive, blond-haired, blue-eyed teacher. I mean, I guess I was now fourth grade. I guess it was 

about time when you start realizing the difference from men, women, but very nice and very 

caring, and she realized that there were certain students who still needed to overcome language 

barriers or culture things, and I remember her sort of trying in other ways to encourage me to be 

more outgoing. 

 

And I remember we had a parent-teacher conference when I was there with my parents, and at 

that time they didn't give A's or B's. I think they did more evaluation and reports, because they 

didn't have as many kids so they had time actually to write. But she was so flattering about me to 

my parents, and I understood. I mean, obviously by then my English skills were pretty good. 

They said that basically Chris was ready to take the next level of -- because you had different 



reading groups in class. You had this sort of lower, the middle, and I was in the middle and she 

said, you know, I think Chris is ready to really go to the next level. His English is as good as 

everybody else. Very, very encouraging, and she was very innovative. She used to do cooking in 

class, which other teachers, they don't take the time to do, but she did that to sort of, I think, in 

her own way get the students to know that cooking is not just a women thing. I mean, now that I 

think back, she ended up marrying a councilwoman, Jackie Goldberg, so when I saw Jackie 

Goldberg, she said, "I understand you know my partner." I said, yeah, who is it? Miss Stricker. I 

was, no kidding! So strange, you know, the events in life is very, very interesting. But she was 

very encouraging, and I got really -- at that age, you start building an impression of people, of 

how you would want to formulate your own sort of way of how people would want to accept 

you, and she had a great influence in terms of just a well-rounded, very loving, very caring, and 

very -- what do you call it, encouraging person. And I did a lot of sports. I started playing a lot of 

games and basketball was a great thing and I remember very (inaudible) one of the kids was a 

Korean-American kid but he was born in the States and he was really into basketball and he said, 

hey, you know, I love UCLA, and at that time UCLA was winning all these -- I had no idea what 

UCLA was. So I asked him, I said, "What's UCLA?" And he looked at me like "you're the 

dumbest guy I've ever known," and so I was still emerging into the culture, you know? That's an 

indication that I didn't know. Still a lot of things to learn.  

 

 
01:04:14.0 
 

CLINE: 
 

And what about in school? What started to interest you that you can remember in terms of 

subjects or activities?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

You know, I have to admit, I wasn't a typical -- sort of the stereotypical Asian kid who 

supposedly studies a lot and that's what interests you only. Studying wasn't as interesting to me 

as playing basketball and doing sports, in all frankness, and I liked -- I mean, I would do my 

homework and I liked getting encouragement. I think I studied to get good grades to get patted 

on the back more than the process of studying and learning the courses, because I just thought it 

was something you had to do. What else was I going to do? I've got to go to school. But what I 

enjoy and what I had interest in was sports. As I started to play, and started to understand the 

different level of sports from college, the professional, to baseball, football, basketball, and so by 

that time that was -- I really enjoyed playing on the basketball team at school and any chance I 

got to go out and play, that's what I did. And then after school, because you know, my parents 

would pick us -- my dad would pick us up at around five, five o'clock, that gave me a lot of time 

to sort of stay at -- and they had after-school program and they had after-school sort of guidance 



at that time. So you could check out basketballs or whatever balls and play. And so that -- that 

was really more my interest than anything else.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

That's pretty standard. Let's go back to your parents, then. At some point I guess your father 

would have to graduate from this program at USC and begin his practice, and my two questions 

then are how did the professional life of your parents develop, and how did also, connected with 

this, their English skills perhaps develop or not?  

 

 
01:10:41.0 
 

PAK: 
 

So, my father started at SC, I would say probably September of 1970, soon after we came here. 

And one of the things that I think really was emotional for my father was my grandmother 

passed away, around I think September, so this was -- you know, and he really -- I think one of 

the reasons he was more reluctant to come to the U.S. was because he felt obligation, even 

though he wasn't the first son, to share the responsibility of taking care of Grandma, because she 

was at that time -- she had had a stroke and so she was paralyzed on one side, so he made the 

decision to come and while he was here only two months or three months afterwards, she passed 

away. So I think that gave him more motivation and more focus to sort of, "I have to succeed," 

you know. And so, he went to school. So the routine would be that he would take my mom to 

work and he goes to school, and goes to his courses, but I think -- and there were other foreign 

dentists, remember, and there were other foreign -- and by then, there was another classmate of 

his from Korea who emigrated to L.A., someone he knew from junior high school days. But he 

didn't go to USC. He sort of came on his own with his family to start his life, but he studied on 

his own to get his dental license. But at school, I think -- there's very little time to, I think -- for 

him, was very little time to communicate. I mean, he was already a married man with three kids 

so it wasn't like a college experience. For him it was life or death in terms of how do I keep my 

family and make progress in this country. And the language, I don't think, was so difficult for 

him because there wasn't a lot of verbal language that needed to be spoken. It was more doing 

the teeth and making sure you did the right procedures. I think when it came to the tests, I think it 

was a lot more memorization than it is the fact that -- I mean, he understands the material. He 

just couldn't regurgitate it if you told him to say it in English. 

 

But then, so during that time, my mom basically worked to support the family, and she didn't 

really -- interesting thing was, when she worked in that garment factory, it was a garment factory 

predominantly -- I think it was owned and predominantly employed Japanese-Americans and 

some Japanese, and the interesting thing about that is my parents both learned how to speak 

Japanese because of the occupation, so she was talking Japanese there, then she did English or 



anything else, and so -- but to her, and I think my parents are very, in many ways, very open-

minded and very forward-thinking, but I know it still had to eat at her to know that here she was 

a dentist, and she's working in a garment industry that was with a lot of Japanese ancestors and 

Japanese who spoke to her in Japanese who, because she was just starting out, didn't give her the 

time of day, and so I could just imagine what she was thinking, the kind of sort of emotions that 

she had to hold back, just so that she could -- and I know what kept her going was -- it was her 

family.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

How did your father then go into practice after his education?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

From Ninth and Hoover, around there, we moved -- we only lived -- we were there for a few 

months, too. And we moved to an apartment from there on Arapaho and around Ninth. And that's 

where we first experienced the earthquake in 1970, the Sylmar earthquake.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Oh, right, the Sylmar quake, yeah.  

 

 
01:15:04.0 
 

PAK: 
 

And it was one of those older apartment buildings, and all the chimneys on both sides of the 

thing just crumbled down and we ran out of the house and I remember that was a pretty exciting 

event, but my mom, I mean, she was terrified, you know. And then from there we lived there for 

a little bit and we finally settled in over on Plymouth and near Olympic. IT was a house that -- 

half the house was rented out, and the other half, the owner lived, Miss Gibson. I still remember 

her name. And so we pretty much settled there for a few years. Actually, no, about a year and a 

half. These times seem long, but then I think about it and they're not, because -- you know, my 



mom was working, but still, even though -- I remember seeing her paycheck once. It was like 

ninety-one dollars a week. And I imagine at that time it was still OK, because we could go to 

McDonald's, family of five, and probably feed ourselves I think for -- because I used to order for 

everybody. I remember it was about three dollars and seventy-five cents. But towards the end of 

my dad's time, when he was graduating and he now had to take the state exam for the license, I 

guess we had to move because she was going to sell the house, or what. And so -- and at that 

time, we didn't have enough money to make a deposit on another location, and so she -- my dad 

was in the midst of trying to take his exam. We had to move, they didn't have enough money for 

a deposit, so my dad called his niece in New York to see if he could borrow some money. I think 

it was $500. And with that money, we moved to a place on Ardmore and Santa Monica 

Boulevard. And during that time, my dad had taken the exam and obviously they were both 

holding their breath now, and I didn't know it, but I remember we had moved and we were living 

there. 

 

It was on a Saturday, so we were outside, I was spraying water on the lawn, and the postman 

came and I think my dad must have been waiting for him because (inaudible) and I remember he 

got this -- he was there, I'm doing the water, and I've never seen that man move so fast, because 

he had received a letter saying that he passed, and that was like all of this sort of -- the hope 

that's just sort of -- the fireworks. And I remember him running into the house to tell my mom, 

you know, that he passed and he would get his license and you know, but in-between -- during 

the time that he was taking exams and getting a result, which I think was about a three-month 

period, he was now working though, because he had graduated. He was working at the dental 

laboratories, making moldings and impressions and things of that nature, so he was bringing 

some income in. But getting that letter, thinking back, I still get sort of chills, because I could 

just only imagine what my parents must have felt, and soon after that, you know, he worked at 

another dental office and now he was making ninety bucks a day, you know, or a hundred and 

something a day, which I mean, that was just the floodgates have opened too, this whole new 

spectrum of opportunity that they'd worked so hard for, you know.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Right, which must have made things very different for everyone at that point.  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

Yeah, you know. So if they saved enough -- I think we lived there for another sort of a year and a 

half or so, a year. Soon after that, they found a location on Western Avenue, near Olympic, is 

where my dad started his practice, and he was seeing patients. We bought a new car, you know, 



because my brother was now just beginning to be at an age where -- and my mom needed a car 

too, so it wasn't like -- when we were living in Plymouth, I remember -- because I was still at 

Hoover at that time, finishing up my fourth grade. We would all get in the car in the morning. 

My dad would drop us, my brother and I, off at Hoover -- or no, he would drop off my sister at 

Salvation Army in downtown, drop off my mom at work, drop off us at Hoover, then take 

Hoover down to go to USC. And that was a routine, and then he'll pick us up all again, and then 

on the way home maybe we'd get into a Chinese restaurant for dinner and then go home and 

whatnot. So now we had two cars. You know, we bought a big LTD Landau (laughter), white, 

vinyl top. And then we lived there for about a year and a half and they were working morning, 

afternoon, evenings. They'd come home, have dinner at night, then go back to the office, and my 

mom would sort of work there while she was studying as sort of the nurse or helping him out. 

And they, I think, saved enough money and they bought a town home over on Van Ness and 

Fourth Street, and they still live there. Still live there.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

So I have a few things I want to ask relating to this before we quit for today. One is, what if any 

Korean cultural activities or even maybe your religious activities or anything were maintained in 

the family at this point?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

You know, culturally, I think I would have to say very little was maintained. I think my parents 

came to this country knowing that they wanted to live here and they would never go back, so 

they knew that we would be Americans. The grandkids would be Americans. And so I think as 

much as -- remember, I think they're very forward-thinking people. Yes, culture is important, but 

it shouldn't be so important that it impedes your progress, especially when you make that kind of 

a drastic change or a decision. To say "I'm going to leave my country to go to another country, to 

make that my country," you need to immerse. I think that's how they felt, and so we didn't really 

have Korean culture in the house, except for the food.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Well, this was where I was headed next. I was going to say what about food?  



 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

Yeah, food, but you know, my mom still did hamburgers and hot dogs. She made the worst 

sandwiches, though. I mean, put it on recording, but to this day, I hate Thousand Island, because 

I don't know what got into her, but you know, she thought that was the sauce for all things. I 

remember she used to -- and god bless her, because she would make breakfast for everybody, 

and so she'd get up early because after studying all night, because she was still going to take her 

test. She'd made her breakfast, but that breakfast consisted for us, for me, was -- everything was 

fine. She'd grill the bread. She had cheese, baloney, hey, I would've been fine with that. But then 

she added the Thousand Island on top of that, so you can imagine, between the melted cheese 

and the baloney and the Thousand Island, whoa, yeah! (laughter) So we'd have Korean food. 

We'd have rice and kimchi and different side dishes and meat and whatnot. And so that was 

about the only really tied to the culture that we were exposed to. That's why we -- you know, we 

didn't speak Korean at home. We spoke English. My parents talked to us in Korean, but we 

probably answered back in English, and so the culture wasn't as important. But we did go to 

church every Sunday. We went to a Korean-American Catholic Church down on Adams and 

Vermont, called St. Agnes. That was the first -- there was a Korean priest who would come, and 

they did it in Korean, and we went to church every Sunday. It was really -- in a lot of ways, a 

social gathering still for Korean Americans, and for me by then I was going to John Burroughs 

Junior High School, and even then, by that time, the diversity had started. That would be maybe, 

what, mid-70's, '76, '77, and the immigration, you know, the immigrants started to start coming 

by then.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Yeah, they really started to come, and your father is now located -- his office is located in what 

becomes the heart of Koreatown, as it's developing.  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

Exactly, right.  

 

 



 

 

CLINE: 
 

Were most of his clients then Korean?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

I would say probably about 95 percent, yeah.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

And having to deal with working people, this would mean I presume he would also be working 

in the evenings a lot?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

That's why -- that's why, you know, evenings and Saturdays. So Sunday was the only day off. So 

we went from -- and I guess in some ways, you know, growing up in Korea, sort of on your 

own...  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

You're a latchkey kid again.  

 

 
01:22:57.0 
 

PAK: 
 



Yeah, you're a latchkey kid and that really made no difference and I think because of that, and 

having been in that environment early on as a latchkey kid in your early teens, you didn't think of 

other things to do to keep you occupied, other bad influence things I think, you know, where I 

think latchkey kids today tend to have other avenues to sort of -- have options that are not always 

the best for them, because they don't know how to handle it. But for me it was like, you know, 

business as usual. And I think, you know, seeing your parents work hard sort of also -- maybe 

subconsciously, you know, it sort of makes you say, well, they're working hard for us. And 

certainly, when we had dinner and sit-down dinners, my parents always told us "you need to 

work hard because we're working hard for you," and that's really the key to success. So very -- 

and they don't say much. They're really people of action. And for me, there were certainly times 

during my teenage years that I didn't probably appreciate that as much, or understand it as much, 

but I look back. If I'm working hard, it's only because my parents showed me that part of it. It 

wasn't so much they told me, but they actually lived it.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

So your mother then went the same direction and began practicing as well.  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

Yeah. I guess in the state of California, even if you don't go to a university here, dental school, 

but you have a foreign dental license, that's acknowledged by the state. You can prepare yourself 

to take an exam, and she did that. I think she failed a couple of times, and I imagine a lot of it -- 

some of it, most of it is language. But she's a perfectionist. Sometimes when you're taking the 

test, all you want to do is pass it, not get a hundred percent, and sometimes I think -- and you 

know, the dental test is one of those things where there is some subjectivity because you have to 

find a patient to actually take to the test to do an exam and actual -- you have to fill the cavity or 

whatever it is. And a lot of times, for somebody -- the test is in San Francisco, so here we're 

having to ask this patient to go to San Francisco. I remember we went to San Francisco a couple 

of times. While we were enjoying it, my mom was probably stressing out taking the exam. I 

think it's a two or three day exam, and I remember a couple of times, coming back. You knew 

when she didn't do well, and I think she probably took it about three times and on her third time 

she finally passed. And that's when we were living in Van Ness, and I remember that there. I 

think it was also the summer we came home. I came home from being out, and my mom and dad 

were home, and she was crying and she had gotten a letter saying that she passed, and so her 

culmination, her dream of becoming -- of being a dentist, and then having to go through the 

sacrifice that she went through to get to where she was, and then finally getting that license was 



to her a great achievement, so I think that was back in 19 -- I would say about '75. '76 is when 

she probably got her license, and then so they've been practicing together ever since, two people.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Amazing. Interesting.  

 

 
01:25:15.0 
 

PAK: 
 

No nurses, no other dentists, just the two of them.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Huh, really. Wow. Well, I think what we'll do is we'll call it for today, and we will pick up next 

time with some questions about your memories of the development at that time of what became 

Koreatown, and more about where your life goes from John Burroughs Junior High School 

onward, now that it sounds like your parents are settled into their business and things sound more 

stable and we'll finish up -- well, we'll see where it goes next time. We'll go as far as we can. 

Thank you very much for today.  

Session Two (October 3, 2006) 

 

 
00:00:09.0 
 

PAK: 
 

I'll talk fast. (laughter) If my memory could catch up to it!  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 



 

OK, today is October 3rd, 2006. This is Alex Cline interviewing Christopher Pak at his office, 

Archeon Group, in Koreatown. Good afternoon.  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

Good afternoon. Good to see you again.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Yes, thanks for taking the time. You're obviously -- maybe particularly now at a very busy 

period, and we appreciate you taking the time to talk. Last time, we talked about essentially your 

early life, your immigration to Los Angeles from South Korea, and the beginning of your 

schooling, your school years here in Los Angeles, living in the Koreatown area. We ended with 

your parents beginning their practice as dueling dentists, so to speak, practicing together right in 

what became the heart of Koreatown as it began, sort of Koreatown Two, after the initial Korean 

community that was -- the early -- first immigrants that came before the Korean War. So, that 

would be in the case of your parents, around Western and Olympic.  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

That's correct.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

So by way of follow-up questions from last time, I wanted to first ask, clearly your name when 

you were in Korea was not Christopher.  

 

 



 

 

PAK: 
 

Clearly. (laughter)  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

What was it, and how did it become Christopher?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

My Korean name is -- obviously, in Korea, last name starts before your family name, so it's Pak 

Chang Shik, and each character has a certain meaning. Obviously, the Pak is our family root. 

Chang was supposed to have, or mean, brightness. And Shik is sort rooted, being rooted to the 

ground. And then so that was my name, and I got named Christopher right before we left for the 

US from my priest. As I said, I was a Catholic, and so I was I guess named after St. Christopher.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

And you haven't mentioned your siblings' names yet, so what were your brother's and sister's 

names, and what did they become?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

Yeah, my brother's name was...  

 

 

 



 

CLINE: 
 

It's OK, do you want me to pause it for a minute?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

No, that's OK. My brother's name, older brother, who was two years older than I am, is Pak U 

Shik. And then my younger sister, who is four years younger than I am, is Pak U Sun. Now, 

interesting thing is in our family the Pak's clan -- every generation has the same either middle 

character or the last character. And then my generation happens to be that the last character is the 

same, which is Shik, so my brother's U Shik and I'm Chang Shik, and I have cousins who are 

Shik all over, except my younger sister, who my mom said, you know, that last character just 

doesn't sound very well for a girl, so that's why her name is U Sun.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Oh, interesting. Huh. And what did they become?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

And now they became my older brother Edward, and my younger sister is Elizabeth.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

OK, and what is it like having your name changed like that? Most people don't experience that 

unless they become immigrants in this (inaudible).  

 

 



 

 

PAK: 
 

Yeah, I remember when we came to the States and my parents told us, you know, your names are 

going to be this, Christopher and Edward, we laughed because one, we couldn't pronounce it 

very well, and couldn't quite -- and at that point, the name didn't really have that much of a 

significance. As kids, unless they really named you something really strange, but -- and I think 

the beauty of being young, when you come and you immigrate, is that you adapt pretty well.  

 

 
00:04:31.0 
 

CLINE: 
 

Yeah. Wow, interesting. I also wanted to know if -- well, you mentioned when you were 

describing sort of the routine of the family, at one point you mentioned that your sister would be 

dropped at the Salvation Army downtown.  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

That's correct.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

What was she doing there?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

It was a daycare center. They ran a daycare center back in the early 70's, and so she was at a 

daycare. She couldn't go to school. And so she spent there from approximately about eight 

o'clock in the morning until probably about 5:30 or 6.  



 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Wow, amazing. And also, we talked a little bit about what is actually kind of a complex issue, 

which was language in your family. You said your parents were very given over to accepting the 

fact that they were now going to be Americans and the family was going to be American, and yet 

clearly they were Korean speakers. How, if at all, was your native language maintained in your 

household? How much Korean was spoken, for example?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

From when I was obviously -- when we first came, because that was the language I spoke, that 

was probably the predominant language, but as we were starting school, whether it's elementary 

school or junior high school, I could remember even from junior high school, my predominant 

language to my parents was English. They may have responded to me in Korean, and I 

understood, but my sort of communication to them was in English, and so was my brother's and 

my sister's. And so English has been the predominant communication for me to my parents. 

 

Over the years, my parents also have taken on sort of communicating to their kids and certainly 

to their grandchildren more in English. To me, it's a mix of English, Korean. And they didn't put 

an emphasis on the fact that you had to learn Korean or you had to maintain it. I know other 

families do. Even to some degree my generation, when they have kids who were born here, still 

talk to them in Korean, and feel that that's an important part of maintaining their identity, but my 

parents didn't have that kind of, sort of very staunch "you must maintain your Korean language 

skills." Part of it was probably because they were busy. I think most of it had to do with the fact 

that to them, to compete here and to get a good education was that we had to understand the 

language of the system in which we were learning it. And so that was more important to them 

and an overriding factor than the fact that we maintained a language.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Did your sister, who was that much younger, speak less Korean consequently?  

 

 
00:07:55.0 



 

PAK: 
 

Oh, she didn't speak any Korean. I mean, she still doesn't speak Korean. She understands it, and 

certainly between junior high school and through her college days she never spoke Korean, never 

attempted to speak Korean, and if my parents spoke Korean she would certainly respond, but it 

wasn't in Korean. But now as she's getting older, and as you get older things aren't so black-and-

white as they used to be, you tend to loosen up a little bit. She says one word here and there, but 

that's about the extent. (laughter)  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Wow, that's so interesting. And I also wanted to ask you -- we talked about how you continued to 

go to church on Sunday. Now, as we move more into sort of your adolescence and we're getting 

into the teen years now, did that continue and was there any continuity as far as the religious side 

of your family went as you got older?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

Yeah, it was still an important part of our family's structure, because even in junior high school 

and high school and college, I still maintained going to church every Sunday where my parents 

attended, and I was pretty involved with some of the church organizations. Both my dad, my 

mom, me and my older brother ended up at the choir, and trying to have -- my brother and I were 

tenor, and so obviously my dad gravitated toward us singing tenor and he doesn't have a tenor 

voice and never had musical training, so you can imagine, he's always between us. (laughter) 

He's just trying to follow along. And I also taught catechism when I was in college to high 

school, junior high school students. So on a Sunday, it was certainly a way to see my parents as 

well, because in high school weekends are pretty full of activities, and typical teenager. 

 

Saturday night is an important night, and my parents are the last people that I want to see on a 

Saturday night, so Sunday morning though at least -- I think one of the things, it was good that 

they kept us at least -- they would wake us up and say, hey, you've got to go to church. And that 

was -- our Mass was at nine o'clock, so if you're out late Saturdays at a party and had to get up by 

eight o'clock, eight-thirty to go to church, that wasn't easy to do, but somehow we maintained it, 

and I think there was a certain amount from that, obviously a sense of unity as a family, because 

we were also very busy. I mean, as a student, you know, my job was to study. Not so sure I did 

that as well as I could 100 percent, but certainly my parents were very busy. You could imagine -

- that was the most productive years of their lives. Now, they're in their sort of mid-to-late 40's. 



They had just established their offices, now are about five or six years into their practice. They 

had a pretty good list of patient pool, and so they were working all day and having dinner at 

home and then going back out during the evenings, working all day Saturdays, and so the real 

time that we were able to spend together was Sunday at church, and then afterward we would 

have lunch, and then after that when I was going to college, I'd pack up my bags and I'd go out to 

Cal Poly Pomona, and at that time my brother was in La Verne University, so that was not too 

far from there, so that really gave us an opportunity to still sort of stay as a family unit.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

I know this is taking us out of the chronology, but how long into your adulthood did you 

maintain your church activity or connection?  

 

 
00:13:00.0 
 

PAK: 
 

Even after I got married in 1989, I was 27 when I got married, I was fortunate enough to marry 

someone who was also Catholic, or at least family was, and so we continued to go to church 

where my parents went until we had our kid and at that point we had moved out to Playa del 

Rey, and so there was a parish nearby us, St. Anastasia, and when the first kids got to a point 

where we needed to start looking at school, we said -- we told our parents, "You know, I think 

it's time for us to" -- the Korean church community was sort of becoming -- I mean, it was now 

huge, because you had a lot of different Korean Catholic churches all over the county and 

Orange County, and so for me at that -- it was important for us to set our own identity in a lot of 

ways, and so we told our parents that, you know, is it OK if we not go to church where you go to 

church, but rather -- we have our family now and we have a parish that's near our neighborhood 

and it's not Korean-dominated. So regular parish in the St. Anastasia, and that's where we ended 

up going, and we still do. We have -- our older son went through there until about sixth grade, 

and he's now at Brentwood, and the younger one is still there and hopefully then he'll transfer out 

but, yeah, they're at St. Anastasia's parochial school.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Wow. And this also, I guess, to some degree, maybe entirely makes you somewhat immune to 

the somewhat famous schisms that develop in the Protestant churches where you have a lot of 

personality conflicts and dividing off, splitting off into different denominations and things.  



 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

Well, you'd be surprised. I think Catholic churches have that within the Korean community, too. 

And it's not so much because of the religion, I think it is, as it is a culture or a group of people 

who in a lot of ways during Monday through Friday and even Saturday there's not a lot of social 

interactions because they're having to deal with customers or they're having to deal with client 

base that's not Korean, and so when they get together on a Sunday, it's really then only time they 

can feel in a way to let themself go. And in doing that (inaudible), there's also disagreements that 

take place, and the communication is -- even though sometimes you can communicate because 

you speak the same language, sometimes that's not always the best thing, because you also 

understand their weaknesses and their sort of shortcomings, and I think it' not so much religion-

based as I think it's really more a cultural base or a socially-driven base. But Catholic churches 

have had that too. Some of the people didn't like that particular priest, so they go to another local 

parish and they start their own and they ask their archdiocese to have their own priest come over, 

and so that happens.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

And your parents' church was St. Agnes over on Adams?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

St. Agnes for a very, very long time, and then Father Lee was the first really Korean Catholic 

priest to be here in L.A., and he had passed away and when he passed away my parents decided 

to go to St. Basil which is much more closer to their house.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Oh, right over here on Wilshire. Oh, wow. OK. And -- I lost it, there was a question, another 

church-related question I wanted to ask you. Oh, well. So let's delve into your teen years now, I 



guess. You started going to Burroughs Junior High. Oh, I remembered the question. Since the 

church is so often the center of the Korean community life, what do you remember, or how 

would you describe the congregation at St. Agnes? I mean, what economically, what kind of 

people, and obviously these are Korean immigrants. How would you describe them, just 

generally?  

 

 
00:17:07.0 
 

PAK: 
 

It's very diverse. If you had to talk about economics to the educational, the levels, you had all 

spectrum, from those who were struggling, those who didn't have a job, to those who were 

running their own businesses and those who were starting up banks, and those who were 

professionals. Probably moreso in the business side than really in the professional side at that 

time, because even though they may have been professionals in Korea, when they come here a 

lot of them end up giving that up and really running businesses of their own, so obviously 

predominantly it's been people who owned their own businesses, few professionals, and 

obviously more than -- there are a fair share of those who really need assistance in a lot of ways. 

So it was very diverse.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Right. Were a lot of these people recent immigrants, then?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

Yeah, I would say when we first started going to St. Agnes in like early '70, '71, '72, maybe there 

was a congregation of about 200 people. By the time I think over the years it's over 500, 600, 

obviously because it's recent immigrants coming over, and even 200 people I think was a -- it 

was probably more like 100 families at most. Because it was the only Catholic church, 

remember. So if we grew by 500, there was 20 other churches that had sprung up, so most of 

them are recent immigrants. And it's a good way for them -- and I think one of the biggest things 

is, when you have sort of a real quick influx of immigrants, you know, the things that I think 

establish the most, the quickest, are churches, because that's where you can go to get information 

and that's where you can go to get obviously not only the social connection but potentially jobs, 

networking.  



 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Dental patients. (laughter)  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

Yes, exactly. And so it was really sort of a -- not only just religious, but it was economic, it was 

social. All of those things sort of intertwined into one day or one morning.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

I know this is probably unlikely due to the language situation, but did you have much awareness 

of any interaction with Korean-Americans who had been here before, from the earlier wave of 

immigration?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

Do I personally have interaction with?  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Yeah, do you remember at that time any?  

 

 

 



 

PAK: 
 

Yeah, there were a couple of people in that congregation who were probably here in the 60's. 

That was a big thing, wow. And they had pretty much established themself a little bit more, and 

you know, they tended to have a little bit more higher status among the church members, only 

because sometimes information is key in power. So by default they ended up someone that you 

sort of look up to.  
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CLINE: 
 

Right. So tell us about junior high school, now. You obvious are speaking English. You said you 

were interesting in sports. Your parents are now what I think is in a stable working environment. 

It seems like you're in one house now for a while. What were your interests and activities as they 

started to develop in your teen years now?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

Obviously, studying was still the big component up until junior high school. And at our house we 

had moved now to a place in Hancock Park in Hancock Park was the town home complex, brand 

new, so we pretty much settled down now, and from there I'd ride my bike to, or take a bus from 

our house to school. In the morning we still get dropped off, but coming home it was -- for us, it 

was easy to get on a bus on Third Street or Wilshire and you're home. So I had a lot of time to do 

after-school activities. Like I said, I played a lot of sports, basketball, tennis, football. And 

studying was still relatively easy. The courses were. The hardest part was ironically English still, 

trying to get structure, and then junior high school is when you start first having to write essays, 

book reports, and that was real difficult, because not having done that, because in elementary 

school they don't really do much of that, and not being -- and not that being your native 

language, the thinking process is still a little different even then, and I remember struggling with 

book reports. If there was a topic sentence, how you sort of start out with your topic sentence and 

have your three supportive arguments or examples, and for me it was sort of -- I couldn't get that 

structure really well. Part of it was probably also, maybe it was because of my character or 

because English was still my second language or at least I was still learning it or it wasn't my 

native. Reading books wasn't something that was a big interest to me. And then I think part of 

that also is having come from -- you know, I finished first grade, never really finished second 

grade. From one educational system to another educational system, where reading in class was 

done, but they don't -- here, starting third grade, fourth grade and fifth, sixth grade, they don't 

have reading stuff for you to do at home beyond just school. And so reading, using free time as 

time to read books was never something that I think I learned, and so that carried into junior high 



school, where when teachers say, well, you have to read this book, and if you're not reading it in 

class, but you had to do at home, it was something that maybe -- I don't know if it has anything 

to do with being an immigrant, or just the educational process. Somewhere in there, that piece 

was missing, and perhaps it's probably more parental guidance at that point, but my parents not 

being home much, we were really left up to us to do our homework, to be able to do these 

assignments, and if I had -- obviously if I had questions about writing an essay, my parents 

couldn't really help me with that, and so my interests drifted more towards sports and things like 

that, that I thought you can do and pretty much fit into a larger group.  
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CLINE: 
 

Right. And your parents' business, as I said earlier, was in what was becoming Koreatown. What 

do you remember about that area where their office was, and what do you remember about how 

it started to change, what you started to see happening in that area around that time? And give us 

a year that we're talking about maybe, now.  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

Well, you know, we came here in 1970. Around 1971, early part, is when we first started -- when 

we had one Korean restaurant, and a Korean market on Olympic Boulevard. Predominantly, it 

was still a lot of nurseries, older building, one story-type buildings, a lot of Japanese-Americans 

in that Olympic and Normandy area. They call it Uptown area. And nothing really much on 

Western Avenue. But within a matter of two, three years, a lot of different businesses had started 

opening up on Olympic Boulevard, and that was a time when I think Olympic Boulevard had its 

heyday. A lot of those businesses were moving out to the West Side and more towards Century 

City. Those areas were springing up, and so a lot of the Korean people were coming over at that 

time, started to invest and do business along Olympic Boulevard, and really Olympic and 

Western in a lot of ways, from like Normandy to Western, was really the centerpiece of 

Koreatown. And up until about 1975, and I think my parents had opened their office in 19 -- I 

want to say 1973, '74. So they're right in the midst of when those activities were taking place, 

and then it started trickling into Western Avenue, up until about Eighth Street, and then it 

continued out to Vermont. And by the time the 1980's came along, it was a full-fledged pretty 

much a community now. Going to junior high school, which I went from, what, 1973 to -- about 

'74 to '77, you know, you had several Korean restaurants along Olympic, even down Western 

now Pico. The Chinese restaurants that were in Koreatown were owned by Chinese-Koreans. 

The Chinese who lived in Korea had immigrated from Korea to the U.S. Rather than going to 

Chinatown, because they were so used to that culture, they ended up coming to Koreatown and 

the Chinese restaurants were really owned by Chinese Koreans, which is a little bit different 

flavor Chinese food than you get in Chinatown. So, you started really getting a sense of a fact 



that this was a different community, that what it was, beginning of the 1970's, which as I said, in 

1971, we had one grocery store and one Korean restaurant.  

 

 
00:27:00.0 
 

CLINE: 
 

Right. While you were going to school, what was your awareness, if any, of other classmates or 

another people you encountered who were not Korean, what their awareness was of what Korea 

was and who Koreans were?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

They didn't know Korea. You know, the questions you would get most asked was, are you 

Japanese or are you Chinese, and if you tell them you're Korean, it was a blank face. And that 

wasn't just for non-Asian kids. It was for Asian kids too, because in this area, and I graduated 

from Queen Anne Elementary School, there was a lot of Japanese-Americans, sort of along 

Olympic, south of Olympic towards Normandy, and they're second, third-generation Japanese-

American, and so in a lot of ways, you know, I was Asian but I wasn't Japanese-American 

second-generation who spoke English. They were very organized. They had their own Little 

League, basketball leagues and baseball leagues, and you know, as a kid you want to fit in. And 

that was sort of an adjustment I had to make, and I think the one way you did that was by being 

able to play sports. And they knew if you're not Japanese. I mean, kids can be pretty mean, and 

so not being either Chinese or Japanese, you know, you say Koreans and they say "oh, yeah, OK, 

you're an F.O.B.," because basically -- "fresh off the boat," because you don't speak the language 

that well, you don't dress with Levi jeans, it's tough skins. You're not wearing Converse, you're 

wearing sneakers. You know, there's subtle differences as being an immigrant, whether they 

wanted to ridicule or not, it just happens as kids. And so in junior high school growing up, 

certainly there were other Korean-American kids now, who were probably in the States three 

years, five years. By the time I got into junior high school, I'd been here a whole five years now, 

and so in a lot of ways -- and there were a lot of times they still asked you, how long have you 

been in this country? You know. And every year I accumulated, it got easier for me to say. Now, 

five years. And so these are subtle things that I haven't thought about in a long time, but 

certainly, they do ask, and when you say Korea, they probably couldn't tell you where that was 

on the map. Very little awareness.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 



 

And not even of the Korean War or anything.  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

No.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Interesting. During this time, we're really of course at the height of 70's pop culture here in the 

United States. I presume you now are watching TV and you heard music and things. What do 

you remember about American culture, pop culture especially, during your early teen years?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

I'll tell you, one of my first real experiences, where I still have vivid pictures, was -- and this was 

obviously 1974, early '74, when -- remember Patricia Hearst was kidnapped and you had the 

SLA? There was a big shootout in South -- Central L.A. and it was on TV. I remember as a kid 

watching that thing and just being scared out of my wits. I thought, wow, we never imagined that 

that could happen, and I would never forget that TV scene. That's what -- you know, that cultural 

revolutionary period sort of coming to its final phases in this country, and that was symbolic of -- 

because of who they kidnapped and all the aftermath of all of that stuff. But on the other side, the 

things I really watched, you know, Brady Bunch. (laughter) Big show, Partridge Family. So TV 

on a Friday evening was, you know, something you looked forward to. Happy Days was a big 

thing. So through really TV I got to learn more about the American culture in terms of back from 

the 50's to the 60's and how it sort of came about, more than anything else, and then obviously 

you didn't have to follow politics to know that around that time we had the oil crisis.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 



 

That's right, the energy crisis.  

 

 
00:32:39.0 
 

PAK: 
 

Yeah, big energy crisis, and President Nixon resigning. We were still in the midst of the Vietnam 

War, and just pulling out and I'd see TV images of, you know, the helicopter leaving the US 

Embassy with people trying to still hang onto it, to get out. So I started to start seeing the other 

images and sort of culture of what American is about. Certainly, it's still within the microcosm of 

being in John Burroughs, but John Burroughs had a lot of different sort of diversity, a lot of 

African-Americans, we had Latinos, and Hispanics, and we had a lot of Asians and Japanese-

Americans, Chinese-Americans, and a lot of Caucasians or Jews or Protestants, so it was a pretty 

good diverse group. Obviously, we were still in the minority if you looked at it from a numbers 

basis, but enough to have an impact, to sort of be able to have a group of students who you felt 

like you weren't so outnumbered.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

And those numbers started to grow. What do you remember about particularly maybe your 

parents who were more Korean in the sense of the language and other things, what the feeling 

was as what we now call Koreatown began to grow around them? What do you remember about 

that, and did it have any real significance or not? Since you've said they were sort of determined 

to accept being American, yeah.  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

Yeah, I think for them, they were so busy and so caught up in their work, in a lot of ways the 

growth that was taking around them from a Korean community standpoint wasn't something they 

stopped, just sort of say, looking around and going "wow," you know. It was for them almost 

like as if it was a natural progression, that they knew that the immigrants were going to come, 

that the Koreans were going to come to the U.S., and that L.A. was going to be a place of where 

they want to land. And it just adapted to that, and along with that obviously as the office and the 

practice grew, and they kept busy, they were really focused and concentrated on making sure that 

their practice was going to be sort of ongoing, because we were still relatively young, and 

particularly in the Asian culture, the parents feel a sense of responsibility. You graduate and 



you're married, you know, so you have -- the work was their primary focus, and even I feel that 

now, you know, sometimes you should just sort of stop and look around and count the blessings 

and look at what is really going on around here. But I could imagine for them, you know, they 

were still relatively in a new environment. They were still having while -- their patient was 

predominantly, I would say ninety-some percent Koreans, and the parent-teacher meetings, those 

kinds of things were still something that was foreign to them. And they didn't end up attending. 

Part of it was because I probably didn't tell them, because I knew they probably would not come, 

and that they probably didn't have the time to come. And so a lot of those kinds of things were 

still disconnect, and then it's interesting, as a community group, the community itself became 

more insular, which is a strain, because rather than as it grows and expanding and us sort of 

having different tentacles to be able to communicate with different communities, we've got so 

comfortable that we became more insular within ourselves.  

 

 
00:35:51.0 
 

CLINE: 
 

You walked right into my next question which was, as Koreatown grew, what was your sense of 

who it was serving and what its function was in the city of Los Angeles?  

 

 
00:40:29.0 
 

PAK: 
 

Yeah, I think it was serving itself the most. And I think in some ways, obviously, look back as 

we talk about the history and various people's perspectives, now we can look back and see it's 

one sort of kaleidoscope, one sort of addition to this sort of spectrum that makes L.A. so unique. 

But, you know, maybe had we had an opportunity at that time to sort of think about the course of 

which it can grow into, maybe there's some opportunities that we might have missed. But we 

were so busy in growing, and the first generation, I give them all the credit and I give them -- I 

take my hats off to them, because they're courageous people, to have to come to a totally strange 

country, strange place, and to have made this community what it is. It's not perfect, but they gave 

us a base, a base in which sort of the 1.5 generation, the transition generation could at least use it 

as a springboard. But I think at the same time, we didn't do enough to reach out beyond the 

borders of this community, to reap the benefits of the diversity that's in L.A. And a lot of it is 

because language. A lot of it is because of the fact that -- because all of this was so new to them. 

They were just busy running their own private daily lives. To be able to transfer that into a 

bigger community picture, to translate that into the bigger whole that is L.A., and that's why we 

had the conference, you know, with the African and Korean that we did have. Having understood 

the African-American struggles of this country that allowed us to come here as immigrants 

through the Civil Rights Movement, maybe we would've had a better understanding. But nobody 

really translated it that way, and as a community I think we probably failed each other because 

we were so busy just trying to get our feet, you know, planted. And you know, so all of those 



things are really growing pains of a community, and you can't really fault them or blame them. 

 

There's no right or wrong in that kind of situation, and I think it's from those situations we really 

just have to try to educate ourselves more to understand each other, sort of have more empathy. 

And you know, when you have a group of people who struggle for 200 years to get to where they 

are, and they see this immigrant group who in their perception is making money, and they're not 

part of the community and that group has no idea about the history of that group's struggle, you 

can't help but have a passionate misunderstanding. And I think it's happened in other 

communities. It's not just here. I think it was more pointed there, because that's where our first 

sort of real line of businesses that came in clash with a different ethnic group, sort of was in full 

view. But, it's time now that -- and I keep telling a lot of the -- some of the people who come to 

Koreatown, like politicians who come here to get their support, and I remember when Bob 

Hurtzberg came here and really for the first time he was the only candidate who came to us and 

talked to me and said that, you know, the Korean-American community has arrived. It's time for 

you to help us, not us coming in and asking you how can we help you. It was a whole different 

perspective, because up this point, up to when Bob came in and started looking at it from 

(inaudible), most politicians came in here and said, "Well, how can I help you? You're a growing 

community, and you're still a growing community," whereas Bob's perspective was "You guys, 

you're grown up now. You need to start taking more responsibility beyond just the borders of 

Koreatown." And that's, I think, the next phase, where we're going to go.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Right, because a lot of ink has been spilled on the Koreans' very seemingly slow involvement in, 

for example, local politics or running for office or things like that, but certainly that's starting to 

change now.  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

And it's not so much politics, but the communities that we live in, too. You know, the Koreans 

still have a hard time interacting with their neighbors, because they still socialize in their local 

churches that are more Korean-based. So you know, you go to an AYSO soccer, you won't see 

very many Korean-America parents with their kids there, even though you know they live 

around there, you will not see them very involved with the local YMCA's, or the local churches. 

It's very still sort of Korean-American community oriented, and that's the layer that we have to 

sort of overcome at some point. Too, I think if we truly want to be more actively assimilated into 

doing more, I think, more than we can for the whole city, not just the Korean-American 

community.  



 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Right. You mentioned restaurants and markets. What are some of the other kinds of businesses 

that you started to see in the Koreatown area, bearing in mind that I realize a lot of Korean 

immigrants were buying existing businesses that were not Korean in nature, wouldn't have had 

Korean signage for example. But what kind of businesses were starting to become more 

prominent, more visible in the Korean community?  

 

 
00:44:50.0 
 

PAK: 
 

A lot more, obviously, restaurants was a predominant one. Grocery stores. But you started to see 

a lot more Korean sort of merchandises coming in. Obviously, you've got a big population 

growth, so pots and pans and sort of things that we would use in Korea had to be brought over, 

because there are certain culture and aspect of food that you could only use with certain things. 

So you started seeing more general merchandising stuff, and then you started seeing trickles of 

sort of service, insurance companies, banks, auto dealerships, accountants, things that relate to 

those kinds of businesses that generate income. Legal wasn't quite there yet. Legal protection 

wasn't as important as, you know, CPA's who made sure that you paid your taxes or helped you 

sort of understand the accounting systems or insurance. That's another aspect that in order to run 

whatever business you had to run, you had to have. So things that supported the business of 

whether that's restaurants, or dry cleaners, or liquor stores, or grocery markets, you know, coffee 

shops, the basic essentials started to come back. Obviously, the banks is one. 

 

A little bit after that, following that is when you started seeing more dentists and more doctors, 

more attorneys, and architects, and getting a little more diversity, contractors, more service-

oriented businesses on the professional level, and then more trade sort of related type business. 

As I said, construction, subcontractors, garment industry folks. Although they're not in 

Koreatown, a lot of the Koreatown economy is driven by how the garment industry does, 

because they're such a big part of the city's income that if the garment industry suffers, a lot of 

the restaurants and the karaoke and the grocery stores' revenue drops, because they're a big 

buyer, and a lot of that is sort of the cash business and the cash transactions that happen a lot in 

the garment industry.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 



You mentioned that your school is very diverse. One of the patterns that seems to be common is 

that many Korean parents follow wherever the best schools are and move out to the suburbs or 

into surrounding areas that have school districts with a really excellent reputation, and yet, you 

stayed essentially in the area near the Koreatown area, certainly right in the city. Clearly, this has 

something to do with your parents' business, but how would you describe and even maybe rate 

your education experience given that honestly you're the first person I've interviewed who 

actually stayed in the LAUSD (laughter) right here in the city to finish his schooling. What was it 

like for you?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

I think back then -- because I graduated from high school in 1980, and up until I think like '80, at 

least the mid-80's, the unified school district still had I think some of the better schools in this 

region. You know, John Burroughs Junior High School was one of the better junior high schools 

in the LAUSD system. Fairfax High School was a very good school back then, and so you know, 

my parents knew that John Burroughs was a good school and Fairfax was a good school. I didn't 

live in either one of those districts. John Burroughs, I did. But Fairfax, I didn't.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

And that's where you went to high school?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

(inaudible) address, was Fairfax.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Oh, I see. So you went to Fairfax.  



 

 
00:48:21.0 
 

PAK: 
 

Yeah, one of my parents' patient had a house there, so we used their address, and that's how I 

ended up in Fairfax High School. Now, the interesting thing about that is I have a friend who is 

Jewish and lived a block away, and he went to Fairfax. Now, I don't know if he -- and he was 

born here, and I don't know if he used somebody's else's address, or there was something else 

that happened and he got into Fairfax. So it's interesting to sort of look back and say, well, how 

did that happen? So, the schools that I went to, I thought, you know, obviously they were even 

still then was a very in terms of academics for the school. And my parents, I don't know if it was 

by design or it was just convenient, because it was only a ten-minute drive from the office to the 

house, and because they worked in the evenings, you know, that was the right thing to do and 

probably more appropriate and that's why we didn't move out to the Valley where a lot of the 

Korean-Americans had moved out to. And that was predominantly where alot of them went to 

Granada Hills, Van Nuys, because they could get a bigger house and they thought that maybe 

moving out would give them -- I think it was more because they got a bigger house and a little 

more space than what they would've gotten in Koreatown, that they did that. But the friend that I 

had that went out to schools in Van Nuys High School, (inaudible) high school and the junior 

high schools out there, I think they were fine except that I think they didn't have enough 

diversity.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

That's for sure, yeah.  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

I think because of that, they tended to sort of get more segregated, and they stayed among the 

Korean kids, so they spoke more Korean than they did English, whereas being in the inner city 

and being more diverse -- you know, we sort of got to -- you had no choice but to sort of interact 

at some point, and I think that was good for me, because I really got more immersed in the 

diversity than sort of sticking with one group of friends. I mean, my friends, I had a Japanese-

American friend, a Chinese-American, a Jewish friend, an African-American, and we were the 

best of friends.  



 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Wow, you walked into another one of my questions, here. Who were your friends, yeah.  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

Yeah, and I think really, that really set the tone, and the diversity was something that was 

exposed much earlier on, whereas -- and you had to survive that way, because the Korean-

Americans who were there at that time for me, some of them were maybe -- the majority of them 

were about a year, two year, so they were already different than I was, speaking the language, 

and I didn't want to get myself more into that crowd because I didn't want to be part of that 

crowd. I'm mixing now, pretty well. (laughter) And the Korean-Americans would speak English 

okay. I had those friends as well, but somehow, I think being in the inner city really helped to be 

a little more street smart, but at the same time also it forced you to mix, and I think that -- in 

hindsight I think by design or not, the best thing that my parents probably did or didn't make, 

was to stay here. And it was probably more -- and it was all mostly economic-driven at that time. 

I don't think my parents really had -- as smart as I think my parents are, they didn't know enough 

about this culture and this country to say, hey, the diversity in this school is really a good thing 

for my kid. It was really more that it was ten minutes to walk. That way, at least they were close 

enough to be able to see us and go back to work, and for those who went to the Valley, was I live 

in a big house. But really, they don't know what the impact that might have to their kids.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

How much do you think a sense of safety was part of these sort of decisions?  

 

 
00:52:00.0 
 

PAK: 
 

You know, I think even up until the mid-70's and early -- you know, up to the 80's. You know, 

L.A. was still relatively I think a safe city. I mean, I, you know, rode my bike just about 

everywhere. I did get jumped a couple of times. I mean, I used to do some -- down by the high 



school area, someone would want to try to take your bike, but you know, it wasn't violent crimes 

that we started to see in the mid-80's to the late 80's. So, safety factors for moving out, I think, 

was not as high as the fact that we're living the American dream, big house, a two-car garage, 

and a backyard, and that was really in a lot of ways to Korean-Americans their way of saying 

"we're succeeding here." I didn't say we've succeeded. We're succeeding.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Still to this day, a large population of Koreatown is Spanish-speaking. What are your memories 

of people in the area who were also having trouble with the language but a different language, 

and what was your interaction like with them, if any?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

Yeah, up until I think high school, because I went to Fairfax High School, and I didn't really 

come into the Koreatown area as much except driving through to get to church or coming here to 

grocery markets or restaurants . Yeah, I didn't spend and observe the kind of the interaction that 

took place, and obviously during that time, there has been transition. I mean, this has been and 

will probably continue to be a transient community, for whether it's Korean-Americans or 

Latinos or wherever they may be from. You know, we have a pretty large Mongolian population 

here, because there's a lot of apartments. It's just the way the city was built and the way the city's 

zoned. So it's a transient community, and in that capacity, because even though there's a Korean-

American group and a Hispanic component which is predominant, it's not like I see the same 

neighbor for five years. It's different faces all the time, and so you have very little time to even 

kind of interact, because you don't know who they are, so they're always strangers. And in some 

ways, by doing that, there was less conflict, because it was like two ships passing by. There was 

no chance for them to collide. But you know, they're in the same ocean, so sometimes they sort 

of stop to exchange things and have to (inaudible) your store, and there was a given arrangement. 

At some point, I think that is mature, but growing up, going to Fairfax High School, 

predominantly I was more exposed to the Jewish culture than anything else at that time.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Right, right, interesting. And would it be safe to say that a certain amount of the Latino 



population in that area was being employed by some of the Korean business owners in that area, 

then?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

Yeah, and the immigration from Mexico and Central America really didn't start happening until I 

think like the late 80's, early 90's, was when we really saw a huge influx, so up until then a lot of 

the Korean restaurants and the Korean grocery stores were predominantly done by Koreans who 

had recently come from Korea, and the immigration wave from Korea is very different from the 

70's to the 80's, you know, to the mid-80's to the 90's, the groups and the types of people who 

had come. And so based on that, also, you either had a labor pool or you didn't. And it coincided 

with, at the time the people who came here in the 70's were predominantly people who had some 

higher education and established themselves. The people who came in sort of the late 70's and 

early 80's were people who -- and whether it was because of the regulations had loosened up, 

people who just couldn't survive in Korea started to come over. The people who came in the 

mid-80's to the late 80's were people with money. And that's when they started buying the 

companies and the businesses, and then in the 90's we didn't have as much because Korea was...  

 

 
00:55:50.0 
 

CLINE: 
 

Changing, yeah.  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

It was moving faster than we were here as a Korean-American community. So you had different 

groups and types of Koreans who were immigrating here, and that's when -- you know, around 

that time when there was a lot of Korean businesses being started out. A lot of those places were 

using Koreans who were coming from Korea as (inaudible), and so not until I think the mid-90's, 

or by early 90's, '93 to now, you go to a Korean restaurant now, the chef is Hispanic. Same thing, 

whether you have Wolfgang Puck's place or a Korean restaurant. And they're making kimchi in 

the back. So you know, the immersion of the culture, because of economic needs for one another, 

is a fascinating sort of duality, in how they sort of -- and they get along, and I think really, I think 

we haven't had too many cultural clashes, even though predominantly the business owners are 

Korean-Americans and the people that they employ are Hispanic.  



 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

And they have to communicate somehow.  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

They communicate, yeah. And they do. (inaudible) And a lot of the Hispanics learn Korean. You 

can go to a lot of these restaurants or markets and they'll talk to me in Korean and vice-versa.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

As you got older, and let's say, now you're at Fairfax High School, how did your familial 

relationships and maybe your activities and chores, or things in your home life change if at all? 

How would you say things started to develop?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

I think we became more independent, even more so than when we were in junior high school. 

But even then, you're young enough to still want to depend on your parents, so you get into your 

high school years and your parents are busy, have been busy since junior high school, but you 

don't have that sense of having to be dependent as much, unless you need some money. 

(laughter) So you know, a lot of time you got to drive, and so a lot of times I was sort of on my 

own, you know, either with my friends or I worked during the summers when I can, worked at 

Ralphs, being a box boy. And then during my 11th and 12th grade summers I worked at an 

engineering firm doing drafting and mechanical engineering. So I kept myself busy doing that. 

Sometimes I'd go to my parents' practice and help them around the office, because that would be 

usually around right before lunchtime and right after lunchtime, because during the summertime 

is when we'd go out and get home late and wake up around 9:30, and we'd call mom and dad and 

say, hey, what are we doing for lunch, and they'd come on out and they would go out to lunch. 

But at least my parents, I think, made as much effort to spend time with us. We didn't travel a lot.  



 

 
00:59:14.0 
 

CLINE: 
 

That was what I was wondering.  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

(inaudible) vacations. But you know, when we did have time on Saturday and Sunday, we went 

out and ate a lot, and that was in a lot of ways because both my parents were busy, so cooking at 

home, sometimes my mom would try, because she's that "I can do everything" kind of 

personality, but going out and eating was something that we did often, and in those times is when 

I think we talked about sort of the things that we were doing and we knew what our parents were 

doing because their routine hasn't changed since they recently retired this past weekend.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Oh, really? (laughter)  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

Yeah, they finally closed the door.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Amazing.  

 

 



 

 

PAK: 
 

And finished -- and retired. And their routine hadn't changed since the time I remember when 

they first started to the day they quit. You know, in high school, the basic thing for me was -- and 

I suppose on the basketball team at Fairfax High School, so I spent a lot of time playing 

basketball. I would say I was an atypical Asian kid, you know, that probably studied all the time, 

got straight A's. I didn't get straight A's. I got into architecture because I was late registering my 

10th grade year and the old elective that was left was an advanced architecture class, and I had 

taken some drafting because they said at that time they still had technical classes in junior high 

school, drafting, cooking, metal shop, printing shop, things of that nature. And so I liked 

drafting, and so when he said this is advanced architecture, that's the only thing you have, that's 

the only thing thats left, so I took it and I did well. I enjoyed it. There wasn't a whole lot of 

reading involved, not a whole lot of studying involved. I liked that part of it, so I went for that. 

That's really, I think, why I started thinking maybe architecture is not a bad direction for me. 

Didn't have to study. 01:01:28  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Wow. Well, once again, you walked right into one of my questions, which was how did you get 

into architecture? When you were in high school, now you can drive, you're more independent. 

How much of the area or the city did you start to explore, and what were your impressions of it?  

 

 
01:04:32.0 
 

PAK: 
 

Let me see. We went to Hermosa Beach a lot during the summers, and Hermosa Beach was a -- 

and it's still interesting, as diverse as the school was -- I mean, and still in high school, my best 

friend was a guy named Lane Brown, Jewish guy I grew up with in our neighborhood, junior 

high school; Scott, who was a Japanese-American third-generation; a guy named Gene Long 

who didn't go to Fairfax. He ended up going to L.A. High School for J.V. but he was Chinese-

American. And there was another Korean-American kid named Richard Park. He was in L.A. 

High School, and so you know, still it was pretty diverse and yet, and then I would meet sort of 

friends at parties or other social functions and I ended up meeting -- for the first time really, I did 

some in junior high school, but in high school the Korean-American kids were more second-

generation. There was one church here called the Robertson Church, which was really the first I 

think Protestant church in L.A., started back in the early 50's, that had a lot of the real first wave 

of immigrants that came to this country go to that church, and so those families that are already, 

but their kids have been second generation. Actually, one of my friends since then, a guy named 



Danny Lee, is working with me now. He's second-generation, and I started to sort of be with 

them more, and developed a close relationship because I was now becoming -- now, by the time 

I got to senior year, I'd been in the country ten years and English was the only language I knew, 

forgot about what Korea was like, and full steam ahead into this culture. You know, prom night 

is coming. That's important stuff. You know, basketball team was important, you know, listening 

to Earth, Wind, and Fire, and Led Zeppelin, you know, the full gamut at that time. Pink Floyd, 

you know. Trying to get away from studying as much as you can. So, I was your typical 

teenaged kid. A little rebellious. I don't think -- you know, and my parents for some reason either 

trusted me very much or they knew me better than I thought they knew me, but they didn't ask 

me for my report cards, which is very, very rare for a Korean family.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Boy, I would think so. Wow.  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

But I did a hell of a job of sort of hiding it from them. But I did show a couple of times, here and 

there, not really getting great grades. And senior year I remember I did have AP classes. I had 

AP calculus and European history and English. And I did OK. I like history and by then I liked -- 

English was getting a little more comfortable for me. Calculus was -- you would think an Asian 

kid, math, should be a breeze, but boy, I just could not for the life of me get that concept, and so 

it was a class that I avoided. So, but at least I think I still -- knowing that education is -- whether 

they asked for the report card or not, but they certainly always stressed that education was 

important. And so, having that always in the back of your mind, I still came out of there with a B 

average, high school, which by some standards would be OK, but in Korean-American standard I 

was a -- I fell far from my -- the level that is expected of me.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Right, OK. Once again, you walked into my next question, which was what do you remember 

about expectations or maybe a sense of responsibility, of any kind that was either inferred or in 

some way just clearly imparted to you from your parents at this point. I mean, you said you 

weren't showing them report cards, so it can't have been too heavy-duty.  



 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

It wasn't. (laughter) You know, I must have -- I either did a hell of a job of fully immersing me 

into the teenage culture, or I was a very shallow thinking kind of a teenager at that time, but you 

know, that whole notion of why I should be very thankful to be in this country, my parents made 

that kind of sacrifice that they did -- fortunately or unfortunately, because it's hard to say, it never 

dawned on me. I was -- I knew that school was important. I knew that going to college was 

important, that I knew how to take the SAT. But you know, had my parents known what I was up 

to at that time, they probably wouldn't have been very pleased. But they were -- and I don't 

blame them for being busy. And it's really all me, and the lack of, or you know, the effort or the 

lack of really commitment on my part was really me. And they gave me -- they must have trusted 

me enough to give me that kind of freedom, and they were busy because it was at the height of 

when my brother and I first got into college. There's additional payments that are being -- having 

to be met. And so, I would imagine that the pressure on my parents was still enormous. But the 

last thing they expected was their second son out there and not thinking much about anything, 

thinking whether I should show my report card to them or not. So I was not -- looking back, I 

wouldn't blame anyone but me if I underachieved.  
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CLINE: 
 

What about, dare I ask, girls?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

Oh, you know, I had -- you know, and I think maybe it's the religion or maybe it's a cultural 

thing, or maybe it was just the time. High school was still relatively an innocent period for me. I 

had girlfriends, but nothing beyond sort of -- certainly, there wasn't any sexual intercourse. That 

was something that not just, you know, it was something that I was probably afraid of, because it 

wasn't discussed in the house. It wasn't like my dad pulled me over one days and said, hey, son, 

you've got -- you're different. This is going to happen to you, and you're going to expect those 

kind of feelings, and the birds and the bees were never explained to me, so it was sort of a 

foreign concept, something that you still try to hide from your parents, and you still have some -- 

a bit of shyness, because especially if you're looking at -- if it wasn't an Asian-American girl, 

non-Asian girls were a little bit harder to approach, because you were still different, and that's 

when you start noticing, hey, you're Asian and are you Japanese or Chinese? Korean, what is 



that? And they are -- they're not. But it turns out that I ended up going to the prom with a non-

Asian girl. And she was half-Jewish and half-Hispanic. And so, it wasn't totally uncomfortable, 

but certainly -- and because I think I play sports, that had a -- that helped a lot in sort of 

overcoming whatever shyness there may have been or acceptance, which I think looking back, I 

mean, I may not have done a great job of studying, but I think I blended well and I mixed well, 

and I think I learned those aspects or at least developed the ability to sort of be -- and embrace 

diversity, which I think is helping me a lot now.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Yeah, that's a big thing, and a rare thing really. So what made you decide to go to Cal Poly 

Pomona, then?  
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PAK: 
 

In all honesty, I didn't get into USC. I didn't apply to SC, which I thought was an easier school to 

get into. I applied to Berkeley and San Luis Obispo, and I didn't get in, so here I was senior year. 

I had to go to college and that was the first time I approached my parents to say, you know, I 

didn't get in. I didn't apply to SC. And they were disappointed. And it was probably a time when 

I really felt for the first time I started thinking, now I've done it. You procrastinated. You didn't 

do what you were supposed to do. You know, more than -- I did think about it, the sacrifice that 

they made to come to this country, but this was more that I let them down as a son, didn't meet 

up to their expectations. And really, it was my brother's help in looking at other options. I was 

looking at Santa Cruz at that time, just to see if I could get into a late entry -- because they had a 

sort of a pre-, sort of a quasi-architectural program, but Cal Poly Pomona, my brother said hey, 

there's Cal Poly Pomona that has a pre-architecture major. If you could qualify to get in and meet 

your standards to get into Cal Poly Pomona, you can go in as a pre-architecture major and why 

don't you try that? And so I applied, because Cal Poly and Cal State had a later entry deadline 

period, and they accepted me, and so I ended up going to Cal Poly Pomona. It wasn't my first 

choice. It was a choice of default. You go into pre-architecture school and it was like about 800 

students who had an interest in architecture, wasn't sure they wanted to do that, a lot of junior 

college transfers who had taken a year or two of architectural drafting or whatever, and so from 

there they read you to and see to get into the second-year architecture school, they only take 

about a hundred or 110, so it's sort of my last -- not my last chance, but certainly an opportunity 

to redeem myself. And that's how I ended up going to Cal Poly Pomona.  

 

 

 



 

CLINE: 
 

Huh, interesting. You said you started to get somewhat interested in it. You decided it was 

somewhat enjoyable for you. How did you -- if you did -- develop more of an awareness and an 

increased interest in architecture, just as a whole? I mean, you're surrounded by buildings. 

(laughter)  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

Yeah. In high school, it was because it was an easy class. Honestly speaking, you know, not 

going to make this thing up. It was an easy class. Did I ever really think that, you know -- and I 

didn't really have a very broad concept or even a good understanding of what really an architect 

is. It was just that I remember there was some design that we had to do. They asked us to do 

some -- and you know, it not really heavy-duty architecture stuff in high school. It's a lot of 

drawing three-dimensional things, machinery things and components, industrial design and one 

time they ask you to design -- one of the biggest things was actually design a log cabin. That was 

at least the basis of doing floor plans and elevation drawings and sections and something that 

resembles more what you do in architecture, but by senior year they had a new teacher, and he 

was just not a very good teacher, didn't want to -- wasn't really about teaching, was more about 

here's a piece of paper with a drawing. Just copy it, and you're done. So I didn't really get a 

whole sense of what really architecture was, and did I really understand the full scope and the 

gamut of it. And yet, because it was something still that I thought I could do well, because I 

knew that history was a very -- it was a subject I enjoyed. English was okay. Math, I knew I 

wasn't that good. So my choices were limited, and my parents were dentists, but that was a lot of 

studying and a lot of -- I knew my brother wanted to be a dentist, so he was at LaVerne already, 

studying, and my sister had always been (inaudible). She read "War and Peace" when she was 

like eleven years old. (laughter) So, you know, she was a very -- sort of like my mom in a lot of 

ways. Never procrastinates, stays on top of things, straight A's all the way through, and she 

ended up graduating from UCLA Dental School, and my brother went to UC San Francisco 

Dental School, so there were brain genes and they went from my brother and skipped me and 

went to my sister. I just had a different application, and so at least I stuck with the architecture 

part and I was fortunate enough to get into Cal Poly Pomona. Maybe it was fate. Maybe -- and 

now that I'm getting older, I've come to believe that things happen for a reason, and it's how you 

view life that will make it a good reason or a bad reason. Thinking back now, it was probably a 

good reason as to what happened. I made the most of it.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 



 

Yeah, so did you get really more turned on to architecture while you were there?  
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PAK: 
 

Yeah, going through Cal Poly Pomona, that first year was really daunting. I mean, you know, I 

knew I disappointed my parents. I mean, I wasn't -- obviously, by then, it was one of those first 

phases of your life where you test yourself, or at least you -- there's a mark. I mean, there's a 

definite ending and a starting, and my ending wasn't that great because it wasn't the expectations 

of what people have, and so you start to think a little more, so when I got into Cal Poly Pomona 

in the first year, with 800 kids, or other students, trying to get into that 100 slot, that was pretty 

intense. And at least, I think I turned around maybe 50 percent. I didn't do an about-face and just 

sort of (inaudible), just 24 hours a day studying, but certainly had a little bit more, I think, 

motivation, a little more objective, and started to get a little more sense of other influences than 

just what I wanted to do, which was really, I think, the bulk of my high school years. (laughter)  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Wow. You talked a little bit about your brother and sister. Now, you sound like you made pretty 

much of a contrast as far as your siblings go. How did you get along with your brother and your 

sister?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

Oh, we got along well. And my brother was a -- and not so much I'd tag along because, I mean, I 

was good at sports. When there were sports activities and stuff my brother had no problems 

taking me because his friends wanted me on their teams. When there was parties and stuff, he 

had no problems with me going with him and the only thing we probably didn't do together was 

study, because he was studying and I wasn't! (laughter) But other than that, we got along well. 

He was a much more deeper thinking than I think, even still in high school, than I was in high 

school. But I was a jock, and I at least happened to have some semblance of knowing that 

education and a good family structure that I still maintained a B average, and my coach was very 

happy, something that my parents probably would've said this is not cutting it. (inaudible) wow, 

AP math, I'm impressed. And then my sister, because she's four years younger -- and she was 

athletic, so I used to play catch with her, taught her how to throw a baseball, play volleyball, and 



she was on the volleyball team at Fairfax, and she, I think, had an easier time talking to me than 

probably my parents or my brother, especially during the time that she was -- towards the latter 

part of high school and she went to Pomona College for undergraduate and I was at Cal Poly 

Pomona. But there was some frustrating times for her because she spent a lot more time with my 

parents alone at a time when I think my parents were getting a little more comfortable, so they 

were spending and focusing a little more on the kid, and here's their only daughter who can be 

stubborn at times, because she was a -- she's a very progressive-thinking type of personality. 

She's the kind of person that if some guy bought a couple of tickets to a concert and said, hey, 

you know, I've got a couple tickets, would you go, she'd probably say "You should've asked me 

first before you got that other ticket." OK? And so, it's sort of very -- you thought woman's rights 

and all that stuff, she would've been right at the front with that stuff, but very, really organized. 

When it comes to studying, I think things came not easy, but much easier in high school, but at 

Pomona College it was a little hard. She had to spend more time and she was frustrated. She 

didn't really know exactly what she wanted to do, so my parents, now they had a little bit more 

time, kept asking her, well, what are you going to do? What are you going to do? And she wasn't 

one of those girls who'd go out to parties a lot. She never went to a party. I think she went to a 

prom with some friend. Never had really a boyfriend. She was your typical Asian kid who 

studied. (laughter) And then here she was having a hard time trying to figure out what her career 

would be, and here this happy-go-lucky guy in the architecture school, just sort of, you know, 

humming along after indubious high school career.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Did she consequently sort of get the brunt of the wider cultural gap between herself and her 

parents, then?  
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PAK: 
 

I think yeah. I think the cultural gap certainly, because now as I said, my parents had a little more 

time. They maybe after me, they realized uh-oh, we'd better spend a little more time and see -- 

even though I don't think they worried about my sister, but certainly they wanted to see what she 

wanted to become, get a little more engaged, and for her that was like what gives, after all these 

years. I mean, come on. I could handle it on my own. Don't worry about me. That was really the 

more rebellion than anything else.  

 

 

 

 



CLINE: 
 

Right. So I think actually this feels like a good place to stop, to me, if it feels good to you. We'll 

start next time with your -- I gather it must be some kind of concerted, very focused direction in 

the realm of architecture, and get your thoughts on the developments in Korean-American 

community, the changes in Koreatown, maybe where things you think are headed, and I will 

finish by just asking you one kind of general question. Here at this point, you're painting a 

picture of somebody who's really successfully assimilated into the diverse culture here, and you 

said you really pretty much forgot all about Korea and sort of your earlier life. When did you 

start to kind of maybe regain some of that? Or when did thoughts of your heritage start to 

become more relevant in your life?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

I'm not so sure my heritage is still as relevant now as it was even in high school time. I'm at a 

point, and I think -- and this might be a departure from a lot of the other interviewees, but I'm at 

a point where I'm sort of tired of being called a Korean-American or an Asian-American. I want 

to be called an American, that has Korean heritage, like any other Americans who have a 

different heritage. The fact that I think because we look different is what's hindering us from I 

think assimilating 100 percent into the American culture, or the icon. And I say that because in 

all honesty, I look at the future for my kids, other Asian-Americans of Asian descent, or whether 

it's African-Americans or Latinos, or wherever they may be from, because I think I really reaped 

the benefits of what this country had to offer. And there are other people in the world who would 

want that opportunity, and we're a big enough country and a big enough part of the country to be 

able to accept that, and so the heritage that I was born into, when I was born in Korea, is a 

heritage that I respect but it's not my heritage. And I'd probably get a lot of flak from people in 

the Korean community for saying that, but in all honesty it's not. I am not Korean. If I have a 

Korean stereotype trait, I would more rather now say it's just my trait than it is a Korean-

American or an Irish-American. I'm not saying we should take it so seriously that we can't once 

in a while mention it. But I wouldn't want to be defined as an individual and have others look at 

me through their eyes as only Korean-American or Asian-American, because my kids certainly 

will not have a lot of influence from the Korean heritage, and if they are to compete here, they 

have to feel like they have a sense of ownership of this country, and as long as they have the 

label that they're an Asian-American or a Korean-American, whether my kids will feel it or not, 

others will remind you that you are Asian-American rather than American first. And I think that's 

the difference. I think there is a big psychological difference and I think that's why a lot of my 

friends who are my age who have been here 20 and 25 years are confused. Their kids are 

confused. They may be bilingual, which is a great thing, but they're not bicultural. They're 

confused cultural. You know? They don't know if they should be more Korean or American or -- 

being both is a great thing, and I see it, and I see a lot of the younger, in my generation, family 

with younger kids in Koreatown who don't go too far outside of Koreatown, with a very small 

view of who they are and what they could be called. So for me, the Korean heritage that I was 



born into, I have a lot of respect for, and I'd like to learn more of. But if you were to ask me do I 

still -- am I going to reflect on it and in a lot of ways have embraced it even more now at my age, 

no.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

OK, well, that's an excellent answer. It's too limiting for you, is what it sounds like.  
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PAK: 
 

It is, yeah. And this world is getting so much more globalized, that what is a culture? I think 

what's more important is being good, decent human beings. I mean, we need to go back to the 

basics of what does that really mean, and what is the influence of culture and language and the 

kind of food you eat and your heritage. None of that stuff makes any good if we ourselves as 

people don't start, I think, making it the better side of human beings in general, work better 

together, and as an individual and anything else. Because for me, as I travel and do work all over, 

around the world, I see the good and the bad of people, and that's more important to me than 

where are you from. So, at some point, I think hopefully that's where we all sort of get to, and 

obviously there's national interests and there's countries and there's still categorization because 

there has to be some order, but the underlying fact is if you -- I think for me, what's most 

important is as a human being what kind of a person.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Right, OK, well, we'll talk more about that next time. Thank you very much.  

Session Three (October 6, 2006) 
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CLINE: 
 

Today is October 6th, 2006. This is Alex Cline once again, interviewing Christopher Pak at his 



office at Archeon Group in Koreatown. Good morning, and thank you for taking the time out of 

your incredibly -- I think, increasingly busy schedule as you prepare for a big trip to Asia. We 

left off last time with your education. We were talking about your education and ending with the 

beginnings of your college days at Cal Poly Pomona. You told how you got there, sort of by 

default, and we want to get into that and your beginnings as a professional architect and finish 

talking today about the situation as it developed and as it exists today in Koreatown, where you 

see it going, where your involvement may be, and matters pertaining to not just Koreatown but 

its significance to Los Angeles in general, and where this city may be headed. So, I wanted to 

ask you a few follow-up questions as always. One thing is, you gave the impression, which I've 

gotten from other interviewees, that pretty much maybe the only way that Korean-Americans 

when they were immigrating to this city were able to get any kind of help or assistance or advice 

or anything was through the church. At any point do you have any memory of assistance 

organizations, non-profit service groups, people like that starting to become established to help 

Korean immigrants when they came to Los Angeles? Or were you pretty much outside that?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

Well, no. I know that even as I entered college, and I got to be a little more of a conscientious 

person than I was in high school, I knew that there was a Koreatown Association, because we 

had the Koreatown Parade that started I think back in like 1972, '73. And there was a Korean-

American Federation, predominantly really for the first-generation Korean population to try to 

provide service. But you also have to understand that the Korean culture by and large don't really 

understand the definition of a non-profit organization or a volunteer service organization, 

because they'd just come from a country where it hasn't been too long ago that we had a war, so 

volunteering -- that concept was very foreign. When you're hungry, trying to survive on your 

own, and here you come to this country and you're trying to survive. You know, volunteering 

your services and trying to help others concept is a very hard one to, sort of -- not that we don't 

have any concept, we just didn't have the time. And then, for like my parents to sort of think that 

they could go to a non-profit and get assistance wasn't even probably in their train of thought 

because none existed in Korea, besides probably the Red Cross and some of the other sort of the 

U.S. and international organizations. 

 

So, as much as there were organizations, I think it was just another outgrowth of the church 

organization than more of a socially based kind of a group, wanted to do good but not very 

effective. But in 19 -- I think in 1981, around there, '82, Korean-American coalition was formed, 

which was really the first English-speaking non-profit organization, trying to be an advocate 

group to the mainstream, and I got involved in that, and partly because it was a group -- actually, 

one of my older brothers' friend was one of the first guys to start that off, Duncan Lee. And so 

my brother sort of mentioned it to me, and he said, hey, they're having a local contest. Why don't 

you see if you can submit something? So I submitted a couple of stuff, and went to one of their 

meetings and I found out that, because they spoke English in the meetings that it was a pretty 

good way for me to also get involved in sort of a community organization, and for some reason, I 



don't know what triggered me to have an interest in it, but once I got into it, you know, I felt that 

there was a sense of wanting to be more involved, and it was a part of me that I never really 

knew had existed, but it came out and I got involved with that group. So I wasn't one of the 

founding members, but I was one of the first original members of the KAC.  
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CLINE: 
 

Oh, OK. And you would also be probably in keeping with some of the people who were 

becoming involved in these organizations, part of the transitional generation that probably had 

some pretty different ideas about how to do things compared to the first generation people. Do 

you remember anything specifically about the kinds of issues or conflicts that may have arisen at 

that point during -- that were in the 80's, I guess?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

Yeah, one of the first things that I got involved with in that organization was the voter 

registration drive. Here, for the first time, was an organization that actually organized a voter 

registration drive for the Korean-American community. So I actually made the poster, designed 

that. We used that to put it on different markets and whatnot to get people out -- I went out -- I 

wanted to boost, to try to get people to register to vote, and my Korean was very limited at that 

time. I was just learning the language, and so while here was an organization that spoke 

dominant English, but couldn't really communicate with the community that they were trying to 

help, so you can see the disconnect already to some degree. At least the concept was right. One 

of the other ones that we also were working on at that time was Rolling Stone Magazine had 

come out with an article about Korea, and it wasn't in the best of light. It sort of compared us to -

- in some ways, it said, Korea is sort of like the Irish of Asia. They drink a lot, they eat the spicy 

kimchi thing and it stinks like garlic, and a lot of times they're out there protesting and raising 

their fists in some kind of a Nazi uniform protest, and it was very stereotyped. It wasn't in depth 

about the culture at all. It's just what they saw on TV. So we had a letter-writing campaign 

against Rolling Stone, to get an apology. I think it was something (inaudible) O'Riley was the 

writer. I can't remember.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Oh, wow. And he was Irish! (laughter)  



 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

Yeah, he was Irish, so his response was, "Look, I was making fun of my own people, and so 

what's the big deal?" But that's when we started to obviously, as a group, as an organization, 

started to look at the sensitivity of how people view the Korean-Americans and Korea in general. 

Another one that I got involved in, I think this was in '82, 1982, '83, is when a Soviet Air Force 

shot down a Korean Air plane, because it had strayed into...  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Their air space?  
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PAK: 
 

Their air space. And I remember we were out there protesting in front of the Soviet Embassy, 

there, as well as we'd heard that there was a Soviet ship coming in to dock here, and so we went 

out in Long Beach Harbor a group of us, you know protesting. So these were the kind of things 

we got involved, I think, as more of an advocacy group, trying to at least disseminate the 

stereotype about how, you know, the mainstream view of Korean-Americans and it was because 

-- it was about that time when the Korean community and the Koreatown was beginning to grow. 

People began to recognize us, but they didn't know us, and so when you see something for the 

first time, you can make comments about it without having any knowledge about that particular 

thing, and it always probably comes out, maybe not in the best of light. And that was sort of at 

the height also -- in the beginning of the tension between the Korean-American community and 

the African-American community. So...  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Well, this kind of leads into one of my follow-up questions which is that you mentioned that 

your parents were essentially apolitical, but that they voted. How did they vote? What party did 

they join? What was their choice of political stance being essentially apolitical?  



 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

Like a lot of the first-generation immigrants, I think their political position, the first generation, 

to be Republican, one, because they had a stronger national defense and a foreign policy that 

really backed the policy of how they would maintain Korea, have our soldiers there. So they 

were Republican. My dad voted Republican and I know he probably voted for Ronald Reagan, 

and so they went to the polls. They didn't understand absentee ballot. They couldn't understand 

how you could vote from home and send it in and somebody would actually count your vote, you 

know. That system doesn't exist anywhere in the world except here. It certainly doesn't exist in 

Korea. They had to make sure they went and voted, but that was about the extent of their politics. 

They didn't belong to any Korean-American organizations. They didn't belong to a dental 

organization or association. But no political function whatsoever that they belonged to except 

when I started getting involved.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

And then as obviously you're starting to become more involved in things. Is there a way that you 

could characterize the political stance of maybe this transitional generation? Or was it pretty 

diverse, or was it kind of consistent, do you think?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

You know, this transitional generation as it started, like KAC, I think, being an advocate group 

and wanting to be part of an overall sort of mainstream. The party that seemed to accept that 

more was the Democrats, and the Democratic Party. And so the transitional generation, I would 

say predominantly and the majority of them are Democrats. And remember, even if the parents 

were maybe first generation and Republican, the transitional generation really didn't have a 

whole lot of interaction with them, because the first generation was very busy trying to make a 

living and provide for their kids. So the time was spent predominantly at work, so the time that 

they were going to spend is very little, and the time that they spend, like most parents, they want 

to do something for their kids, so they're going to places here or they're trying to go to 

Disneyland or wherever. They really never had a time to sit down, like for my son, when I drive 

my son to school in the morning, I talk to him about the different things that come up, what's 

important and what I think. Those kind of ties weren't as available because -- in fact, even if we 



had those (inaudible), I think we were so tired, that the trying to think about what to say and 

what's the right thing to say and what we wanted to say to a kid, you know, you have to think 

about it. You don't just say whatever comes out of and whatever comes into your mind, as I'm 

realizing with my own kids. (laughter)  
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CLINE: 
 

Right. What do you remember, if anything, about any kind of service organizations or programs 

that started to pop up to deal with this latchkey child phenomenon that we talked about?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

Yeah, KYCC, I think, came about shortly afterwards. Back then it was KYC, was the Korean 

Youth Center, and they started to deal more with -- obviously we within the community 

recognized that, like, we're not the Asian kids are all very studios and wear glasses and are just 

nerds. We knew that wasn't the case. We had problems. We had kids who would come from 

Korea, even if they were -- now, they'd be my age, but when they came to the States in their 

early teens or were just starting towards the end of junior high school, high school, it was a very 

tough transition for them, because they're at an age where they're already somewhat sensitive to 

all of their peer pressures and whatnot, and yet they come to a country where they're really 

ostracized because they can't speak the language and they end up tending to stay together and 

become a little gang. And we had those in this area, so the KYC really was the only outlet that 

allowed for parent -- and I think in the beginning it was more parents going there to say, hey, I 

have this child who's -- you know, I don't think he's doing well, and so they get more involved in 

bringing their child in and, you know, even the transitional generational kids didn't know what a 

non-profit organization was, or that there was even an outreach for them, you know. They can 

call a hotline, because the dissemination of information back then was still pretty primitive. The 

only way we would do that -- they didn't have a database, and the KAC didn't really have a 

database. It was just starting out. If there's events or there's seminars, it was always through 

different, like, the Koreatown Association or putting posters in markets and that kind of thing, 

passing out leaflets in front of the churches. And the churches don't particularly always want to 

have a group like KYC come in and reach out because it's an implication or inclined that are you 

saying we have a problem, which is another sort of dichotomy with the Asian culture that says 

we don't have a problem, or that they don't expose problems they try to clean it in house, and so 

therefore asking for outside assistance is something that's very difficult.  

 

 

 



 

CLINE: 
 

Interesting. So you were becoming more politically aware at this point, it sounds like. You 

mentioned the way information was disseminated. How much did, say, you or others keep up 

with what was going on politically both in the community and back home in Korea? And as part 

of this question, did you follow what was going on in Korea? Did it concern you at all?  

 

 
00:18:15.0 
 

PAK: 
 

The thing that we followed about Korea was obviously, you know, if there was any kind of sort 

of incursions with the North Korea and not really (inaudible) sort of pick up on anything. At that 

time, there was the transition from President Park to President Chang through an assassination, 

and it was still really a dictatorship, so we got certainly news about it. There was a protest. I 

mean, it was a clash between the army and the protesters, so we knew that there was unrest and a 

lot of instability, because they were struggling to sort of identify themselves, and we were here 

struggling to identify ourselves, so we could relate to some degree with what they were going 

through. I personally, you know, I said that I like history and that was about the only class that 

I'd try to attend. And I guess there must have been something in there that also related to sort of 

the bigger scope of how history and politics starts to shape our society and society then starts to 

shape community and the community starts to shape the individual. So, my interest at that time 

started sort of to get more involved with KAC. I started running a committee and by the time I 

was almost done with college. I think I was VP of KAC and organizing fundraising events and 

dinner and stuff, which would raise money for the organization. And through all of that, one of 

the things that KAC tried to do was to try to make linkages between the community and the local 

politicians, and I got my first taste of L.A. politics when we invited then David Cunningham who 

was a city council person for the 10th District, which really encompasses Koreatown. And I 

didn't know what a councilman was, but I knew that he was an elected position and so I started to 

understand the structure of city politics really in college.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Wow. Let me see here. I also wanted to know if, even though you were somewhat on the 

younger side, you still -- you mentioned this, remembered the Vietnam War winding down. You 

came from a country that was divided by conflict, was very tense. Did you have any concerns or 

fear about being drafted or having to go into the military? Did this enter your thinking at all?  

 

 



 

 

PAK: 
 

No, no. I think there was some innocence about me, I guess, even in college, graduating from 

high school, and at that time even doing KAC, we knew that there was international politics but I 

didn't have that kind of depth of knowledge to see how it all was interrelated to affect me to say I 

might get drafted any time soon. Even when the Korean Air got shot down, you know, it wasn't 

something that was an attack on us, as U.S. citizens. So there was a little bit of detachment, 

because it was Korea, that we wanted to do something but I didn't think at the time we were 

likely to go to war with the Soviet Union and I might get drafted.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Right, OK. And you mentioned how information was disseminated. What about media? What 

about the print media? What were the main ways that people kept up with what was going on in 

the community or in Korea back then?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

You know, the main media among the Korean community is really still the newspaper and the 

radio station. You have the Korea Times and the Korean Central Daily and then you have Radio 

Korea. Back then, don't think we had Radio Korea, but we had the newspapers. But we didn't 

read the Korean newspapers. I mean, I certainly couldn't read it, but I would pick up the L.A. 

Times once in a while and read that, and even then, I was not an avid newspaper reader. I would 

get the information really through somebody else, and the people who started that organization 

were pretty sharp people. We had a guy named T. S. Chung, Charles Kim was one of the 

founders, Duncan Lee, and they kept more in touch with what was going on in the other medias. 

They certainly would look at the news once in a while, and I started to look at the news a little 

more than I would formerly watch the news, but now I started to pick up on what's going on 

around that city. That awareness became a little bit more further than it was in high school. High 

school (inaudible). So I think in college, as I'm going to architecture school and understanding 

about what that profession was, I was very much involved in the community and it allowed me -- 

and ended up getting a large amount of freedom because you schedule around your classes. It's 

not so structured as you were in high school, and so I got a lot more involved in the community 

aspect of the KAC, and while still attending school.  



 

 
00:21:59.0 
 

CLINE: 
 

Right. So let's talk a bit about that, then. You said that when you went into this, you said that 

when you went into this, you didn't even really have much of a sense of what being an architect 

was. How did your experience with architecture evolve, and what direction did things take once 

you started to really get an architectural education at Cal Poly Pomona?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

You know, freshman year was really a -- I was very grateful that I had this opportunity, how I 

got into this school. But it was difficult. I never -- I mean, the first quarter was just really theories 

about design and they had a bunch of lecturers come in, 800 kids in a lecture room, and just sort 

of listening and taking tests and it was a lecture class more than anything else, and then the 

second year we got put into a group to do sort of a project, providing an exhibit space, and that 

was sort of interesting. Now, instead of just drafting, I knew in high school for the first time, you 

know, they wanted you to think creatively, to be able to look at a design process, without really 

teaching it to you, because here you have 800 students vying to get into 100 slots, so I think 

basically it was who can survive through this sort of series of tests, so weeding out process. And 

about the third quarter, which was the last program, I had this instructor and the project was to do 

a beach house on the Carolina Coast, you know, and one, I'd never been to the Carolina Coast, so 

I had to do the research about what was the climate, and at least they give you some things like 

references that you should do and then design a beach house, and I did, and it wasn't only to 

design it, but you had to actually physically build a model. 

 

I had no idea what model-building was. I never took the class in it, so dummy me, I looked at all 

kinds of construction books and what not to see how a two-by-four and how do you actually -- so 

I actually got a bunch of balsa wood. I think I must have spent a fortune on buying balsa wood 

and actually cutting it. I remember having my dad help me too. It was so much work, I never -- 

but I made it, took it, and you know, he liked the design, thought it was pretty interesting. They 

give you a critique. And during the summer, I got a letter saying you've been accepted to go into 

the second year. And that's why I sort of felt for the first time, really, a sense of some 

accomplishment, some redemption, but still I was thankful more than anything else for the 

opportunity. 

 

And then I got into second year. You know, sometimes the old habits are hard to break, and so 

you know there was some classes that I wasn't all that interested in. I still liked philosophy, 

history. Those were interesting to me. Economics, physics, you know, which were your general 

ed requirements were still (inaudible), and you know, what am I doing in here? And then we had 

studio, obviously, basic architecture classes. And at that studio, I still struggled with trying to 



grasp the concept of this design process, and -- because up until then, I don't think I really used 

the creative side of my brain. I mean, I didn't just sort of conceptually think and idealize. I'm not 

a real great -- I don't sketch very well. To this day, I do OK, but compared to those who have real 

nice artistic hand, that wasn't me. Proportion, composition, those were never things -- things I 

never really thought about other than "what do I wear today, that seemed to match." So that 

second year is the one where I struggled a lot, because even among the hundred students that 

were there, a lot of them were JC transfers, about two years before. They caught on much faster. 

Some were much more artistically talented, and so while I could sort of do plans, floorplans, and 

do straight lines and those kinds of stuff, coming up with a design that seemed to flow well, that 

was sort of a struggle. 

 

And I didn't really sort of click until the last quarter of my second year. I started sort of -- maybe 

it was my way of observing things or maybe -- sometimes you don't know when, all of a sudden, 

something that you struggled with just unravels and it started opening up a whole new sort of 

realm of possibilities, and maybe up until then I was just struggling with the notion that should I 

do it this way or that way, looking at more, there must be some formula, rather than letting your 

creative ideas just sort of say hey, there isn't really a formula, but it's really understanding what is 

the concept of what you're trying to do. If you're trying to design a museum, what's the concept? 

You're showing a bunch of art pieces. OK, if that's the case, what kind of art pieces? Is it 

sculpture? Is it painting? Based on that, your design and the way you build your building should 

reflect that kind of a sort of functionality. And after that, you look at your neighborhoods and 

you look at everything and say, well, this is an older city so therefore maybe the building should 

have some similarity, or maybe because it's an older city in order to go into the future you do it 

much more contemporary. So all of a sudden, that's sort of like this door opening, and since then 

I've done pretty well in the design side, in the concept, and found that I still -- the sketching part 

is still tough, but the idea was there.  
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CLINE: 
 

And were there any other Korean-Americans in your class?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

No, you know, there weren't any other Korean-Americans. I was the only Korean-American. 

Even still then, I think in the U.S., the immigrant community, although as much as they 

emphasized education, they didn't know the education system other than the fact that they knew 

Harvard, Stanford, the best schools where you want to go. But to get there, the first generation 

really didn't know that there were different ways to get there, that if you're -- you have public 

schools and you have public schools, and you have private schools and private schools. The 



chance of -- my parents at some point say, hey, he's not showing his report card, there must be 

something going on -- or, you know what, there's a better chance for my kid to be able to go to 

an Ivy League school if rather than going to public, and he took the test and did well, maybe he 

can go to a boarding school. I don't think it entered their minds, and I don't think they knew. So 

you know, that process was something that we had to do on our own. And some do it better than 

others, and I didn't do that very well.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

What did your parents think of the direction of architecture for you?  
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PAK: 
 

They didn't know architecture, because again, in Korea at that time, when they left Korea, it was 

engineering. It wasn't so much design. It was just getting things built. There was no sort of 

aesthetic of value put onto building that looked nice. So I mean, they knew architecture was a 

good profession. It was a profession where you had to get a license, and that was important to 

them. So, they couldn't believe that I can actually do some of the things that I was doing. Here's a 

guy who barely got into college, and now he's coming home with models and drawing and 

saying -- and you had to put effort. As much as you try to plan your project, you're always up at 

least before presentation, at least three or four nights straight just trying to finish everything, and 

you're sort of a zombie by the time you get done with the presentation. I think they were just 

relieved, you know. They just about had a heart attack when I told them I did get into to being in 

an architecture school. And you know, so the architecture profession wasn't really very widely 

known, or as one that would be coveted, you know. They (inaudible) to be doctors at first. 

Engineers were pretty good. That's what they knew back in Korea. There were a lot of jobs for 

engineers. You know, maybe lawyers. Even attorney lawyers, something like that wasn't as 

abundant, or something that was pushed. I think I was the only Korean-American in my class. A 

few Asians.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

So take us through up until when you graduated. Where did that leave you? Give us a sense of 

what was next for you, if you had any idea what you were going to do now. I mean, I say this 

knowing that architecture, while if you become a success at it can be a lucrative business, it's a 



very competitive, and not only competitive, but sometimes very drudgery-filled job because so 

few architects really ever get to do the kinds of designs they always want to do. Where did...  
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PAK: 
 

Yeah, and I didn't really have a sense of reality after school. In college, I think I knew that I had 

to do well and make sure that my design process in the studios went well. My third year and 

fourth year, I got the design sort of concept and got better with the sort of graphics presentation, 

certainly got a lot better. And then that's a five-year program. You go five years and you get a 

Bachelor's of Architecture, and then your fifth year you really select, pick a couple professors 

that you stay the whole year with, really get into some theses and some design philosophy, and 

your third quarter of that we do what we call the Paris Competition. Every student has an 

opportunity to submit for a competition. They give you a site, a couple of criteria that they'd like, 

design towards that, and the ones that are the top three or so get picked from the school and they 

get sent off for a review. And I was one of the three that got selected for my class, and so got 

sent off, and I don't think I won anything there, but I don't even know if it got there properly 

because the school sent it and they never tell you what really happened. I never got it back. I 

spent a couple of weeks doing these pencil drawings and big boards and just -- and I still don't 

have it. I'd like to get them back at some point. (laughter) 

 

They were pretty nice drawings. But still, I don't know, I had a wake-up call when I was going 

into college, because of my sort of lack, I think of -- my lack of effort and really taking it 

seriously. I think -- and then when I was graduating from college, there was another competition 

that my professor was entering into, and this was just about the time I was graduating. He said, 

hey, you know, why don't you come and help me with this competition? And then he had a little 

studio. I think it was about the side of this office now, in Santa Monica, and I lived here in the 

Hancock Park area, so it was a nice sort of place to go, thinking that maybe I can do this 

competition with him and maybe I'll work with him. And eventually, that's what ended up 

happening. I didn't really actively seek jobs coming out of college, because the market at that 

time, we weren't really looking, and Cal Poly Pomona didn't have job fairs or where firms would 

come and ask for your resumes or you can go and see. You really had to go through that on your 

own, and I'd never gone through a job interview other than I worked at an engineering company 

but that was because a friend said, hey, why don't you come and do some drafting here. And I 

think this is again where the disconnect between parents and kids' communication, and like I 

said, I would never blame my parents for anything. But you also learned what they did or didn't 

do, so that you don't make -- you make sure that you pass on the right information to your kids, 

and they could've said, hey, this is how you do a job interview. This is the kind of firm I heard is 

pretty good. And because my parents were so apolitical and so focused on just dentistry, and not 

knowing anything about the architecture profession, they had no guidance. I got no guidance 

really from them to say, hey, did you send a resume here? And being immigrants, it wasn't like 

they went to USC here and they know a guy who went to architecture school, has got a practice, 

and say hey, Chris, I have a friend who's over there practicing architecture, why don't you go see 

if you can get a job? So I missed that boat. I didn't send out resumes, but I was fortunate enough 



that I was, I think, a pretty good student that the professors said why don't you come in and do 

this competition, and as we were doing the competition a couple of projects came in and they 

were busy, and so they said, hey, why don't you stay on and maybe work here. And it was a great 

opportunity for me.  

 

Certainly I was very appreciative, but you were making like seven dollars an hour, which even 

back then, that was pretty low. And so, I've worked there and really it was sort of a blessing in 

disguise. I had another guy that was a little senior, above me, myself and another intern, and 

Michael Polonis (unclear) who was my professor and also the person running that shop, was 

always -- most of the time he was at school. So, and that's why he called it really a studio. It 

wasn't really an office, but we had a lot of condominium projects. We had two or three that we 

were working on in Santa Monica, but as sort of the -- and because he wasn't really actively 

marketing the firm, trying to get jobs was always -- so the guy above me left, and in architecture 

they're notorious for not paying on time or forgetting or don't have the money, and so the guy 

above me decided he really needed something more stable. It was a great place to get your feet 

wet and really experience things, because you did everything. It was like either a sink or swim. 

And so, you know, when he left, I ended up really taking -- I was in charge of the office, dealing 

with clients and going to planning commission meetings at Santa Monica City and making 

presentations, and all of a sudden here from school presentation to clients looking over your 

shoulder and making sure are you -- this is very important, this is my investment, you know, real 

dollars, was pretty daunting at first, but maybe my parents not being involved and me having sort 

of that independence of just sort of doing that toughened me in that time to really sort of figure 

things out on my own, being sort of quick on your feet, and I've had my share of clients yelling 

at me and I said, look, I don't own this place. I mean, I think I did what you asked me to do, but 

let me confer with Michael and I'll get back to you, but try to calm them down and all of those 

sort of things I got to learn, and those are valuable things, so even if I was getting paid little or 

not at all, I thought it was well worth it. 

 

But I also learned things of what not to do if I were ever to have an office. And one of them was 

that if running an office, I mean, the most important thing, the first priority is to make sure your 

staff got paid, because I know how that feels, and it wasn't a very good feeling. You know, 

you're sort of torn between the loyalty to the person that supposedly gave you your opportunity, 

but at the same time, it didn't see quite fair that as long as I'm producing for him I should get 

compensated. So you're sort of going back and forth with that kind of struggle, and I certainly 

wouldn't want my staff to feel that way at all. But it was a great experience, and there was a time 

when we didn't have any work. I was the only one there, sort of doing nothing, and we were 

really paid on a time basis so if we didn't have any work, we didn't get paid, and so I started 

writing proposals to UCI, something that they wanted to do, so I put together a proposal and 

responded to the RP because that was the first time I've ever done that and I didn't know what to 

put in there and sort of figured out, took it down. We didn't get short-listed but it sort of gave me 

a lot of different exposures to different things about how to market, what it feels like to not have 

a job, and you know, to the point where Michael would basically say, hey, you don't have to 

come in on Mondays. There's no work, but how do I tell my parents, look, and I'm staying home 

on Mondays, so I drove out. You know, I'd go and look at Pacific Design Center and try to look 

at what's out there and look at products, keep myself somewhat productive, and I didn't know it, 

but I remember my parents that they used to drive by once in a while just to see if I'm working, 



because they also by then heard that architecture is not the easiest job in the world, that it's really 

all relegated to does that company have work, and I realized then that it was going to be a very 

difficult place unless -- it's not only the design, but you really have to be a salesperson and you 

really have to go out and get clients, because unlike dentists, if you have to get a root canal, it 

hurts. You've got to go. You have no choice. And people come off the street all the time to dental 

offices, but people don't come off the street one day to an architect and say, hey, I want to build a 

five-story building. It's really -- a lot has to do with relationships and people, who do you know, 

and these people who do build are usually people with a lot of money or access to a lot of 

money. And so -- and so I was there for about almost three years, and finally at the end, I 

graduated when I was 23 with a five-year program. 

 

I'm now 25 and a half. I'd like to move out of the house. So I asked my dad if I could borrow 

money to move out of the house, and he looked at me like, what, you're asking me to borrow 

money so you can move out of the house? Well, that doesn't make sense. And so I finally got 

enough courage at that time, because was owed about three or four months of salary, for at least 

work that we produced, and we were quite busy. Right after we had that real tough time when we 

didn't have any work, right before, right around the 80's, about '87 there was a lot of activities. 

Money was coming in from Japan. A lot of real estate were being bought at that time, and we 

were doing a lot of condominium stuff, so Michael -- what sort of I think got me started thinking 

again was he bought a little property in Venice and built a house for himself. Well, you know, if 

you have the ability to build a house, I mean, it would be nice if you can pay me at least without 

me having to go to you all the time and say can I get a paycheck. And so finally, after I was done 

and he had moved in, he had a party, and I sort of said I think it's time for me to move on. 

Because I asked him for a raise, and he gave me like seven dollars to seven-fifty. Towards the 

end, when I sort of said I'm going to leave, he said I'll give you twelve bucks an hour if you stay, 

and I said no, I learned as much as I could here. 

 

I learned what to do and what not to do. And at that time, I was also involved in the Korean 

Architecture Association, and I was at one of the meetings and one of the persons that was 

running a a firm here, say hey, you know, I really could use someone like you, and sort of said if 

you're interested, why don't you come by? And I did, and he said he really wanted somebody to 

run his office. He had an office of about seven people, eight people, right here on ChÃ¢teau 

Place on Wilshire, doing bigger, sort of larger-scale projects, and so I came and joined him in 

'88. So with the money I got from Michael at the last time, I moved out, started at this place. I 

was now getting about sixteen bucks an hour. Well, not maybe sixteen. About fifteen. It was 

much better than what I was getting.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Still twice what you were getting! (laughter)  
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And ran that shop for a while, and then I got married during my time when I was there in 1989. 

So I was with Michael from '85 to really, yeah, '88, towards the end of '88 or beginning, middle 

of '88, so almost three years. And here, it was sort of interesting because it was the first time I 

really came out to sort of this Koreatown area to work, with a Korean-American architect, and he 

spoke English good enough. It wasn't just a Korean client base. Yeah, it was mostly a Korean 

client base, but you can sense that he was a little bit more of a business person, but I think he got 

too comfortable, too, because he wasn't doing any work. Once he brought me in, he was pretty 

much coming in real late, reading the paper and having a lunch meeting and a dinner meeting 

and he really missed an opportunity because he had some good clients. He had some clients from 

Japan, he had some Korean clients, BI Furniture, and had we really worked a little more, he 

could've done a lot better, but he missed his opportunity at that time, and he was probably in his 

mid-40's at the time, early 40's. But I got married at that time, and again, in the Korean Architect 

Association, another person, a younger person approached me and said I'd like to make you a 

partner with me in my office. And so I went and I told Chong (unclear) Kim, look, I have this 

office but I'd like to talk to you first before, because I think it's only right that i bring it up to you 

and see if there's any opportunity beyond what I'm doing here, and basically he gave me a one-

dollar raise, and I said, OK, I see the writing on the wall, so I went in 1989 in the summer, or fall 

of '90, I joined up with this guy named Steve Kim at a first called E West (unclear) architects as 

part partner, he and I. 

 

And that was in the 90's, so as soon as I got in we had some work, but the work was really drying 

up because of the fact that we had a big recession in the early 90's, and that's when I called and 

sort of felt more responsible now. I mean, I've got to be the rainmaker to some degree because 

I'm a partner, and that's when I called -- and my wife and I, we'd been married now a year and 

going on the second year. We've thought let's take a vacation somewhere, maybe go overseas and 

go to Hong Kong, and I remember my sister -- I remember there was a guy named Bernie Chen 

because I met him. My sister went to Pomona College, and while I was there, she called me once 

to say, hey, can you come out and have dinner with me, with this guy that likes me? And so I 

went out and I met him. The guy's name was Bernard Chan, from Hong Kong, but he went to 

boarding school in Pennsylvania, and she goes, I think he's got some money. Sounded like he's a 

rich guy from Hong Kong. So I met him and he seemed like a nice guy to me, but remember, I 

told you my sister was one of those very progressive types that -- it was Bernie who I guess 

bought a couple of concert tickets, slipped one underneath her door, and when he came to pick 

her up to go, she basically threw it back at him and said, hey, you didn't ask me for my 

permission first. Who told you to go buy the tickets? But nonetheless, I guess he still thought that 

was pretty cool, and it never worked out for them because my sister just at that time was just 

study, study, study, and look, I don't need a boyfriend, I don't really care for one. 

 

Turns out he went back to Hong Kong, so he still kept in touch with my sister and my sister 

would tell me, and I'd say, hey, I'm going to Hong Kong. Do you think Bernie would mind if I 

called him? Because I'm supposing maybe he had some people he knew. And then after he went 



back and my sister said, hey, basically -- and they were talking about, you know, Bernie at one 

time and she said, you know, I think he's really rich. He knows a lot of people. So I called and I 

did a little research and sure enough, his family wa a Bangkok Bank family, which is the largest 

bank in Southeast Asia, but they're Thai Chinese and they also have a bank in Hong Kong and 

was pretty rooted in that whole Southeast Asia region with all of the major families, because the 

Bangkok Bank at one point or another way back loaned them money so that it could get big, and 

so when I called him he said -- he was very polite, I mean, the nicest guy you ever meet. He says, 

yeah, you know, let me send you a list of people who I think you can meet. And he sent me a list 

and this was in 1991. So I made some calls and told them I was referred to you by Bernie, would 

you mind if I -- if you would meet with me. And at that time, you know, the biggest project that 

we'd done probably was maybe a three-story building. But you don't have a whole thick portfolio 

to show. But went out there and he introduced me to some people, and that's how we ended up 

getting a high-rise office building in Ho Chi Minh City. 

 

And that was really our first, or at least my first big break, and that was a tough -- it was my 

friend Bernie's really reference that got me in the door and allowed this person, Jonathan Choi, in 

Hong Kong to say, OK, let me give Chris a shot. And he was also teaming, joint venturing with a 

huge Japanese conglomerate called Marubeni (unclear) on this project, and so one night at 

midnight I get a call from Bernie saying, "Hey Chris, Jonathan is going to give you that project, 

but you need to tell me, you know, can you do this project." (laughter) Because he also knew that 

it wasn't a big firm. Nobody had heard about this firm, and so I went out to Hong Kong, we 

signed the contract, but before we signed the contract, I mean, I went to Tokyo a couple of times 

because the Marubeni partners wanted to make sure -- basically, it was an interrogation. It was 

like Marubeni, their main contractor is Shimizu, which is like number one or two in the world, 

and then they had their in-house architects and like a panel and here I am by myself. Our firm 

kind of -- we only had a staff of six people, you know, and I was, what about 30? 1991, so I was 

about 30. In '92 I turned 30. First question out of their mouth, have you ever done a high-rise 

building. (laughter) No! But I got some great engineers from the U.S., structural engineers and 

mechanical engineers and they knew who they were, and basically I must have survived the 

gauntlet, because we ended up doing the project and we finished the building in 1997 and right 

now it's fully occupied. It's probably the best building in all of Vietnam, for an office building, 

and really the first U.S. firm, U.S. company to do anything major since the war, from an 

architectural standpoint. But none of those things really had any significance other than the fact 

that I knew how to do this job.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Right, well let me back up and ask you a couple of questions. First off, when you're in this period 

now where you graduated, you're checking things out, you're getting job experience, did you find 

that you were -- well, let me rephrase it. What sorts of architectural types of projects or maybe 

style or anything like that did you find that you personally were interested in or that you 

gravitated toward?  



 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

You know, certainly contemporary architecture was something that I really enjoyed doing. And 

being in Santa Monica, you had the opportunity to sort of explore some of those types of styles 

where you have an ocean, you have a different kind of lifestyle, so you want to get sort of high 

ceilings and some nice railings and shapes that are a little bit different from your typical pitched-

roof houses and stuff, so that always sort of interested me, and as I got more into it I really 

started to, I think, associate a lot more with very modern but very simplistic architecture. I'd like 

to try to keep my shapes and forms as simple as possible, but articulated with arrangements of 

rooms so that you actually can feel the space even in the simplest form. I think you can certainly 

get wild by having ornaments attached to the room or to the outside, and sort of like what they 

call a deconstructive architecture, which beings to sort of explode things, but to me those are -- 

they're fun to look at and interesting, but what I really try to obtain and a lot of what we do here 

is really look at what is the concept of what we're trying to design. How does it work around the 

people that will actually use a space, but keep it simple and not so clustered. I mean, I think 

anybody, any decent architect could be a Frank Gehry or a Richard Meier, but there's no budget. 

And I guess Frank Gehry is able to do that because he's accomplished a certain level and so his 

buildings, if the budget was $100 million you can be sure that it would be $200 million but they 

don't care! Whereas, that's not reality in a lot of ways, so for me, I think -- not so much that it's 

budget-driven, but certainly, I like to try to keep a certain serenity and a simplicity to how we 

experience space, and so I explored that while I worked in my early career. We try to do that 

now as much as we can, but my time is more divided into running the office than it is for me to 

sit down and do design.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

And you moved out of the house finally. Where did you move?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

Up near Silver Lake area, Hyperion and Waverley.  

 

 



 

 

CLINE: 
 

How did you meet the woman who became your wife, then?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

You know, I met her at KAC. Yeah, and she was a volunteer worker, and ironically it turns out 

that her parents were my parents' patients. I had no idea. But we met -- I met her at KAC at a 

meeting, and that's how we sort of got together.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

So it sounds like then your parents would have approved of this.  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

Yeah, and also it turns out that she didn't go to Mass every Sunday, but her father was a fifth-

generation Catholic Korean, which is very rare because Catholicism started about 200 years in 

Korea and his family was one of the original sort of members of that movement.  

 

 
00:57:22.0 
 

CLINE: 
 

Oh, wow, interesting. Yeah, Charles Kim said that there were a lot of KAC couples.  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 



 

KAC couples.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Yeah, so here's another one.  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

Exactly, yeah.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Amazing. And then when you got married, did you relocate? Or where did you...  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

Yeah, we moved to an apartment on Doheny, near Wilshire. It was a one-bedroom apartment. 

She thought she was marrying an architect who makes a lot of money, and boy was she wrong! 

(laughter) And I told her, look, I have a lot of potential, but not so sure that the Brady Bunch 

picture is really what you're going to get from the get-go.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Wow, amazing. So, wow, so many things. We're walking from the time period that you were 



describing right into the '92 uprising. Where were you when that happened and what were your 

feelings about that?  

 

 
01:03:32.0 
 

PAK: 
 

Yeah, we were -- our office was located just down the street here, and we were I think about on 

the seventh floor. When, the day after the verdict came out -- I remember watching the video, the 

beating, when it was first released, and you know, sort of the (inaudible), that's pretty unreal. It 

was very surrealistic, at the office you know, with some of the other staff there. And then you 

know, with the trial going on, we didn't really pay much attention to it afterwards, but we knew 

that the verdict had come down, but nobody expected that because of the verdict they would start 

going on a rampage and really just -- they might call it a civil disturbance. I call it a riot. And 

you know, as the day progressed, you can see smoke just sort of popping up here and there, like 

as if little bombs were dropped in different parts of -- you can look out that way, and that's where 

all the smoke was happening. And as the day got closer, the afternoon, you could see it coming 

more this way. And so we did close early. We let everybody go early, and I remember stopping 

over at my parents' house and watching it on TV as it was coming down this way. By then we 

had moved from where we were to Playa del Rey, and so -- did we? Maybe not. I think that we 

were, and so after I stayed at my parents' for a little bit, because we left around three o'clock 

from the office stopped by after about five o'clock and I remember driving down Wilshire 

Boulevard going home and along Wilshire and Westwood, around that area, I mean there were 

so many cops. And I'm sitting there going -- I mean, the riots were over there. What are you 

doing here?! And I mean, I knew. Basically, they was almost this mentality that, you know, what 

happens down there -- what happened, I think, is the LAPD didn't deploy all their forces from 

different divisions. They let the divisions from here and here sort of handle it or not handle it, 

depending on who you believe, and thinking to myself, wow, this is really not fair. And after the 

riots had settled down, the community folks -- and it was sort of organized chaos, you know. I 

think there were opportunists that came to it because of what happened. I think there were real 

true heroes that came out of it. But by and large, the thing that I realized was that we really had 

no trust in the community. 

 

I remember going to a planning commission and they started talking about -- and having been in 

architecture now for several years and knowing the planning process, that zoning was important. 

There was a thing about conditional use permits and how just kind of get affected for the 

buildings that were burnt down, and basically try to work with some of the officials, and at that 

time there was a woman named Eun Yi Kim who worked in the mayor of Bradley's office who I 

knew very well, and trying working with her, that was the only source of contacts. I didn't have 

any political contacts at all at that point, and you're going into the planning commission saying 

you can not have these kind of ordinances imposed on businesses that had a right to exist, but 

because of this riot and not because of themselves, that they lose their business and now you're 

going to be more restrictions on that business? I think it doesn't seem fair. Even though its maybe 

a liquor store is not desirable versus other places, you've got to let them rebuild first. It's not like 

their house burnt down. If a house burns down you still have a business and you can still make 



money, but when a business burns down you have no income source then you lose your house. I 

think it's only fair to let them rebuild as quickly as possible, monitor them and see how they do. 

Five years from now, let's look at a conversion plan so that we can convert these businesses to 

something that's more beneficial to the community. If you know anything better, let us know. 

But you can say all that and it would just fall on deaf ears. The political world was, here was an 

opportunity to get rid of all these liquor stores, those unwanted businesses in our district, and so 

therefore that was the political world. And for the first time I said we need to get more involved, 

because it was just a -- you were victimizing the victims, with no fault of their own.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Were you still involved with KAC at all at this point?  

 

 
01:14:53.0 
 

PAK: 
 

Yeah, it was through KAC that we were trying to do some of these things, and that when I got 

involved really for the first time, going to some political fundraising events with CD 10, also 

going to Michael Woo was running for mayor that time after Bradley decided not to run again, 

and somehow even though I helped Michael Woo I guess my name was out in the community, 

the Korean community, that I was active and Riordan when he was mayor appointed me to a 

commission, the Metropolitan Water District Commission, and that's when I really started to feel 

more, I guess, a responsibility and obligation not only for myself and my family but looking at 

the community as a whole, and realizing that attending fundraising wasn't just enough, and you 

had to actually hold those events on your own to really have the relationship that you want with 

politicians, because -- and then afterwards the follow-up because one of the biggest criticisms of 

the Korean community is that a lot of people give money and they take a picture and as long as 

they get the picture and they sign something, they're done. You've really got to follow up with 

these. It's no different than building a business relationship or a friendship or anything else. It's 

time, and it's also time where you also add value to their sort of thinking, and so you know, 

really in '92 was really when I started getting more involved politically, got into -- got on the 

commission, so understood how certainly the structure of the government and the city and the 

bigger picture of the state and federal, and I think being involved in KAC was sort of a good way 

to, I don't want to say launch, but it certainly gave me an awareness, so from there on we just 

started doing a lot more events, and one of the interest things was I stayed on the Metropolitan 

Water District Board for about a year and a half, two years, and the Riordan appointed me to the 

Board of Zoning Appeals which is where all these conditional use permits, CUPs and variances 

come with their appeal on a decision. And there was a very -- it wasn't an easy commission, 

because a lot of the liquor stores that were affected by the '92 riots were coming before a 

commission. And a lot of the existing laws were being now targeted by the community coalition 



of trying to shut down alcoholic establishments, and one of the tactics was that they were much 

more politically savvy. They had council people who were African-American and assembly 

people. They would call the police and the police would go out to a liquor store, come in 

unannounced and just sort of look around and say, this thing is out of place, you've got 

pornographic magazines where it should be behind the cupboard. Whether it was there or not, 

who knows, but here's a liquor store that they hadn't visited in three, four years and all of a 

sudden in a matter of a month they're out there five, six times. I say that's targeted, and so they 

come in and see what they buy and this and that, so therefore you want to put more condition in 

and you have to hire two security guards. You have to have surveillance cameras and you have to 

have a brighter parking lot. You don't have enough parking. You have to make sure that your 

sidewalks are clean. I mean, just about everything that can make somebody's businesses almost 

impossible to run, and this myth that these people are making tons of money and living -- it's not 

true. Never has been true. They work a lot of hours, and so when those case came before me, I 

tried to interject as much as I can the reality of what really goes through on these things. If in 

fact, the biggest violation in fact if they sell alcohol to a minor, it's a big infraction. But if it's 

other stuff, I try to limit the number of conditions, trying to find a a balance between what the 

committee is really wanting to do and I understand their (inaudible) but I also understand that 

these business people (inaudible). But they didn't create this. They were a carryover from another 

generation that... you know, so if you really want to point the finger, who started the liquor store. 

You go back and back. It changes hands to a lot of different groups. And so it's really hard to say 

who did it. But that's when really I got a taste of sort of how politics can influence policy and 

that can have impact on a group of people and individual businesses. And so I try to stay as 

involved as possible, and in the meantime you know, at that time, early 90's, when Riordan was 

the mayor, I tried to get more involved in the community, to get them more involved so when I 

would do fundraising events and I'd try to get the Koreatown Association or the Korean 

Federation and these people to come. But as the community grows, there's a lot of sort of -- a lot 

of people want to be chief, and there was a lot of sort of power, I guess, and that's just more of a 

fallacy than anything else, a power struggle, because there was really now power to have. 

(laughter) But this perceived power, and so when I said hey, I'm having this event for the Mayor 

and he would like to come to Koreatown and have a nice fundraising event, I'd go to one 

organization and they'd say, well, that organization's involved. We're not involved. And it was 

like kids fighting amongst each other as to who -- so I finally said, you know what, I don't think 

I'm going to make a lot of progress if I try to organize a community and go forward, because all 

it was doing was it was holding each other back. So I ended up doing a lot of these things on my 

own, with some of the people that I knew, just making phone calls, (inaudible), and in a lot of 

ways -- and because I also realized that having done more outside of the community in the 

mainstream, as big as Koreatown was getting, if you go to some places like Hollywood or West 

L.A., and you say have you ever been to Koreatown, they don't even know where it is. And there 

are still people out there that vaguely know that there's a Korean community, but probably have 

never been here, and so I realized that really the way they would perceive Korean-Americans is 

the way they perceive me. So in a lot of ways, even if you didn't want to be the sole 

representative of a community by default, you are. So it was really important for me that I at 

least project a certain image that hopefully will be looked up favorably, because really I would 

be the only sort of contact that they might have in a long time with Korean-Americans. So my 

behavior really is a reflection of how they might view the whole community. In a lot of ways, 

that's true. And so I I've been doing that sort of thing now for almost 14 years. I get criticized in 



the community, though, for doing that because they think I'm a solo player that is more of a 

maverick, Chris always does his own thing, but it wasn't because I didn't try bringing the group 

together. I certainly tried but I realized they weren't ready for me, and I'm not even so sure that 

they're ready for it now. Even among my generation, there are people who would -- and I think 

some of it is still cultural. Koreans are very proud people, and sometimes when you get -- you 

put so much more emphasis on pride, you lose focus on the real meaning of what pride is, sort of 

the nobleness of what having pride really stands for. Rather, when they have so much pride, they 

get jealous, and sometimes that jealous becomes something that's more sort of infectious and sort 

of more of a cancer than helping a community, making it more of a sort of -- the infighting keeps 

it from being looked upon as a very solid sort of community, so you know, I still sort of -- I do a 

little bit of reaching out now and then to bring some people in, the younger generation that I 

think has the ability to sort of look at a bigger picture of how we could work better together, you 

know, I think fortunately or unfortunately I'm in a position where I think I could request the 

mayor's office or someone to say, hey, I think this is a great candidate for you to look at as a 

commissioner, or I think this is a great person that should be able to go on this business 

delegation. But I served on five different commissions in the city of L.A., Metropolitan Water 

District Board. And I didn't know what that was when I first got on there, but it's one of the most 

important agencies in this region, because they're the ones who brought water down the Southern 

California, and I was the first Asian-American ever on that board's 77-year history, and I never 

realized it. There had been some people on that board when I got first put on that board, longer 

on that board than I'd been alive. Talk about water buffaloes, I mean, there were some old-timers 

there that as far as they were concerned water is for certain type of people, and it was like a 

privilege for you to be able to get this water, and it was a really interesting culture. The whole 

water, history of water out in California.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Yeah, it's pretty deep. (laughter)  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

Yeah, they had a saying that in California, whiskey's for drinking, water's for fighting, and that's 

so true in California. And then I got on the Board of Zoning Appeals and I was there for a while 

and I chaired that for about a year and a half, and then the mayor asked me to go out on the new -

- and this was a very interesting story too. I was -- the mayor right after the charter was 

reformed, a new department was created, the Department of Neighborhood Empowerment, and 

they were seven commissioners that were being selected. I was one of the seven in the first 

commission to oversee this department, the Creation of Neighborhoods Council. And then Mike 



Feuer, who was a councilman, opposed my nomination. Apparently, as a Board of Zoning 

Appeal Chair, I had approved a Del Taco on a vacant lot on La Cienega Boulevard near 

Olympic, and for the life of me I couldn't figure out what significant impact that had to the 

community, other than that, OK, it's not the greatest food. (laughter) But better than having some 

other use potentially go on there without any kind of a (inaudible) process, because it was a 

commercial zone. And one of his deputy, planning deputy at that time said that, you know, Chris 

is not a very sensitive guy towards the neighborhoods. And so I had a meeting with Mike and I 

sat there and told him, Mike, I said, when I was with -- the most difficult thing that I ever had to 

do was to impose these conditions on Korean-Americans who lost their businesses who were 

being targeted, and yet nine times out of ten I think I went more with the community than the 

business people. And I said, if you think that's being insensitive, then if you truly believe that, 

then there's nothing I can do. So finally, he relented, so I got on that commission, and I served 

there for about a year and a half, and then I ended up -- then the mayor asked me to go on to the 

airport commission, so I was on the airport commission, and then when Jimmy Hahn, he came in 

there, he asked me to go on the Park Commission. 

 

So I think I've done enough commissions. I started on the State Regional Water Quality Control 

Board for Governor Davis, for the L.A. region, and that was a very interesting board because it 

really did wake me up to the impacts of the environment. Up until now as an architect and sort of 

wanting to be a developer, I knew it was important but I didn't really take it to heart. It is 

something that as I'm getting older feel like I have to do my part. So, and you know, through that 

regional water board, I got to meet some people on that board who were very, very well aware of 

environmental issues, and a couple of them after I left the commission -- and I resigned from my 

commissions about two years ago, both the state and the -- because I thought I'd had enough and 

I wanted to do other things in the community, so after a couple of those board members asked 

me to go on the California League of Conservation Voters, the board of directors, so I'm on that 

board and then I serve on the building commission for the L.A. archdiocese, overseeing 

properties and looking at -- they have a lot of construction and remodeling of existing churches 

and schools, so I do that. And those are the only two outside of my office that I bother with.  

 

 
01:19:33.0 
 

CLINE: 
 

Wow. I have many hours of questions I could ask you following that, which I won't, but I wanted 

to ask you since you were describing all these relationships of all these commissions, particularly 

in the wake of the riots and the change in perception perhaps in the city, the change in regime in 

the city government. How do you view the various mayors' effectiveness and responsiveness at 

this point to the Korean community? How would you rate it or evaluate it?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 



 

I think Mayor Riordan was someone that because I think he came from -- he worked hard to 

attain his fortune, and he enough wealth that sometimes -- and he's a fun-loving guy, and I don't 

think -- he was one of the persons I would really say didn't really care where you came from, 

who you were, what you did, as long as you did your job, and I think that's how he saw the 

community as a whole, and I think he really appreciated the Korean community because he 

recognized that we do work hard and that we do make a contribution to the city. He didn't do 

anything in particular in terms of policy and whatnot for Koreatown or not, but certainly I think 

he allowed the businesses to operate. As long as they were playing by the rules of what we are 

allowed to do, I think he was a very encouraging in that sense. And I think the community also 

respected him for not only his business acumen, but as a mayor who was progressive. He shook 

things up. He brought a business mentality to a bureaucracy that was sort of mired and certainly 

in the latter part of Mayor Bradley, was sort of lackadaisical. And then when the riot happened, it 

was just sort of a wake-up call to everybody. You can't have the same thing for so long. 

 

Jimmy Hahn was a mayor who the Korean community knew very well, Kenny Hahn and the fact 

that Hahn sounded Korean. He professed to have always been a great champion for the Korean 

community, yet knowing Jimmy I knew there was a propensity for him to sort of relax on the 

job. I don't think he was a very hard-working person. I think he got into politics by default. You 

know, Jimmy, I just don't think politics was in his nature. I think he's much more of a romanticist 

than he is a politician, and it shows in the way he dealt with people, and thus the presence of his 

father's legacy is so huge and was such an influence that we see Kenny Hahn when we see 

Jimmy, and in a lot of ways that was his masquerade. But at the end of the day when we realized 

he became the mayor, it was a much more visible position than being a city chairman, and yet 

you know, he was probably one of the mayors you saw the least, a city, the second largest city in 

the world or in the country, with Hollywood as your main product, here was a mayor that 

disappears on you and I remember when he took the trip to Asia, I wasn't a delegate but I 

happened to be there and I bumped into them in the lobby of the hotel and that was towards the 

end of his trip and I say, "Hey, Mayor. How are you doing?" And I said, "So how's it been 

going?" "I'm tired. I want to go home." You know, so it was a -- he certainly didn't do any harm, 

but there was no energy, and the community felt that. And we did support him quite a bit. I think 

he came out once or twice to the community, and I think this current mayor, you know, Antonio 

is -- it's only been now a little over a year, but just the energy level has just picked up and the 

whole city is excited about what it can be, and I think that was his message. Let us strive for 

what we can be. And he certainly is working hard. He's everywhere. So I think this community 

in general as a Korean American, which is really entrepreneurial. They feed off of that energy, 

and they want to be part of that, and so I think we have a mayor that I think will set a great 

example and just, if nothing else, just trying hard and having the energy to try hard.  

 

 
01:24:29.0 
 

CLINE: 
 

How would you view the significance of the '92 riots on the Korean-American community not 

just in L.A., but generally?  



 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

I think it was a wake-up call. Certainly it was tragic for the individual business owners that were 

victimized by the riot, but as a whole, as a community, it really woke up the consciousness of a 

lot of people, even people like myself, whether they were first generation or in a transitional 

generation. I think if you look at how the first generation reacted, they reacted -- they really 

didn't have a choice as to how to react except a lot of anger and frustration. Anger because they 

got victimized, frustration that they didn't have anybody who could help them. And so I think at 

that time they realized that the next generation -- there sort of a shift of power between the first 

generation and this transitional generation that really started taking place after the riot. And at the 

same time, that torch being passed hasn't gone as quickly as it could because this transitional 

generation was still at a phase where we were just getting out of college and getting started. So 

there was a gap of the people who could really take that opportunity and really organize it and go 

faster in making progress towards having to make sure that we don't get that kind of treatment 

again. But having said that, I think it was certainly a tragic incident for not only us but for the 

whole city. We really tarnished our image. Here in the 90's, I mean, this is 1992 and we're having 

a riot. What does that talk about the racial diversity that supposedly this country embraces and 

immigrants and here we're trying to impose human rights on China and other parts of the world 

and yet here in our own back yard you've got a riot. And it's because it's race-related in a lot of 

ways, the ways the press puts it out and the way the Korean presses in Korea put it out was like, 

you know, those African-Americans. Wonder why we're struggling, why the Korean-Americans 

are having a hard time. It's all blamed on them. 

 

So it was really a tragic incident, not only for us as a community but really the whole city and the 

larger context of the country, and I think in a lot of ways it sort of sent a wave much stronger 

here. This is the epicenter, but you know, it sort of trickles into Washington D.C. but here it was 

a wake-up call. And it woke up a lot of people who probably would not have been very much 

involved and someone like Angela Oh, who was a KAC volunteer like I was at that time, doing 

things, and she got thrust onto a national scene, and whether she was -- she got thrust on there 

because she was such an active and a leader of the community, no. She was like everybody else, 

burst onto the national scene but given Angela's character and her intelligence, she was able to 

represent us well, enough that she is now someone who can talk about race relations, so out of 

the riot there were people who were really heroic in the sense that they were ground zero helping 

people, then there were people who became heroic because of the incident and then there are 

people who I think understood that we have to get more diverse in our own thinking to avoid this 

in the future. And so there's a lot of things that came out of that riot. And I'm hoping a lot more 

of it is positive, and I think that is the case, and that's the direction that we need to go in, which is 

really we need to be more visible. We need to be more outgoing. We need to be more 

extroverted. We need to engage in the communities more in order for us to be really ingratiated 

into this country as part of the fabric of this country.  



 

 
01:29:31.0 
 

CLINE: 
 

You can speak to this very well because your parents were first-generation, you're in the 

transitional generation, now you have kids yourself. How do you view the characteristics of the 

different culture of each generation now as things progress and things change, and of course 

become more strictly American?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

You know, for me, I really have to take my hats off to the first generation. Now, as I'm getting 

old, I remember a few years back when I had my second child, and he was about three or four, 

and I thought to myself, because of the conditions of this country I had to make a move, take my 

whole family, go to a different country, and have to make a living there, would I be able to do it? 

And that's a daunting thought. And then in this day of information and technology, it's much 

easier. In those days, to get a letter from Korea to here was a chore. So thinking in those lines, I 

give them all the credit in the world. There was a lot of shortcomings, but if we blame them for 

those shortcomings, then I don't think we can do them justice. I think what we as a transitional 

generation as far as I'm concerned have to do is take the blessings and the courage of what the 

first generation did to make sure we pass on something much better and an opportunity -- not so 

much opportunity, but the attainment of opportunity to our next generation. We were the 

generation that's going to have to open the doors and make sure that our next generation can just 

walk in and compete with everybody else. Our parents' job was to get us to the door, and to even 

have a chance to knock on it, and that's what they did. I think they did that better than any other 

immigrant story in this country, in a relatively short period of time. It's really 20 years. You can 

say the 70's, but really, it's the 80's and the 90's, and in that short period of time you look at 

Wilshire Boulevard, this area. In the early 90's, this place was a ghost town. So was Olympic 

Boulevard and yet, its again one of the most desirable place and all the development that's going 

on along this stretch of Wilshire Boulevard, the importance of economics that we as a 

community play in the city, if we took all of our businesses and added up the taxed that we paid, 

an enormous amount of money. We're making strides politically. I think we still need to work on 

that. We need to be more -- not aggressive, but we need to be more assertive. And I think we 

need to do a better job of voting. That's something that's our fault. We can't blame anybody else, 

but we must go and vote, because I think economically we can compete and we can show that we 

have that kind of ability. But voting is just abysmal, so first-generation's -- they did their job and 

then some.  

 

 
01:34:15.0 



 

CLINE: 
 

You've said that you at this point prefer to just be called American. Your children have Korean-

American parents -- their grandparents, I guess, I'm gathering still speak a lot of Korean. Do they 

understand this Korean at all? I'm thinking of this too in light of the fact that for example there 

are a lot of adoptees who came to this country from Korea, grew up in Caucasian usually 

families, were essentially completely cut off from their cultural heritage, and then many of them 

wound up being very angry and bitter because they grew up being so alienated from almost any 

sense of identity or who they were or what their culture was. What do you see as the significance 

now for current generation, the second generation and beyond to have a connection to the Korean 

culture and to being Korean in America?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

I think it's, and I think a lot of it has to come down to parenting, and obviously that's a wide field 

to cover. And I wonder -- and the adopted kids from Korea who lived in Iowa versus my kids 

who are not adopted, have parents of Korean descent, in a lot of ways still face similar kinds of 

issues, but it comes to the parenting. I certainly would not deprive my kids of trying to teach 

them, or at least exposing them to Korean culture, Korean identity, or at least the sort of their 

sort of social makeup, and then for them they can't help but get exposed, because their parents 

are of Korean descent. They have grandparents parents who are that way. I don't think if you 

asked them what is the Korean culture, they'd have no idea. Probably no different then the kid 

who was adopted and living in Iowa. I think the big difference is they have a better chance to be 

exposed, as opposed to the kid in Iowa. That would be really the biggest difference, and the 

saddest part if it doesn't. They should expose them to the culture. It doesn't mean that that's who 

you are, but I think who you are is so much defined by how you as a parent want your child to 

sort of perceive things. For me, I said I'm an American and I tell my kids that you're an 

American, because from that vantage point we can proceed and see so many different things. 

Only is it in this country that you have the flexibility, the opportunity to choose and pick a 

culture if you want to learn about it, to go there, to learn the language. It's not (inaudible) places 

like Africa. It's not encouraged in places like Korea, some parts of Asia. So we have, I think, the 

distinct advantage and the opportunity for my kids to be in and enjoy whatever culture they have. 

I'd like to give them that option. I'm not one of those parents who were taught because I was born 

in Korea and I'm of Korean descent, you have to learn Korean culture first. I'm not going to do 

that. I'll introduce them to it, and I think going to the Korean restaurants and going to my parents' 

house, at some point going to Korea is introduction enough. But if they had interest in other 

cultures, by all means. But you're an American, and being an American allows you the freedom 

to do that. And I think that's important, because it gives them a strong identity, it gives them an 

identity not so much on a nationality. Being an American isn't really -- important isn't in the 

word "American." It's in the concept of how this country was created and how this country is still 

formed. It's not perfect, but it's that concept and the philosophy and ideology that makes the way 



we think different from the way people in Eastern Europe used to think or even in Korea. And 

I've been to other parts of the world and I can compare our way of thinking versus their way of 

thinking. And I don't know, maybe I'm biased. The philosophy and what this country was based 

is far better than any other.  

 

 
01:39:18.0 
 

CLINE: 
 

You've done a lot of work by way of advocating the Korean community here. You described a 

lot of that today. You got involved in things like KAC when you were in college. How much do 

you think being a Korean-American has shaped your life and affected your work, your success in 

your -- not just in your sort of in your life here as a citizen of L.A., but even may be your 

business.  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

I think the only thing that I think being a Korean-American has given me an advantage, certainly 

from in terms of doing business, because when I first started -- when I really started on my own, 

I was in a partnership and really in '96 when I opened this company, because by then we had a 

nice base of Korean-Americans here, there was obviously sort of a much easier camaraderie, 

working with an architect who's Korean-American perhaps, and having learned how to speak the 

language a little bit to be able to communicate. So that's sort of --while they weren't big job, it 

was enough to keep me busy, and it was really more Korean-Americans than first-generation 

Koreans that couldn't really communicate even then with the first-generation Koreans. And also, 

sort of I guess, not directly related but the riot happening, being Korean-American at that time 

and still having some relation to the fact that these are the Korean-Americans who have been 

affected, you know, while not having a direct relation, indirectly it propelled me to take more 

responsibility and more in the beginning as a Korean-American so it doesn't happen again to the 

Korean-American community. That sort of matured now, now sort of thinking more in a bigger 

sense and sort of saying not only for our community but really you the other communities can 

benefit from having an interaction with one another. So certainly it was a starting point, and I 

think some of the trap that one could fall into with having such a strong identity as Korean-

Americans is that you have to sort of be able to make progress and I think make the transition 

into being the same, looking and saying, "I'm an American." And that's the reason I think my 

parents came here, and I think that's the reason I do what I do, is so that the next generation or 

generation after that could have no question about their loyalty to this country or their rightful 

belonging and their having a sense of ownership. Because I think that's a big sort of a roadblock 

for even some of the transitional generation, because they still have a hard time struggling with 

their identity. They're not sure if they're this or that. And their kids end up being in that same 

predicament. So I think it's very important that yes you start off as being a Korean-American, 



especially for immigrants, but you have to sort of blossom out of that to become something 

bigger.  

 

 
01:44:06.0 
 

CLINE: 
 

You've lived through the development of Koreatown from the area where your parents set up 

their office right in the area where what we now call Koreatown sort of started. You've 

mentioned yourself a restaurant and a market, to what it is now. I'm sitting in your office that's in 

Koreatown. It's a high-rise. I'm looking around it, a very rapidly changing neighborhood. There's 

a lot of construction, a lot of development going on. There's currently, as you've mentioned, a lot 

of investment in this area from Korea. How do you view this evolution of Koreatown and where 

do you see it heading now that it's become not only huge but clearly such a big economic player 

in the city of Los Angeles.  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

And I think being recognized comes with a responsibility and I think I mentioned last time that 

when Bob Hertzberg came and we started talking about his perception of Koreatown, which I 

thought was vastly different than most previous politicians, he recognized that we had arrived. 

And he said, look, you need to take more responsibility. And we're going to come to you, not 

with what can we do for you. We're going to come to you and say, well, how can you fix this? 

And that is a huge statement coming from someone who is a Speaker of the House of California, 

who I think is a bright person, has a tremendous amount of relationships all over this state, 

particularly in L.A., and so having said that, we are in a position to make I think significant 

change and set the direction of how this city, particularly in this metropolitan area, will evolve in 

the next 25 years. And then it's not just because of Koreatown, but it's the city as a whole, this 

region, and the shift in demographics and the increase of population. And then the lack of a 

policy to have better housing for so many years, and infrastructure, and all of those things are 

sort of clashing at this time and the epicenter seems to be Koreatown, and to some degree 

downtown. And the way I envisioned this city and how Koreatown would play a role is that this 

economic engine will continue to sort of -- I don't think it will go west but it will continue to go 

east and at some point downtown and Koreatown sort of meshes as one sort of big downtown. 

And in that process, I think Hollywood comes in and parts of SC, and that really becomes for a 

lack of a better term a Manhattan of L.A., where we allow much more increase in density, where 

we allow mixed zoning, so that people don't have to always get in a car to go places. But we 

have to make better infrastructure in terms of public transportation. Not just buses, not just 

railway -- taxi systems and, you know, shuttle systems, and mixed zoning, and we call that smart 

growth because it also has an environmental impact. So much of our emission into the air is 

automobiles. the majority of it is. If you didn't have to get into your car to go and take care of 



some of your businesses, it's smart growth and that only could happen if you have mixed zoning. 

 

The seat of L.A. was always zoned as an automobile safe -- it was zoned for cars. It wasn't zoned 

for people. Now we sort of realize that and I think that city officials have wakened up to the fact 

that, hey, we have to revisit the way we plan things. So there's much more emphasis on higher 

density along transportation corridors, pockets of communities that really allow for mixed zoning 

so that in the middle of a block you can have a grocery store. It's not always at the corners. And 

Koreatown is right smack in the middle of that experiment, that springboard to doing that, and 

that's why the kind of product that we're doing on an MTA station at the corner of Wilshire and 

Western, we have 40,000 square foot of retail with 186 units of condo a block, and more of those 

will take place, and more of it needs to take place in order for us to, I think, as a city still enjoy 

the quality of life overall, still maintain some of the images of having open space and the 

beaches, but the concentration of density in sort of an urban inner city is here, and I think 

Korean-Americans have a huge role that we could play, certainly the transitional generation can, 

and not only by being able to bring capital resources from Korea but I've had meetings with 

Deutsche Bank, had meetings with Tishman from New York, looking at opportunities, so not 

only are we playing a role in sort of developing the area, but we're playing a role in trying to get 

financial commitments not just from within the city but outside, to be able to attract more 

investments, which is really how the city needs to go into the future.  

 

 
01:49:21.0 
 

CLINE: 
 

And you've mentioned this earlier, but clearly you've been back to Korea since you left. What's 

your impression of what's happening in Korea, and how it's changed since you left, when 

obviously it's change a real lot. (laughter)  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

You know, I went back for the first time in 1986. It's been 16 years since I was there, and I went 

there with my father, and so at that time I was just out of college and I was more interested in 

looking at buildings and the architecture of things, so I didn't get a real flavor for how the society 

had changed, but my first impression was there's a lot more of certain -- architecture wasn't quite 

as fancy yet. And I remember at that time going, you know, some of the things on the outside 

look great but when you get inside it's still a little bit not right. Outside appearance was more 

important than what they had inside it, and in a lot of ways as I reflect back that's sort of the way 

the society is too. On the surface they put on a great show, like the '88 Olympics, but if you look 

into the side of how they ran their businesses and their government, it wasn't a (inaudible) and 

there was a lot of backroom deals. That's what happened in the '97 financial crisis. All of that 

stuff came out. 



 

But now I go back. A lot of the upper management were trained and educated in the U.S. You 

know, they're sophisticated in the way that you conduct your business operations. The society's 

pattern of how they live changed. Women are much more aggressive than they were before. I 

think women are trying to get more into the work force than ever before. But there's still some 

ways to go in terms of their legal system. That needs to provide more protection for women, for 

foreign investments, for an open society, not being so homogeneous, how they perceive different 

cultures and different countries. They still have a little bit of a caste system when it comes to 

how they compare themselves to other countries. Those things have to -- those barriers have to 

break down, I think, in order for them to move on, to become a much greater society and a 

greater country. And I think in a lot of ways, Japan is the same way. They're still stigmatized a 

lot but they are what they are. They kept themselves, rather than really opening the doors and 

being able to sort of compete in a global place, they were in a rut for ten years, and if they don't 

open up again they'll probably go back into that rut, so this progress is very stagnant, countries 

like that, versus us where we -- with all the flaws, the freedom, the free flow of ideas, and your 

creativeness and all that stuff is still encouraged, so you know, the progress we make is steady. 

It's not stagnant. We don't take ten steps and then stay there for like ten years, take a couple of 

steps and take another step. But we still have our issues, but still. I think the way -- I think the 

underlying philosophy of this country is really what makes this country good.  

 

 
01:53:38.0 
 

CLINE: 
 

And you've -- you've even had projects in, I'd say, politically very oppressive countries as well, 

Vietnam, Myanmar, China even. And how do you view in the larger picture the interaction in 

how people will inevitably become players in the Pacific Rim as this will have an impact on a 

city like Los Angeles, how things might change and in terms of that kind of a dynamic becoming 

more global with our neighbors so to speak?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

I think let's start from sort of the microcosm of what is the Korean-American community, and 

how we function amongst ourselves and how we as a community view ourselves in the global 

picture. You will see probably as many Korean-American business people doing business in 

other countries as any other community. And part of that is because I think one thing there's a 

tremendous entrepreneurial spirit, and at the same time I think we -- because of what we're able 

to accomplish here, and as I say, give a lot of credit to the first generation, there's a lot of 

confidence that we can go and do business wherever. And if you take that into a bigger sort of 

scale of what is Los Angeles, and here we have -- I think at one point I heard that we have over a 

hundred and some fifty languages spoken in this city. So if you really had to say that the 



diversity of -- the greatest diversity in the city is here, and all different kinds of people from 

different parts of the world. And then you have a mayor who I think right now is able to sort of 

feel that energy, to sort of at least take the first step, I think parlaying that into opportunities, and 

not just in business but just in advertising the fact that we are that kind of a city, and I don't think 

that too many countries really realize that. I don't think people really understand what that 

means. 

 

Some people in Beijing, I mean, know that L.A. is diverse, but I don't think they really know 

what that means. We're still trying to figure that out, and I think we use that word very loosely 

but when you really get right down to it, I think only ten percent of the population really have a 

diverse group of people they actually do business with or are friends with, so I think that's one of 

the things that this mayor is trying to do, is to get the word out, to advertise the fact that this 

diversity is really the richness of our city, because we can draw resources from all parts of the 

world and have contacts throughout parts of the world, and now we'll continue to happen not 

only for this city but for the Korean-American community, we are going to probably as a 

community -- I think in the last, I've seen in the last few years actually, a lot more interaction 

with other communities here, first whether it's through businesses or through churches. And 

because the churches are probably the oldest organization in this community, so they made more 

progress than anyone else probably, same thing. And they did a lot of stuff with churches in the 

African-American community. They have, I think seminars at some of the synagogues, so 

they've done a good job of doing an outreach, and I think the business community is beginning to 

do more of that. I see more Korean-American businesses who do business with non-Koreans 

than they do with Koreans, even here. And even the restaurants here, if you go to some of these -

- it's much more diverse than it ever was before.  

 

 
01:57:33.0 
 

CLINE: 
 

You kind of walked into one of my questions, which is, how do you perceive the role of the 

church in the Korean-American community as the generations progress into the future.  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

They will continue to be, I think, the nucleus of that, of sections of the community, and even 

though you, whether you're a transitional generation or a second generation, and as much as I tell 

my kids that you are American, they in their own way somehow make the connection that, hey, 

there's a group of people who look like me, enjoy the same kind of food that I enjoy. I mean, my 

older son enjoys any food, but inevitably they have a choice, and I think the big difference is the 

choice. And I think the church is the primary (inaudible) but still play a role in being able to 

accommodate whether it's second generation or third generation to be able to sort of congregate 



on a Sunday, to sort of share experiences, but I don't think it's really to share, to be able to lean 

on one another as much as it was before. Because if you look at in a lot of ways, there's a 

Korean-American church, one of the first ones on Robertson Boulevard, and a lot of the second 

generation or third generation no longer go to church, and they assimilate so much into sort of 

everyday life and weekend stuff that the need to go to church, unless you're more faith-based, 

starts to dissipate. 

 

So even that church, even though it was really the oldest church and had a lot more second-

generation and third-generation, it's mostly not first-generation, because the new immigrants use 

that as their crutches, and then it happens with the Chinese and the Japanese communities, and 

the Japanese-American community still has a very tight-knit sports organization, Little League 

and basketball and baseball and things of that nature. So you can't help the fact that you look 

similar and you have the same similar tendencies, but I think the biggest difference is the choice. 

My kids have more choices to go or not go. They can fit in and go to a Bar Mitzvah and feel just 

as comfortable there as they would at a Korean first-year birthday for one of their cousins, and I 

think that's really the beauty of it, seeing then grow up, and it's sort of an affirmation that we as a 

community is grown-up.  

 

 
02:01:06.0 
 

CLINE: 
 

Just take us briefly, if you will, through -- you mentioned in '96 you started this company. 

Clearly it's doing pretty well, at least it appears to be doing pretty well. In a marketplace that's 

clearly very competitive and as you've already described and we've talked about, sometimes goes 

through extreme fallow periods. How did you get here? What led to your level of success as an 

architect?  

 

 
02:06:48.0 
 

PAK: 
 

Well, you know, when I dissolved the earlier partnership that I had when I was recruited to 

become a partner, you know, I'd taken some of the projects that I had brought in, so it wasn't like 

I started with nothing. But still, you know, when you take out products and they're from the early 

part of your career your fees probably tend to be a lot less than they probably should be to make 

money on it. It's really just to keep your doors open, and so I started with about four people, and 

some of the projects that we had brought out really with the (inaudible) and you know, it was 

tough. The first couple of years, it's just -- there were days when you think to yourself, oh, where 

am I going to get my next job, and where my next project's going to come from. But you keep 

doing what you at least know you can do, which is to go out and try to meet as many people as 

possible, so I think -- and I tell a lot of people who get into the fundraising business and getting 

into politics, why should I get into politics, and they think that, well, if you get to know a 



politician there's favors to give. And said, you know, you're missing the point. An elected official 

can never do you a favor because that would be a clear conflict, and that's not the reason why 

you do politics. The reason you do it is because one you like that candidate and you think he can 

do the best job regardless of whether you think he's going to win or lose. If you go in on that 

basis, you might was well gamble in Las Vegas, because it's the very same thing. The other 

reason is because you care for the community that you -- whether it's the city or your own 

community. But I think that the value really is in the networking. You get to meet a lot of people 

when you go to events or when have events. And it's that networking that is where the value is, 

besides the fact that you're hopefully going to elect somebody or help some who will be a good 

politician, who would actually do a good job. 

 

And so really, through that, you create a network and the first time it was very tough for me. 

Most of the time I go to an event, whether it's a political event or some kind of business event, 

and there are 150 people in it, I maybe know one. And to go there and to say I'm so-and-so and 

here's my business card, and a developer's been doing development for 50 years in the city of 

L.A., they probably have a long list of architects that they've used and probably went to school 

with. And I try to make it a point to collect, every time I go to an event, ten business cards. And I 

make follow-up calls. I'll be lucky if I get one that returns the call, but over time, as you do that, 

they keep seeing you at these events. 

 

There's one or two opportunities that come along in a year, and if you do a good job and you 

build a good reputation, hopefully that's when someone will propose others to come and seek 

you out and so that really happened -- for the first five years, really just running around and 

meeting as many people as you can and the work that you did get, do the best job you can and 

make sure that the clients are happy. And then, we started on the 17th floor. It was maybe a 

1,500 square foot space. And then in 2003, yeah, 2003 is when we moved down here, after seven 

years. We were now getting pretty decent-sized projects, but we still had to chase a lot of the 

clients. It wasn't until about maybe two years ago, two and a half years ago that I think the curve 

sort of is like this and then at some point it starts to do that, and about two years ago is when I 

was getting more calls from people being referred than me trying to really heavily market. And 

so now I don't have to worry about where my next project may be coming from as much as I 

used to, so it allows me the freedom to sort of explore other options and that's why we started 

going into development, so we have a development company along with our architecture practice 

and we have about 40-some staff members who are on the architectural side and about four on 

the development side, and we'll continue to sort of mix the two, and I still like the architecture 

and I still like to sit down once in a while and do actual design and start doing conceptual design. 

A lot of our projects, I still do a lot of the conceptual design. At least I set the course of how this 

project should go and what the concept should be. One of the fun projects that we may end up 

doing is sort of an expansion to the Crustacean restaurant in Beverly Hills, a very good place, so 

we met with the client.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 



 

Vietnamese, by the way, for the record.  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

Yeah, and so we started talking about it. So I got together with my design team and talked about 

the concept, what are we trying to accomplish here. So you know, and I spent a lot of time, I 

mean, Monday through Thursday I'd tell my wife if I come home early that's a blessing, but a lot 

of times through dinner meetings and after dinner meetings but most of the day I've spent the 

time doing meetings, and so the real time that I have is really after hours that I get to sit down 

and go through my e-mails, do some of the administrative stuff, write contracts, and look at the -- 

responding back to certain business opportunities, or sitting down and actually looking at a 

project and saying this doesn't seem to be working well, and so on Friday nights is when my wife 

and I go out on our own date, no kids, just the two of us and we have dinner and we've been 

doing that for 17 years. And I think that's really good for us. Then on weekends, if I come in 

early in the morning to the office until about maybe noon, and then I go home and (inaudible), 

try to spend as much quality time -- I think quantity of time isn't what's really important. It's the 

quality. My brother always says, hey, you've got to spend more time with the kids. Bro, you're 

sitting on the couch, man. The kids are over there! (laughter) Where's the interaction? Quality, 

that's important.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

And how old are your kids now?  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

Thirteen. Colin is an eighth grader at Brentwood, and Gavin is eleven and he's a sixth grader at 

Saint Anastasia's.  

 

 
02:10:39.0 
 

CLINE: 



 

I honestly don't think I have any more -- I'd like to talk to you a lot longer, but I think I pretty 

much asked the main things that I wanted to ask you, and considering that we had to have our 

time somewhat cut short I think we maximized the time that we had. For the record, since it 

relates to what you were talking about, I think, you're about to go on a trip to Asia, part of which 

will be spent accompanying the mayor on his trip over there, so you obviously are the person 

who would know what the significance of all this is, and it's great to hear you tell us about that 

for the record. My last question to you is, as we sit here in this office, I wish I had a picture of it 

for the person who is listening to this or reading it. Here you are sitting on this couch with this 

wall of windows of glass behind you, with a construction project behind you, two large cranes, 

and these semi-tall buildings. It's really the perfect visual setting for this, but as you described 

yourself growing up here in L.A., coming from Korea, getting into architecture almost seemingly 

kind of by accident and getting into Cal Poly Pomona by default, and struggling to come to terms 

with what you decided to do which was architecture and being a Korean-American here in Los 

Angeles did you ever think you'd wind up here? Is this what you envisioned for yourself?  

 

 
02:14:32 
 

PAK: 
 

You know, when I was in junior high school, going into high school, I envisioned myself a 

basketball player, and my mom shot that down real quick. No, and that's why as I sort of -- my 

parents finally retired this past weekend. And then it's only been, I think, maybe less than a year. 

I really feel these days very blessed, and I have a strong sense of being thankful to my parents, 

and not that I didn't have it before, but the magnitude of what they did, and that's why I keep 

saying I don't ever fault them for anything they did or didn't do. And there's a sense of sort of 

some serenity and calmness. For the last ten years, I was running hard. You sort of feel like that 

hamster in the cage on the wheel. You keep running and running, but you sort of -- and the wheel 

is getting bigger, but you're in the same place. And I sort of feel that I'm off that wheel, and 

things are going to, I think, eventually -- now I think I can sort of dream and plan to go wherever 

I'd like to go. I think up to this point, I think I'm able to be where I am because I had good 

parents, parents who loved me and for good or bad supported me. And I think -- and a wife who 

really supported me. I think those were very fundamental to whether they were Korean-

American or any other ethnic group, the fundamental formula for, I think, where I am today. 

 

Yeah, I think I worked hard. I think I made some smart decisions. But I also made sure that I 

didn't make hasty decisions or think short-term. And I think I realized earlier on that I really am a 

transitional generation. I'm not going to be one to seek fame or big fortune. I'm realistic, I think, 

and sort of making sure that if I take a step forward I'm not going to take two steps back. I have 

to build a very strong foundation. So it may take a little bit longer than I expected, or I wanted to. 

And I was hoping by the time I was 40 that I'd be (inaudible) a little late, but I think in your 30's 

is when you really network. I think in your 20's and your late 20's, early 30's is when you learn 

your craft enough to be able to network and I think it's in your 40's when you really make the 

opportunities come to you and hopefully in the mid-40's to the mid-50's when you make those 

opportunities come to fruition. Hoping my kids won't have to go through that same phase, and I 



think they have a head start. But no, I never think that I'd be in this kind of an office at this stage. 

And in some ways, I'm a protÃ©gÃ© of my parents in that I don't think they were -- I think they 

finally were able to sit down a month ago to think about all the things that they've done because 

they've been in this race for so long.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Wow, yeah.  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 
 

And in that process, you know, it's hard to sit down and really sort of evaluate and analyze and 

think. I'm fortunate that for whatever reason I was someone -- some divine intervention saying, 

hey, Chris, you need to start thinking more. At some point you need to think about this, and think 

about not just the work but think about some of the spiritual aspects of things. And I think about 

the inner soul of who you are, what you want. And then going through that process, I'm very 

comfortable to be able to say I'm an American, the kids are American, but I'm never going to 

lose the fact that I was born in Korea. That's a rich part of who I am. There was also as rich part 

that I've become which is to understand this culture, this philosophy, so I feel really blessed, and 

I feel very fortunate and very thankful not only to my parents but for this country, too, to be able 

to have a place that they could come to and have that kind of opportunity.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

You may have just answered my last question which is you mentioned a lot of people of this 

transitional generation being confused, sort of not knowing what they are or who they are, 

questions of identity, questions of where they belong. Are you confused? (laughter)  

 

 

 

 

PAK: 



 

I'm an American of Korean descent.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

All right. Thank you very much for talking to us. I really appreciate it, especially considering 

how busy I know your schedule is, and on behalf of the UCLA Library's Center for Oral History 

research we thank you for you time.  

 

 
02:16:57.0 
 

PAK: 
 

Thank you, and I also want to personally thank you and UCLA for having the sensitivity to say 

that this is an important part of the L.A. history, to want to document it and put it on record, so I 

really appreciate the opportunity. Thank you.  

 

 

 

 

CLINE: 
 

Well, it's one of the most important developments in the city's history of the last 40 years or so, 

so how could we not know that. Thank you.  

 


