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1. Transcript 

1.1. Session 1 (January 20, 2006) 

CLINE 

00:00:00 

OK. Today is January 20th, 2006. 

SONG 

00:00:12 

It is? 

CLINE 

00:00:12 

You're hooked up there. And I'm interviewing Johng Ho Song in his 

office in Koreatown. And this is session number one; we used to say 

tape number one, now we no longer have tape, so I can't say that. 

Good morning. 

SONG 

00:00:36 

Good morning, Alex. 
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CLINE 

00:00:38 

Thank you for meeting with me this morning. 

SONG 

00:00:40 

Thank you for coming here. 

CLINE 

00:00:42 

Since this is essentially a series on Korean-American immigrants in 

Los Angeles, it's in this case your life story, so I'm going to begin 

where we always begin with: where and when were you born? 

SONG 

00:01:00 

It's been awhile. I was born in Seoul, Korea, back in 1962, on 

November 24. 

CLINE 

00:01:10 

Ah, OK. 

SONG 

00:01:11 

Year of the tiger. 

CLINE 

00:01:15 

And what can you tell me about your parents, beginning with your 

father [Ken Song? 

SONG 



00:01:20 

Well, my father was born and raised in North Korea until he was 16 

and he came down to South Korea; it was right before the war 

broke out. Actually, he came by himself is what I remember, and 

his family joined him about a year or two later. 

CLINE 

00:01:41 

And about what year would that have been, do you know? 

SONG 

00:01:45 

Oh, he was born in 1930, so 16 -- that would be about 1946, I 

believe. 

CLINE 

00:01:50 

OK. 

SONG 

00:01:48 

1946, 1947. 

CLINE 

00:01:55 

Uh-huh. And what did your father do? 

SONG 

00:02:00 

My father entered into the police academy at a very young age. I 

think -- this may not be appropriate for this particular tape, but I 

think he lied about his age, trying to get into the police academy. 

And he got accepted; I believe it was when he was 16 or 17. 



CLINE 

00:02:27 

Wow. 

SONG 

00:02:29 

He's supposed to be 18. So I think he increased his age by one or 

two so that he could be part of South Korean police academy -- 

that's where the training was. And I guess he moved on to military 

when the war broke out, so he was in the military for a long time. 

He was part of HID -- I don't know what HID stands for, but it was a 

secret -- what do you call it? -- intelligence, Army intelligence. So 

he served his time there during the war, and after the war as well. 

CLINE 

00:03:03 

OK. So he still had family in the North, I presume? 

SONG 

00:03:09 

Not at that time. 

CLINE 

00:03:10 

Not at that time. They were all back -- 

SONG 

00:03:12 

They were all back in South Korea. 

CLINE 

00:03:14 



-- all back down. OK. Do you remember him talking much about the 

war, or his experiences in the war? 

SONG 

00:03:22 

I think he -- I guess being a spy, and being part of the Korean 

intelligence army, he did not -- he still doesn't talk that much about 

it. I get more of the stories from my uncle [Kun Bae Song] sharing, 

I guess, once in awhile when I meet him. But there are things that 

my father doesn't want to talk about. 

CLINE 

00:03:51 

Right. 

SONG 

00:03:54 

And I didn't think he -- I think he enjoyed the war, but it's not as 

glamorous as 007, I don't think, at that time. I think there was a lot 

of killings involved, a lot of secret things that I shouldn't know 

about, that he doesn't want to share. And I guess the conclusion 

that he came to, when he had us and when he started the family, 

was that he wanted to make sure that we don't go through 

something like that in the future. And I think that was one of the 

reasons why we came to the United States, that he wanted better 

opportunities. Safer opportunities for us here in America, along with 

better education. 

CLINE 

00:04:44 

And how many of you were there? 

SONG 

00:04:48 



Just me and my younger brother [Jin Ho Song]; he's only a year 

younger than I am. 

CLINE 

00:04:50 

Oh, wow. OK. And what about your mother [Sung Hee Song]? What 

can you tell us about her background? 

SONG 

00:04:56 

My mom was raised and born in South Korea, and she used to work 

at a bank. She wasn't involved in anything militarily or anything; 

she was just a bank teller at that time, and she got married at the 

age of 26, I believe. My father was -- 

CLINE 

00:05:19 

That's pretty old, wouldn't you say, for that time? 

SONG 

00:05:21 

At that time? 25 or 26. I wouldn't tell that to my mom, but I guess 

she was picky. And she met my father and got married right away. 

CLINE 

00:05:33 

Do you know how they met? 

SONG 

00:05:36 

My father walked into the bank and saw her, and I guess they went 

out a couple of times, and they were very serious about the 

relationship. And I guess -- my mom regrets it the rest of her life, 



but -- (inaudible) (laughter). It was a very happy marriage for my 

parents. 

CLINE 

00:05:57 

How old was your father? 

SONG 

00:05:59 

My father got married when he was 2- -- 30. 

CLINE 

00:06:04 

So that would also be considered somewhat late. 

SONG 

00:06:07 

30, at that time, because I believe they got married in 1960. And 

my father was born in 1930, so, yeah. 

CLINE 

00:06:17 

And then how old were you when your parents immigrated to the 

United States? 

SONG 

00:06:23 

I was 11. It was back in 1974, so I was 11, turning 12. 

CLINE 

00:06:33 

Can you share the scenario as to how this happened? Did you all 

come together, did your father come first? 



SONG 

00:06:41 

It's funny that you ask that, because we didn't come all together. 

My father wanted to come here first, and try to have -- build some 

stability. Find out what American life was all about. So he came 

here back in 1974, so he was here for about a year. And he was 

trying to settle down, getting odd jobs, working as a painter. And 

then he invited us, and that's what happened in May, 1974; we 

were here as a family, my mother, myself, and my brother actually 

joined him in 1974, a year after he got here. 

CLINE 

00:07:32 

What do you remember about the experience? 

SONG 

00:07:37 

I remember being very excited to go to America when I first came, 

(inaudible) disappointment as I came. I thought it was going to be 

all green. 

CLINE 

00:07:48 

This is L.A. (laughter) 

SONG 

00:07:51 

Yeah. L.A. life 1974 was not as busy as now, but it wasn't as green 

as I thought. And everything was so new; it was a pretty big culture 

shock. There weren't that many Korean-Americans here at that 

time. There were only a couple kids who I could identify with. And 

I've gone through what other Korean-Americans had gone through, 

but only one or two spoke to me [and my uncles] at that time, in 

that whole school. 



CLINE 

00:08:28 

Yeah, we want to talk more about that. Let me ask you first, what 

do you remember about life in Korea when you were young? 

SONG 

00:08:35 

I think Korea was very fun for me; I enjoyed my time there. I still 

remember very vividly, I was very involved -- school was a big part 

of me. Lot of friends; I was involved with baseball. I started playing 

baseball since -- second grade, third grade? Little League team. So I 

grew up playing baseball. The morning and early afternoon was 

school, and the late afternoon was all, Monday through Friday, was 

practice. So that was my time outside of school. But it was very 

enjoyable; I thoroughly enjoyed my experience. 

CLINE 

00:09:26 

Were there subjects that you were particularly interested in, in 

school? 

SONG 

00:09:32 

Probably history. History, Korean literature. I wasn't into math; I 

wasn't very good at it. Physical education was always interesting; it 

was very enjoyable. But I remember doing OK in school. I guess I 

got good grades because I was on the baseball team; I could always 

skip classes. I had an excuse to skip classes, because I had to go to 

the games, go to the tournaments and what have you. I think 

maybe that's one of the reasons why I enjoyed Korea so much. 

(laughter) So I was into -- well, I had a tutor; my mother felt that I 

needed a tutor. So she got a couple of other classmates together, 

and had the tutor come over to our house. But I remember ditching 

those classes, and it was taking place in my house. So that didn't 



work too well. I remember not wanting to deal with academics 

(inaudible). But I got by, and I was an above-average student at 

that time. 

CLINE 

00:11:05 

Did you -- well, first, let me ask, what position did you play? 

SONG 

00:11:09 

I played shortstop, believe it or not. 

CLINE 

00:11:11 

So you had fast hands. Do you remember following any -- how 

much awareness did you have of American baseball at the time? 

SONG 

00:11:22 

Not much. Not much at all at that time. I thought -- I really didn't 

know that I was going to play baseball here, either. And what 

happened was, as soon as I came here, there wasn't any (inaudible) 

baseball teams. My parents didn't know how to get the information, 

because everything that I experienced in Korea was school-based. 

Baseball team was part of school. Here, elementary schools don't 

sponsor baseball teams or Little League; it's Parks and Recreation. 

My parents didn't know that, so, "Oh, there must not be any 

baseball teams around." So I missed out. And there was just lack of 

information, and I accept that. So I got into baseball way after, 

when I was in tenth grade. High schools had baseball teams. So I 

tried out, and I got in, and I played for a couple years, then I got 

out. (inaudible) my varsity year. As soon as I got into varsity, I 

said, "No, this is not going to be my career." So I found a job 

afterwards. 



CLINE 

00:12:51 

What about family life in Korea? Can you sort of describe what 

everybody's roles were? You had a younger brother; what was your 

relationship like with him? 

SONG 

00:13:02 

Very good, very good. We were like friends; we were only one year 

apart. We have a very interesting relationship; I don't get to talk to 

him as much now, because he's in Berkeley area. He's an artist. But 

I do see him like three, four times a year, when he comes here or 

when I go there. But I always miss him, and I feel for him very 

much. And I love him very dearly. We have a very good 

relationship, but we don't get to talk as much. 

CLINE 

00:13:39 

And your mother stayed home and raised you? 

SONG 

00:13:41 

My mother stayed home. In Korea, she actually used to help out my 

aunt who used to own a restaurant in Korea. So she had part-time 

work over there. She came here and she was home for a little while, 

then she started working to support the family. My father's income 

itself wasn't enough to make a decent living here. By the way, you 

know, my father owned a gas station back in 1974, late 1974, 

started a Texaco gas station in Inglewood. And it did OK for a little 

while, then rain came and storms came, and the rain leaked into the 

main pump, and my father just gave up that business. He should 

have waited a couple more years. Then he went back to find a job, 

and he was a -- he worked as a janitor for this company back at 

that time called McGaw Pharmaseal, and that company [inaudible] 



and became something else; it's called Baxter's now. He used to be 

with that company for a long, long time. He started as a janitor, 

then he was promoted to be a supervisor for maintenance as well as 

for security. 

CLINE 

00:15:23 

Did you -- what other activities did the family have in common? 

What, for example, what was your religious -- 

SONG 

00:15:29 

I used to go to church. Protestant. I used to go to church since I 

was very young, back in Korea. I found a church here as well. And 

churches were part of -- not just a religious focus, but it was also a 

place where you could build friendship, and support that we needed 

as an immigrant family. So it was more like a social gathering as 

well. So it was sort of multi-purpose. 

CLINE 

00:16:11 

What other possible impressions or preconceptions did you have 

about life here? Or how much information did you have before you 

came here, about what life was like? 

SONG 

00:16:23 

I didn't have that much information about what America was. I just 

knew that I was coming to California, Los Angeles. I didn't think it 

was going to be this warm. (laughter) But I really didn't have any 

preconception. I just wanted to join my father. The family unit was 

very important at that time. I just accepted it as part of the decision 

that our family made, and I was too young to know any better. Just 

tagged along. 



CLINE 

00:17:14 

What was that year like, when your father was gone? 

SONG 

00:17:20 

I remember trying very hard to fulfill the role of the oldest son, at 

the age of ten. It didn't work out very well. (laughter) I was very 

protective of my brother. And I guess I put a lot of stuff on myself. I 

remember getting into some trouble at school, being aggressive. 

And I realized this years later, why I behaved in certain ways. I got 

into trouble; my mom had to come to school. I got into a lot of 

fights, I remember. And I think it was all part of that, of Father not 

being there. 

CLINE 

00:18:33 

What were some of the roles that you had in the family? Did you 

have certain chores that you had to do? Was there -- 

SONG 

00:18:40 

No. I was ten at that time. (laughter) I was supposed to do the 

things that my mom was trying to tell me to do. But I didn't even 

follow that direction very well. I was a little belligerent, I guess. But 

not bad, not that bad. 

CLINE 

00:19:04 

What were your feelings, if there were any, about possible 

expectations being put on you, as the first and oldest son in the 

family? 

SONG 



00:19:17 

I think they expected me, my parents expected me to do well in 

school -- and you're going to hear this from a lot of folks, especially 

if you talk to a lot of Korean-Americans. Get A's, don't miss school. 

Obey your teachers, conform with rules and regulations. Be good to 

your brother, be good to your mother type of thing. Don't cause any 

problems. I wasn't opposite of that, but I do remember not fulfilling 

all the roles up to our parents' expectation. 

CLINE 

00:20:03 

So coming now back to the immigration experience, let me ask this: 

your father, what precisely was he doing before he left Korea? 

SONG 

00:20:16 

He was -- he retired from military, and he was transferred into 

central police in Korea. The police departments in Korea at that time 

-- and I'm not very knowledgeable in that area -- but from my 

understanding, was that they had a central office that would 

oversee all the little police stations all over the country. My father 

was involved with that work. He was into -- not necessarily into a 

lot of investigation, but he was into overseeing substations, 

different stations all over Korea. So that's what he did. He really felt 

that he didn't have that much opportunity in the military; he wasn't 

getting the promotion that he felt that he deserved, from my 

understanding. Mainly because he was involved with -- well, mainly 

because he was born and raised in North Korea. And having his 

record as an intelligence -- he knew he wasn't going to get the 

promotion. So he left the military. 

CLINE 

00:21:37 

Was there any sort of bitterness there at all? 



SONG 

00:21:41 

I don't think he -- I think he accepted it as part of the culture at 

that time; it was part of the values of the system that was built into 

our society. And I think he accepted that. [Korea is a very 

conformist society and my father accepted that he did not fit into 

the culture of the military, which is why he left]. 

CLINE 

00:22:23 

Class-wise, in terms of earning, income -- where would you put 

your family at the time you were in Korea? 

SONG 

00:22:30 

At that time, probably middle-income. We weren't poor; we weren't 

wealthy. Probably upper middle class at that time. 

CLINE 

00:22:41 

So, I don't know how much you know about this, but tell us what 

you know. When your father came here, how did he go about laying 

the foundation for your new family life here? What was the first 

thing he did? 

SONG 

00:22:56 

See, I wanted to ask him that question too. I think he's a survivor; 

my father is a survivor. I don't think that I could move to another 

country that I'm not familiar with. Especially in the areas of 

language or culture, to move at the age of 42, 45, with a family, 

and we're going to start the family outside of the United States. I 

don't think I could do that. But my father did that when he was 

young, from North Korea to South Korea. He came there by himself. 



And I think that he really felt that he could do it again. And I think 

that may be the mentality of a lot of Korean-Americans during the 

'70s; they had the courage to make that move again, for a better 

future. And he was one of them. He wasn't involved with manual 

labor in Korea, but he had to do something brand new that he 

wasn't familiar with. I think in the beginning, he travelled all of 

America, and he landed in L.A. afterwards. But he was in Seattle; 

he was in New York; I believe he was in Chicago too -- trying to find 

a good place for us. And he liked L.A.; there's much more support 

here, there are more Korean-Americans living here. At that time -- 

there weren't that many at that time to begin with. But New York, 

Seattle -- much fewer Korean-Americans. So he felt more 

comfortable here. And he started out as a painter -- 

CLINE 

00:24:41 

Like house painting? 

SONG 

00:24:41 

House painting. 

CLINE 

00:24:46 

Do you know if he learned any English at all before he left? 

SONG 

00:24:51 

He was trying. I remember him coming back from work in Korea, 

and after dinner he would go to his space, listening to tapes, and 

saying something very strange to us, trying to practice. But in his 

own ways, he tried. Well, he's not very fluent still, but he 

understands English. 

CLINE 



00:25:24 

Because that, I would think, would have to be the most immediate 

obstacle. So before he left, he didn't, say, have anything set up on 

his behalf in advance; there wasn't anyone on this side of the Pacific 

Ocean sort of sponsoring, anyone -- 

SONG 

00:25:46 

Mm-mmm. 

CLINE 

00:25:47 

There was nothing like this going on; he wasn't even aware, before 

he left, that there were more Koreans in L.A. than, say, New York? 

SONG 

00:25:53 

I think he knew, but that really depended on what kinds of jobs that 

he would get. And I guess he felt more comfortable over here 

overall, as a whole. But he didn't have any relatives or any other 

support. He actually is the first to come here from his family, and he 

invited, he sponsored his younger brothers to come, and he 

sponsored his wife, my mother's side, to come as well. So he's more 

like a pioneer in our family. So he started all over again. 

CLINE 

00:26:30 

And do you know where he was living when he moved to L.A.? 

SONG 

00:26:34 

Los Angeles area, right here. 

CLINE 



00:26:36 

Right here in -- 

SONG 

00:26:37 

Very close to Koreatown, a little north of Koreatown. I remember 

Melrose and Manhattan, close to -- a couple blocks west of Western. 

We still -- I still drive by there once in awhile, if I get the chance. 

Sort of see where I lived a long time ago. It's still there; a duplex 

home on Manhattan Place. And it's the back house. One bedroom, 

small. A small house that we were renting for about six months 

before we moved to Inglewood, because my father purchased a gas 

station. 

CLINE 

00:27:25 

So, if you can, you mentioned that you thought L.A. was going to be 

greener than it turned out to be. Can you share some impressions 

of what the trip was like, and what arriving here was like, when you 

were a child? 

SONG 

00:27:40 

[I was nervous about coming to the United States since I was not 

familiar with where I was headed. But at the same time, I was 

excited and comforted by the fact that my family was going to be 

reunited with my dad. So it was a mix of nervousness and 

excitement.] 

CLINE 

00:29:40 

And your father did not travel with you then. He came to Korea, but 

he came back, and then you followed him over here. 

SONG 



00:29:46 

No, see, my father came here back in 1973, and never went back. 

SONG 

00:29:50 

Oh, he didn't go back to Korea. 

SONG 

00:29:53 

He didn't go back. 

Alex 

00:29:54 

Oh, I thought you said -- 

SONG 

00:29:55 

He just wanted us to -- "I want to go back," but he didn't come; at 

the last minute he changed his mind again, saying, "I'm staying; 

you guys come. With expired visas." (laughter) 

CLINE 

00:30:09 

And so you came through Hawaii, and then you came to L.A. And 

did your father meet you then? 

SONG 

00:30:17 

Yes, here in L.A, here in L.A. 

CLINE 

00:30:20 

And he already was staying at this place on Melrose and -- 



SONG 

00:30:23 

Correct. Manhattan. 

CLINE 

00:30:24 

-- and Manhattan, OK. So, again, once you'd been here a little 

while, what did you think of this? 

SONG 

00:30:32 

Well, you know, I was trying hard to be part of school activities. 

Build friendships. I was getting very familiar with the neighborhood; 

I had quite a few neighborhood friends, whether they were whites, 

Latinos, I can't remember, there were a couple Filipinos, and a 

couple Korean-American kids around the block. And they got here a 

little before I did, so their English was much better than mine. 

CLINE 

00:31:04 

Yeah, I was going to ask you how you negotiated that. 

SONG 

00:31:09 

Yeah, they helped me out quite a bit. One of my friends at that time 

helped me out quite a bit. Just passed away a few years ago, kind 

of sad. 

CLINE 

00:31:19 

And where did you go to school then? 

SONG 

00:31:22 



I went to a school called Van Ness Avenue school; it's not too far 

away from here, only like a mile and a half away from here. Van 

Ness Avenue School, for about six months or so. Then moved to 

Inglewood. And that itself, moving to Inglewood, was a culture 

shock. Van Ness Avenue School, at that time, was predominantly 

white at that time. And because my father purchased a gas station, 

a Texaco gas station, we moved to Inglewood. And the school in 

Inglewood was very different; it was 90% African-Americans at that 

time. And being the only two Asian kids in the whole school was 

very interesting. 

CLINE 

00:32:09 

Yeah, I wanted to talk about that. But first, let me ask you: did you 

have any other friends or acquaintances who also came to the 

United States from Korea? Were you aware of anyone else doing 

what you did before you left, or at the time you were leaving? 

SONG 

00:32:28 

I do remember a couple of my friends in Korea also were going 

through the process of immigration, but they weren't coming to 

L.A., I remember one going to Chicago. But I was one of the first 

ones in that class. So that was the only thing -- the only case that I 

remember, that one of my friends was going to Chicago. 

CLINE 

00:33:00 

And when you were living not far from here -- and here meaning 

Koreatown at this point -- what do you remember, if anything, 

about the Korean population here, once you came here? 

SONG 

00:33:10 



There wasn't that many people. I was very -- my father and mother 

would drive to the Korean market -- there were a couple of small 

Korean markets; it's not like what you have now. Small, family-

owned Korean markets. And we would go to Korean restaurants 

once in awhile; Chinese-Korean restaurants as well. And there 

weren't that many of them around at that time. Olympic was the 

biggest (inaudible). And you could see a few Korean-Americans here 

and there, but -- I remember seeing my parents being very happy 

on the streets, when they met another Korean. That's not the case 

anymore. (laughter) 

CLINE 

00:33:57 

And what about the interaction with other Asians? Since there were 

certainly other Asians here -- Chinese, Japanese... 

SONG 

00:34:05 

Very minimal, very minimal. 

CLINE 

00:34:08 

Did you get the sense that the non-Asians had any clue as to what 

any difference might have been, between, say, a Korean or a 

Chinese person or -- 

SONG 

00:34:20 

Well, you know, it was really funny, because when I was going to 

school, some kids would tease us by saying, "Hey, Chinaman!" I 

said, "What does that mean?" (laughter) No, I don't think they 

understood. They couldn't distinguish between the difference 

between Koreans, Japanese, or Chinese. 

CLINE 



00:34:44 

And you said your neighborhood, your school was mostly white. 

SONG 

00:34:48 

At that time. Some Hispanics, whites -- very few Asian-Americans. 

CLINE 

00:34:53 

And -- I want to make sure we don't run into your other meeting 

here -- so you moved to Inglewood; tell me about where you 

moved, and what kind of place you moved into. 

SONG 

00:35:06 

I went to La Tijera Elementary School, and I lived like six, seven 

blocks away from there. It's funny, because I currently am living in 

Redondo Beach, and I use La Cienega Boulevard to come here. And 

I see the back side of that school every day; isn't that interesting? 

CLINE 

00:35:32 

I know where that school -- I drive through there all the time 

myself. And so then your neighborhood was virtually all African-

American at that time? 

CLINE 

00:35:45 

You know, I'm not quite sure, I can't recall very well, but it was a 

predominantly -- I think it was busing that made the school 

predominantly African-Americans. The neighborhood was a good 

mix of whites, African-Americans. It was somewhat diverse. I 

remember seeing a lot of senior citizens there in that neighborhood. 

But the school was predominantly African-Americans. It was a lot of 



fun (laughter); I learned how to dance a little better, I remember. 

But after school was a little boring, because we had no one to play 

with after school, because the neighborhood was so quiet. 

CLINE 

00:36:37 

Did you get involved in any sports at that point? 

SONG 

00:36:39 

No, no. (inaudible) I was there only for about like five, six months 

or so. As soon as my father gave up that business -- and I guess it 

wasn't meant to be for my father to own a small business, unlike 

other Korean-Americans. (laughter) So we moved back to L.A.; it 

was a little west of where we used to live. Very close to Paramount 

Pictures. Waring Avenue is what I remember. So I moved around 

quite a bit in my first two years of America, and changed like three 

schools. I went to three different elementary schools before I 

graduated from elementary. 

CLINE 

00:37:35 

Wow. Hard to make and keep friends then. 

SONG 

00:37:42 

Then afterwards, my father said, "You know, it's not working out 

here in L.A. as expected." And my father, he got a job over there in 

Glendale, and he felt the neighborhood was very nice; the school 

systems were much better. So we decided, as a family, to move. 

Well, I shouldn't say we decided as a family: it was my father's call; 

it was my father's decision to move to Glendale. So we moved to 

Glendale, like in 1976, early 1976. 

CLINE 



00:38:21 

Now, do you know if he took a loss on that gas station? 

SONG 

00:38:24 

Oh, he took a loss on that gas station, yes. 

CLINE 

00:38:27 

Yeah, I would think. What did he then do, after selling the gas 

station, when you moved back to L.A.? 

SONG 

00:38:30 

You know, I think he gave it back to Texaco. 

CLINE 

00:38:33 

What did he do for work after that? 

SONG 

00:38:36 

He found a job right away as a maintenance worker in Glendale, 

and that's what triggered him to move, to go through another 

move. So it was constant change in the first two years of America. 

But we settled very nicely in Glendale. We rented a house, a three-

bedroom house -- right next to a gas station. (laughter) Although it 

wasn't Texaco, I think it was a 76 gas station. 

CLINE 

00:39:15 

Whereabouts in Glendale? 

SONG 



00:39:17 

It was on Pacific and Glen Oaks. Then, about six months later -- 

everything is in like six months periods (laughter) -- we bought a 

house, our first house, in Pacific and Spencer Street. So I was there 

from seventh grade until completing my junior high school, or 

middle school, high school, and UCLA. So that was probably the 

longest stay that I had, like ten years in Glendale. So I'm very 

familiar with the Glendale area, but it was another culture shock, 

from L.A. to Glendale. 

CLINE 

00:40:04 

And maybe we can talk more about that next time. I wanted to ask 

you if you had any awareness -- how much awareness, if any, you 

had of your father's feelings about the kind of work he had to do, 

once he came over here. 

SONG 

00:40:15 

I think it was rough on him. He didn't articulate that very often, but 

it was very -- he didn't feel ashamed, but he felt that it was his duty 

and his responsibility to do what he has to do. But I didn't think he 

was content. But I think he found contentedness because he was 

able to work, and we were able to make a living. My mom was 

helping on the side by doing -- my mom was going into the garment 

industry downtown in a bus, and bringing some work home at 

times, going to work. So she had some flexibility, because she 

didn't have to check in every day. But I think she had some friends 

over there, so she would bring work home so she could still take 

care of us, and do things at home to support the family. 

CLINE 

00:41:34 

Do you have any sense of how they felt about their decision to 

move here? Did they miss Korea, did they feel -- 



SONG 

00:41:42 

You know, no; my father still thinks that it was a very good choice 

for him, and for the family. And we accept that. My father is not the 

type of person who would look back and have kind of regret. He 

does regret now in his age, he talks about how he was -- 65 years 

ago, 60 years ago in North Korea, how he would -- so he does talk 

about that a little bit. But he does not regret in terms of that 

particular decision of coming to America. 

CLINE 

00:42:23 

Do you know what specifically triggered this decision of his to come 

here, especially to come to the United States -- did he know 

someone who had done it, did he read something, how did he 

know? 

SONG 

00:42:37 

I'm sure he did. But he didn't know that many folks over here at all, 

so I've got to give him that courage. It was just amazing how he 

just decided one day, he says, "We're moving to America." 

CLINE 

00:42:51 

Wow. That's amazing. 

SONG 

00:42:54 

Yeah. It's kind of scary; I don't think I could do it. 

CLINE 

00:42:58 



And with all this moving around before you settled in Glendale, were 

you also, along with changing schools, changing churches? Did you 

continue your church activity? 

SONG 

00:43:06 

No, we're very consistent. Same church. Very same friends. The 

only change was schools. And I guess my brother and I adjusted 

well; we weren't troublemakers or anything, we did what we had to 

do. I think we really acculturated fairly well at that time. 

CLINE 

00:43:37 

And you commuted to church then? 

SONG 

00:43:39 

Yeah. 

CLINE 

00:43:40 

Where was that? 

SONG 

00:43:40 

In L.A. 

CLINE 

00:43:42 

What was the church? 

SONG 

00:43:43 



The church in L.A. is called Wilshire Presbyterian Church. It started 

out as Wilshire Presbyterian Church, then we moved, we changed to 

another church in Glendale [Korean Mission Church]; it was much 

closer. So those were the only two churches -- two to three 

churches, maybe, altogether. 

CLINE 

00:43:58 

Do you remember how many Koreans were at the church, the 

Wilshire Presbyterian? 

SONG 

00:44:04 

It was maybe 150 congregation. Not a small church, but it wasn't a 

huge church at that time. The Glendale church was much smaller, 

but then again, at the time, the Korean-American population was 

growing very, very fast. Huge difference between 1974 and 1978, 

I'd say. The four-year window was very different. Ten-year window 

was tremendously different. There were a lot -- a bunch of things 

were happening here in L.A.; there was a lot of movement towards 

building Koreatown in the late '70s and early '80s. 

CLINE 

00:44:49 

Yeah, which we're going to talk about next time. 

SONG 

00:44:50 

Are we? I'm sure -- you're asking me -- you're bringing back a fair 

amount of memories of mine. (laughter) 

CLINE 

00:44:58 



(laughter) That's the idea. And were you aware of any other -- I 

know there were Korean churches already in L.A. at that point; were 

you aware of any of the other churches, or -- how did you select the 

one that you went to, do you remember? 

SONG 

00:45:12 

I think it's basically from referral; my father's friend was going to 

that church, so we felt comfortable in that church. 

CLINE 

00:45:21 

And was the pastor Korean as well? 

SONG 

00:45:23 

The pastor, all Koreans, it was a Korean-American church. 

CLINE 

00:45:26 

I see. 

SONG 

00:45:27 

And churches were, like I mentioned before, were playing -- my 

father's not very religious. But he felt that church was very 

important for the family, for us as well as -- to find friends, support. 

CLINE 

00:45:47 

Yeah, absolutely. 

SONG 

00:45:48 



Immigrant life at that time wasn't very easy. Monday through 

Saturday was all work. 

CLINE 

00:45:57 

And did you meet then many other immigrant families like yourself? 

SONG 

00:45:59 

Correct, yes. I found friends in churches; we played basketball 

together right after church all the time. And I think one person who 

had a big impact on my future was the pastor's son, named Peter 

Chung. Much older than me. He used to pick me up on Saturdays, 

when I had nothing else to do. Not just pick me up, but about seven 

or eight other kids from all over L.A. -- and I was still living in 

Glendale at that time -- he used to pick me up, and we used to 

borrow a gym so we could play basketball. And I remember him 

buying us, after the basketball in the late afternoons, [soda and 

chips], that was the menu. That was the menu, and for some 

reason, I looked forward to that, to Saturday afternoons to where I 

could hang out with my friends and get that treat. 

CLINE 

00:47:14 

And a very American treat at that. (laughter) 

SONG 

00:47:18 

Because I remember -- he was a student at that time, in UCLA. And 

that had so much impact on me that I actually became a huge fan 

of UCLA, and I went to UCLA; that was the only school that I 

applied to. Kind of idiotic, but (laughter) -- you know, I had choices, 

but that was the only school that I applied to. Fortunately, I got 

accepted. So he did have this big impact on me, and I still think of 

him very often. I lost touch with him, but I think of him very often. 



CLINE 

00:47:53 

Well, I think we've hit your limit here. What I want to do is, we'll set 

up another session, and next time I want to talk about your life in 

Glendale, your going through middle school and high school -- or 

junior high school, they called it back then -- and your decision to 

follow the route of higher education to UCLA. 

SONG 

00:48:17 

Wow. You're bringing me lots of memories. 

SONG 

00:48:21 

(laughter) Well, anything you think of, too. 

SONG 

00:48:24 

That was significant, yeah. 

SONG 

00:48:26 

Yeah, just insert it, OK. 

SONG 

00:48:29 

And I think that Spencer Street, where my father purchased our 

first home, was so -- was important for us. And I had a lot of 

memories in Spencer Street, so my first son's name is Spencer. 

SONG 

00:48:47 

Oh, really? 



SONG 

00:48:48 

Yeah. (laughter) And I like the meaning of the name too, but... 

CLINE 

00:48:54 

Wow. That's great. 

SONG 

00:48:58 

So there's that pattern of my experience affecting what I do today, 

in the decisions that I make. And Jonathan is my second son, four 

year old, and Jonathan is a name that was given to me by one of 

my math teachers, Mr. White -- Mr. Wisely. Eighth grade in 

Glendale. My name wasn't that easy to pronounce; everyone used 

to call me Jong, Jong. I guess he wrote me a little letter saying, 

"Can I give you an American name, English name? I'd like to call 

you Jonathan, if I may." In letter format. And I said, "That's fine." 

So he called me Jonathan in that classroom. But unfortunately, that 

was the extent of my experience with Jonathan. But I still think that 

Jonathan is my name, if I ever use it. And I felt that I didn't have 

much to give to my little one, and I was thinking about it, and I 

said, you know, Jonathan was my name that I never got to use that 

was given to me by an eighth-grade teacher. I'm sorry, it's ninth-

grade teacher, ninth-grade math teacher. So I gave that name to 

my second son. So what happened in Glendale was very significant 

in many different ways. (laughter) 

CLINE 

00:50:23 

(laughter) Well, I bet we're going to hear about that in more detail 

next time. OK? Are we OK now? 

SONG 



00:50:29 

Very good. 

CLINE 

00:50:29 

OK. 

SONG 

00:50:30 

You're carving me down, you're bringing a lot of memories -- I think 

I need a drink later tonight. (laughter) 

1.2. Session 2 (February 8, 2006) 

CLINE 

00:00:00 

OK, here we are once again at the offices of KYCC in Koreatown. 

This is Alex Cline, interviewing Johng Ho Song, on February 8th, 

2006. Good morning. 

SONG 

00:00:19 

Good morning, Alex. 

CLINE 

00:00:21 

Last time we were talking about your early life; we heard the story 

of your immigration to the United States from Korea. And we got to 

know a little bit about the experiences you were beginning to have 

as a recent US citizen, moving around every about six months or so 

to different areas, as your father was involved in different jobs. And 

I did have some follow-up questions from last time, which we'll 

begin with. First off, we didn't get your parents names. What was 

your father's name? 



SONG 

00:00:54 

My father's name is Ken Song, K-E-N S-O-N-G. My mother's name 

is Sung Hee, S-U-N-G H-E-E, Song. 

CLINE 

00:01:09 

OK. And I wanted to ask you, since we didn't really talk about it, 

what you know or remember about your grandparents, when you 

were young and living in Korea, and we'll want their names as well. 

Starting on your father's side, what do you remember about your 

grandparents? 

SONG 

00:01:25 

Nothing. 

CLINE 

00:01:26 

Nothing? 

SONG 

00:01:27 

Nothing at all. 

CLINE 

00:01:28 

Wow. 

SONG 

00:01:29 

They passed away before I was born. 

CLINE 



00:01:31 

Both of them? 

SONG 

00:01:34 

My paternal grandfather died in North Korea before my father came, 

I think, came to South Korea, or right after. My paternal 

grandmother passed away when my father was in mid-20s, I 

believe, or early 20's. And he got married when he was 30, 31 or 

so. So I've never had the pleasure of meeting them. And I don't 

know much about them; I just know that my paternal grandfather 

was a scholar, and also a wanderer, if I'm not mistaken. He wasn't 

home very often. He liked drinking, is what I know. Not a very, 

would you say, good family person. On the other hand, my paternal 

grandmother was a person of commitment to the family, and I think 

she was the one that took care of the family. Five boys. My father 

was the oldest of five boys. And they were actually somewhat well 

off, in North Korea at that time. 

CLINE 

00:03:02 

And what about the rest of the boys, then? You've mentioned a 

least one or two uncles -- 

SONG 

00:03:06 

My uncles. All four -- three of them are here. One is in Korea. And 

they came here in -- one in the mid-'70s, right after my dad came. 

Two of them came afterwards, in the mid-80s, through my father's -

- what do you call it -- invitation, or sponsorship. 

CLINE 

00:03:36 

And you said one's still in Korea. 



SONG 

00:03:39 

One's still in Korea. Well, he moved back and forth, but he's in 

Korea. Because his kids are in Korea. 

CLINE 

00:03:47 

And what about your mother's side now? Did you know your 

mother's parents at all? 

SONG 

00:03:51 

I do not know -- my maternal grandfather passed away before I 

was born, so I don't know much about him, except that he liked to 

drink. (laughter) 

CLINE 

00:04:09 

Another one. (laughter) 

SONG 

00:04:11 

Another one, yeah. He was a very nice person is what I know, a 

very generous, giving person. He passed away, and my 

grandmother passed away when I was in third grade, I still 

remember. Third grade. She had a bad kidney. She passed away in 

her mid-60s, the age of mid-60s. And I remember her very vividly, 

because that was the only grandparent I had known. And she 

passed away -- that was when I was in Korea. 

CLINE 

00:04:53 

Was that, perhaps, the first funeral you had attended in your life? 



SONG 

00:04:56 

I don't even -- I can't recall. 

CLINE 

00:04:59 

You don't remember if you went. OK. And one of the other things I 

wanted to ask you was, before you moved to the US, had you ever 

seen a non-Asian person? 

SONG 

00:05:14 

Oh, yes. I used to live in a place in Seoul where only about half a 

mile away from us, maybe less, had an apartment that was 

supposed to be made for foreigners. People who moved to Korea for 

business or what have you. The place that I used to live was one of 

the first developments of apartments at that time, in the early '70s 

or late '60s. And those types of places are attractive to foreigners, 

so I remember seeing folks who didn't look like Koreans. They had 

blue eyes and blond hair. (laughter) 

CLINE 

00:06:06 

You lived in Inglewood for awhile; you talked a little bit about that. 

Had you ever seen an African-American before you came to the US? 

SONG 

00:06:17 

Yeah, on TV. (laughter) It was very interesting. I just remember 

seeing reruns of Bonanza when I was a kid in Korea. But they all 

spoke Korean is what I remember, it was dubbed. Yes, I did see 

African-Americans on TV, probably, not in Korea at that time. And I 

did interact and have friends who were African-Americans in L.A. 

before I moved to Inglewood. There were very few at that time. But 



Inglewood was a very different experience; it was about 90% 

African-Americans in school. Very different culture. 

CLINE 

00:07:12 

Do you remember any feelings about that, or perhaps a point of 

view that your family may have had going into that? You said your 

father sort of didn't seem to -- 

SONG 

00:07:21 

No, he actually enjoyed working in Inglewood -- well, the business 

was very stressful for him. But he didn't complain about customers -

- it was usually African-Americans coming into his gas station. He 

didn't mind about the school, as long as I learned. But I think he 

had found a different opportunity back in L.A., so we had to move 

back. But the time that I was there, it was a very interesting 

experience. It was fun. Now that I think of it, it was a -- it was just 

a regular school. But the feeling, the culture of the school was very 

different than the other schools that I went to, here in the Melrose 

area. 

CLINE 

00:08:31 

What was fun about it? 

SONG 

00:08:33 

It was a different culture. A lot of play. A lot of association, a lot of 

what you'd call play. Kids' culture was very different. Sports. I 

remember kids dancing during lunch breaks. The whole ambiance 

was different. It wasn't strict; it was very social. And I kind of 

enjoyed it, but I did miss the association of other Asian-Americans, 

especially Korean-Americans, or Koreans. Because my English 



wasn't that good at that time, still, so I had a little difficult time, 

communicating feelings, especially. 

CLINE 

00:09:33 

You said one of the subjects you enjoyed in school was history. 

SONG 

00:09:40 

Probably history. I was never good in math; I was just OK. 

CLINE 

00:09:45 

What was it like for you now, coming over here and having the 

requirement in school of having to learn American history? 

SONG 

00:09:52 

Well, it was a basic history. I think I'm inclined towards liking 

history because I didn't like the other portions, science or math, so I 

didn't have that much choice, especially as an early elementary 

school student. But I think history came a little easier for me; to 

me, it was more interesting, learning about people's experience. 

Facts about time. Not that I knew a lot about history; I just liked 

the subject. 

CLINE 

00:10:33 

So it did not particularly matter whose history you were learning? 

SONG 

00:10:34 

Not really, no. (laughter) I just didn't like science experiments. So 

social studies and history were my favorites, probably, at that time. 



CLINE 

00:10:46 

You also mentioned, toward the end of our session last time, 

basketball games where you were taken by this -- I guess it was the 

pastor's son -- every week, and the snack afterwards you 

mentioned, Coke and -- 

SONG 

00:11:05 

Funyuns! (laughter) 

CLINE 

00:11:08 

Funyuns, right. And I commented that that was a peculiarly 

American snack, and I had actually wanted to ask then, and didn't, 

about food. I gathered -- you mentioned that there weren't so many 

Korean markets, for example, back then. What were you eating? 

SONG 

00:11:25 

It was all Korean food at home, mostly. Mom's cooking. When you 

go to school, it's all American food. There was no choice. And the 

Funyuns and Coke had to do with Peter, Peter Chung is his name, 

it's what he could afford, as a UCLA student at that time. Try to 

imagine buying snacks for seven, eight kids at that time, as a 

student, it was all he could afford. But I really appreciated that; I 

still remember in the car, very vividly, that I enjoyed my time spent 

with him and the other friends. Believe it or not, I still have a couple 

folks that I keep in touch with from that time, and that was almost 

30 years ago now. 

CLINE 

00:12:21 



So what were your impressions of American food, then, when you 

came over? 

SONG 

00:12:23 

I think it was fine. I enjoyed it; I enjoyed hamburgers, tacos, just 

any other food. Pizza especially. I don't know that I ate too much of 

that when I was growing up, and I really enjoyed it. I thought it was 

very tasty, and I knew why it was so popular. 

CLINE 

00:12:46 

Yeah, a lot more things like dairy products and things in the food. 

How easily did your mom procure the necessary ingredients for her 

Korean cooking? Was that pretty easy to come by? 

SONG 

00:13:04 

Oh, yes. We had -- we shopped at Korean markets on a weekly 

basis or biweekly basis, and she would make a whole bunch -- 

enough food to last for a week or two. And Korean food is mostly 

marinated, too, so you could keep it in the refrigerator for awhile. 

But as we were growing up, I heard my mom and dad complaining, 

how come the refrigerator is always empty when we come back 

from work? Myself and my younger brother were growing up very 

quickly, and you know how much we were eating. And we were also 

bringing our friends over after school. (laughter) 

CLINE 

00:13:48 

When you brought friends over after school, were these non-Korean 

friends? 

SONG 

00:13:53 



Some were non-Koreans. Mostly they were Korean-Americans at 

that time, because most of the time I remember -- and this is my 

Glendale experience -- is that we could bring kids home, because at 

the time, we were becoming more independent. 

CLINE 

00:14:17 

What do you remember about say, the different food in your house 

or anything? Do you remember any interest in the different cuisine 

from your non-Korean friends? 

SONG 

00:14:32 

I remember them liking noodles and meat, but especially noodles, 

because it was something we could cook ourselves. The Cup-O-

Noodles type thing -- [ramen] was what you call it -- and I guess 

quite a few of my friends liked it. I don't know about kimchee, but -

- 

CLINE 

00:14:55 

That's what I was wondering. (laughter) 

SONG 

00:14:58 

A couple folks liked it, couple folks didn't. But I didn't really care if 

they liked it or not; I eat it. You're not hungry, you don't eat; that's 

fine. (laughter) 

CLINE 

00:15:11 

So when you went to school then, you were eating the food they 

had at school, rather than bringing -- you didn't bring your own 

food. 



SONG 

00:15:17 

No, no. 

CLINE 

00:15:19 

So there wouldn't be any sort of lunch hour curiosity in the 

schoolyard. 

SONG 

00:15:23 

No, no. I would eat whatever is on the menu. 

CLINE 

00:15:28 

Oh, OK. You mentioned also that while your father was over here, 

before you moved, your behavior got a little bit, let's say, defiant or 

rebellious. Did that change in any way when you came here? How 

did you behavior -- 

SONG 

00:15:55 

I think it changed somewhat. The only thing that didn't change was 

that -- yes, I was getting into little confrontations in school, to 

protect -- for my own protection, it's basically, you know -- kids at 

that time would tease you for being someone not American, and I 

didn't look like the rest of the school kids. And they called you 

names. And so I would make sure that I didn't want to be in a 

situation where I would be called that name all the time. I can 

remember getting into quite a few fights. 

CLINE 

00:16:39 



Even over here, then. 

SONG 

00:16:40 

Mm-hmm. Whether it's in L.A. or Inglewood. 

CLINE 

00:16:43 

You said that people sometimes called you "Chinaman." 

SONG 

00:16:46 

Oh, sure. That was one of the most common names to use. 

CLINE 

00:16:52 

What else did they call you? -- I don't mean to make you 

uncomfortable. 

SONG 

00:16:58 

No, no. It wasn't just "Chinaman," it was "ching chong Chinaman." 

(laughter) "Nip." 

CLINE 

00:17:10 

Any Asian epithet they could come up with. 

SONG 

00:17:14 

Yeah. You didn't hear "Buddhahead" until the late '80s; it was more 

"Chinaman," "Nip." 

CLINE 



00:17:29 

And obviously, that didn't sit well with you. 

SONG 

00:17:32 

No, no it didn't. (laughter) 

CLINE 

00:17:34 

Other than anger, how did that make you feel? Do you remember 

your feelings then? 

SONG 

00:17:43 

Well, I knew that I looked different, and I think it was (inaudible); it 

was the way it was at that time. And I think I lived quite well with 

it, and I think -- I didn't deal with the situation constructively all the 

time, but you know. It was something that we all went through as 

Korean-Americans, for most of the Asian-Americans, I think they've 

gone through that process at that time. 

CLINE 

00:18:26 

And you said that your English wasn't so good, and clearly it got 

better -- what was it that helped you in your development of the 

English language particularly? Was there anything in school to help 

you? 

SONG 

00:18:45 

Well, there was English as a Second Language class that I was 

involved with until I was in the seventh grade, so I think that helped 

out quite a bit. And it was easy, it was relatively easy because you 



would associate with kids, and you'd speak English on a daily basis. 

I think I picked it up fairly quickly. 

CLINE 

00:19:14 

Did your parents benefit from your language skills at all? 

SONG 

00:19:18 

Oh, yeah. From high school, myself and my younger brother would 

be the ones translating. (laughter) My dad didn't have to read 

much. And I'm still today, (inaudible)-management for my parents. 

So when it comes to social security issues, Medicare issues. 

CLINE 

00:19:50 

So during this period now, we're getting into this period where you 

moved to Glendale, you've been here for a little while -- 

SONG 

00:19:57 

Couple years, yeah. 

CLINE 

00:19:59 

Did you miss Korea at all? 

SONG 

00:20:01 

I'd think of it once in awhile, yes. 

CLINE 

00:20:05 



Do you remember the kinds of things you might have missed 

particularly? 

SONG 

00:20:10 

I think it was very normal at that time to miss friends, and the 

whole culture itself. I felt very comfortable in the culture that I grew 

up in, and for me to grow up in a different culture, and especially 

moving around between three different places in two years, it 

wasn't that easy. I think I adjusted fairly well at that time, but if I 

recall now, it wasn't easy, because I couldn't keep friends. And I 

think at that time I did regret a little bit, and thought about Korea 

more often than I wanted to. 

CLINE 

00:20:53 

But you did settle in Glendale, and you stayed there for awhile. 

SONG 

00:20:57 

For about ten years, yeah. 

CLINE 

00:21:01 

How was the neighborhood in Glendale different from the places 

you'd lived before? 

SONG 

00:21:05 

Oh, it was very -- white. It was very white at that time, I remember 

going to Toll Junior High School, T-O-L-L, located in Glenwood, on 

Pacific. And it was a very, very different experience. So I knew at 

the time that this is what America is; in different areas, it's very 

different. And I didn't see -- in Korea, it's all Koreans, and the 



culture would be very similar wherever you go, unless you go into 

the countryside. But here in urban America, within 10 miles, 15 

miles difference, there's a huge difference in culture. Even school 

cultures were very different, and that's what I realized. 

CLINE 

00:22:10 

Other than being very white, is there any other way you could 

characterize the neighborhood and the school in Glendale? 

SONG 

00:22:18 

It's very strict. It's very polish-oriented, I remember. Very less 

tolerant of bad behaviors. They expect you to do homework; I 

remember my parents being called up on a couple times, that's one 

of the things that I remember. So the neighborhood was very quiet. 

It wasn't that much fun in the first couple years, until I saw more 

Asian-Americans moving into that neighborhood, especially Korean-

Americans. I think it was -- the early years of Glendale was very -- 

it was very peaceful, in a way; it was kind of lonely, in a way. It was 

very -- a lot of what you call learning experience on my part, trying 

to adjust to all the different things that I'd gone through in the past 

two years before that time. It was one of the first time I was 

involved with academics. And I had a good excuse not to be 

involved in academics in the first two years; I was moving around. 

And my family was moving around, moving quite a bit, so I had a 

good excuse not to study. All the different teachers, different topics. 

It's different. 

CLINE 

00:23:54 

And in Korea, it was baseball. (laughter) 

SONG 

00:23:57 



Yeah. And I didn't speak English that well at that time. No 

homework for me. I think Glendale had a higher expectation for you 

to perform academics. And as our family was settling in, 

economically and socially as well as culturally in Glendale, my 

father's expectations increased quite a bit, in terms of our academic 

performance. 

CLINE 

00:24:29 

And you had mentioned that one of the primary reasons you moved 

to Glendale is because it was considered that the schools were 

better. 

SONG 

00:24:36 

I think that was one, and I think the other one was that he was very 

close to work, and he wasn't too far away from L.A. as well. 

CLINE 

00:24:46 

So you mentioned that eventually, you started going to a church in 

Glendale, as opposed to commuting. What church was that? 

SONG 

00:24:57 

I remember it was a Baptist church for a little bit, for a couple of 

years. And it turned, after a couple of years, we moved to another 

church, Presbyterian church. And we were with that Presbyterian 

church as a family for years, like more than ten years. So, you 

know, besides the first couple of years, we tended to be a very 

routine-oriented family. One church for a long period of time; one 

house for a long period of time, and so forth. And I think that's one 

of the characteristics, because now, I remembered in the car, that 

this is my first job, and my own jobs so far that I've had, for 20 

years in one place. And I still associate with the church, which I've 



dealt with for many years. I'm still married to my wife, Kathy. 

(laughter) It's been 11 years. So I think that's one of the things, a 

family value, consistency, persistence, and being committed. 

CLINE 

00:26:23 

What was the composition of these churches, in terms of the 

congregation, when you started going? 

SONG 

00:26:30 

I think it was very similar. The one that, as we started out in L.A., it 

was about 150 congregation at the time. It wasn't a small church. It 

wasn't a huge church; it was a pretty good size. The one that we 

went to in Glendale was a little bit smaller. Much smaller, actually, 

the Baptist church was small. 40, 50 people. Then the Mission 

Presbyterian Church was even a little smaller, but it grew; while we 

were there, it grew up to about 200. Then it dwindled; it went back 

to about 40, 30. 

CLINE 

00:27:09 

And this is an exclusively Korean congregation, both churches? 

SONG 

00:27:11 

All three churches that I was involved with were Korean 

congregations. 

CLINE 

00:27:17 

Do you remember why your family switched from the Baptist church 

to the Presbyterian church? 

SONG 



00:27:23 

That's a good one. Yeah, I don't know. I can't recall. I didn't think 

there was a conflict in the church in any way, but I guess -- that's 

one thing that I don't remember; I was a little too young to know. I 

know that we moved from the L.A. church to Glendale because of 

the distance. But I don't know why we changed the way we did. 

CLINE 

00:27:51 

So now that you're somewhat more stable, you're in Glendale, 

you're going to school, you're getting older, you're more involved in 

academics -- what was your sense of what your non-Korean 

neighbors and students at your school had of what Koreans were, 

what Korea was or what Koreans were? Do you think they had any 

idea what -- 

SONG 

00:28:18 

No. (laughter) No. I was one of the very few Koreans that actually 

went there. In the time that we were there, there were only a few 

Asians in the whole school. But it grew pretty rapidly; in the six 

years that I was there, from junior high school -- from middle 

school to high school to high school, the end of my senior year. But 

no; I didn't think that they had much understanding. Glendale, at 

that time, was not a huge city. It was a very enclosed white 

community. 

CLINE 

00:29:03 

This was also now -- now we're in the '70s -- the aftermath of a 

very intense period of cultural change and upheaval all over the 

world, but certainly in this country. And we were on the tail end of 

the whole Vietnam experience. What do you remember, if anything, 

about how that particular cultural period was playing itself out in 

your community's life, at that time? 



SONG 

00:29:41 

Alex, to tell you the truth, I don't know. I didn't know, and I didn't 

care at that time. It was way over my head. I was just into, you 

know, how do I adjust better to the school system; do better in 

academics; I was always thinking about how to have more fun. It 

was the only thing in my mind at that time. Seventh, eighth, ninth 

grade. External events had very little impact on me, mainly because 

I was an immigrant. I was overwhelmed with school and family and 

friends, good or bad. 

CLINE 

00:30:40 

I have to think, at this point, however, you're watching American 

TV, you're seeing things that are going on; there's developments in 

popular music surrounding you. How much of this were you 

absorbing, if anything? 

SONG 

00:30:54 

You know, it's very interesting, because I remember when I was in 

junior high school, the popular culture for junior high school wasn't 

part of me. I couldn't quite understand the pop culture, the rock 

culture, until I was attending high school. So junior high school was 

just -- it was more about getting to know Glendale, and getting to 

know me, technically. 

CLINE 

00:31:28 

And what was the name of your junior high school? 

SONG 

00:31:32 

SONG 



00:31:31 

Toll. 

CLINE 

00:31:33 

That was Toll, OK. That's what I thought. 

SONG 

00:31:35 

High school is Hoover High School, Herbert Hoover High School. So 

I was in -- well, there was a couple things that I was into. I could 

tell you that I enjoyed Starsky and Hutch. (laughter) And Charlie's 

Angels. Three's Company was very popular at that time. Those were 

the three shows that I took a lot of interest in. I remember having a 

Farrah Fawcett poster at home. I'm not sure my dad could 

appreciate it very much, but I had an Elton John poster, but didn't 

even know what he sang. So go figure. So I was getting to know the 

American culture a little bit, I was getting familiar, but without 

really understanding it. So I think it was my way of just trying to 

accept the culture. Ninth grade, I remember that I was into Olivia 

Newton John songs, Fleetwood Mac, Boston. That type of thing. And 

then high school is a very interesting time for me, because we were 

getting more families from Korea in Glendale; Korean families were 

moving in. I was experiencing both cultures. Some of the kids that 

were new, recently immigrated from Korea, are introducing me to 

Korean culture; this is how it is in Korea, Johng Ho. So I was 

learning both cultures at the same time during my high school 

years. Korean songs, Korean dramas, they're telling me stories. 

Movies, some. At the same time, I was learning about the American 

culture as well, continuing to learn. So it was a bicultural 

experience, at that time. 

CLINE 

00:34:01 



What do you remember about what it was like, having this new 

influx of Koreans, and the changes you may have started to see 

around the area? Not just in your neighborhood in Glendale, but 

here in what's now Koreatown. 

SONG 

00:34:16 

So, when I was moving into high school, and when I got my driver's 

license, I was able to drive, I was experiencing a lot more of what 

Korean-American culture is. I would come to L.A., where Koreatown 

is, more often with friends. We'd go to different parties -- and 

experiencing Korean-American parties, not just American parties. 

And I think it was a very interesting time, because I was doing a lot 

of experimentation as an adolescent, a growing adolescent. But it 

wasn't just with American culture -- I would say about 20, 30% 

American culture, but it was more like 60 or 70% learning about 

Korean culture all over again. So that was my experience. 

CLINE 

00:35:11 

What do you remember about where a lot of the more recent 

immigrants were moving into, as far as the areas in L.A. goes? 

SONG 

00:35:20 

Oh, L.A.? Initially, Koreatown was very popular. Glendale, mm-mm, 

Cerritos. I can remember Cerritos, quite a few folks were moving 

into Cerritos area for some reason. Glendale was one. Orange 

County at that time was like nonexistent for Korean-Americans, I 

believe. A little bit in the Valleys. 

CLINE 

00:35:50 

Still mostly around Koreatown? 



SONG 

00:35:53 

Right here, Koreatown. 

CLINE 

00:35:55 

And when you said that you were experimenting, of course that 

made me think about what a lot of adolescents experiment with 

(laughter) which is things like drugs and alcohol. Did any of that go 

on in your experience? 

SONG 

00:36:10 

Definitely in high school, alcohol. Not much alcohol; I knew right 

away that my body couldn't take alcohol very much. One beer 

would get me all right, and it still does. (laughter) But cigarette 

smoking, I thought, was really cool at that time. And I caught on 

really with smoking, since the 11th grade. 

CLINE 

00:36:37 

Did your parents smoke? 

SONG 

00:36:39 

My parents both smoked at that time. My father quit eventually, and 

I guess my mom had to quit, she was forced to quit. And I 

remember finding stories about how -- well, culturally-speaking, 

you're not supposed to smoke in front of your parents, or your 

elders. So I could never smoke in front of my dad, of course not. 

But I remember smoking with my mom, and my mom accepted, she 

told me, "You're growing up; well, you can smoke in your room." 

And I thought that was a very neat experience. But as I grew older, 

and I realized that -- my parents were like, "Cigarette smoking is 



bad for you; you should quit, you should quit." I might still cheat, 

once in awhile. Supposedly I quit like five years ago, when I had my 

second son. But, you know, I still cheat on the golf course; when I 

go to the golf course I smoke one. Poker nights -- one or two here 

and there. My wife doesn't know about it. 

CLINE 

00:38:02 

She will when she reads this interview, huh? (laughter) 

SONG 

00:38:07 

Well, she doesn't know about this interview either. (laughter) 

CLINE 

00:38:11 

Interesting. Well, it's certainly -- and it's interesting to me -- 

smoking is a big part of most Asian cultures. 

SONG 

00:38:20 

It is. And I think that was part of the culture that was brought by 

friends of mine at the time, and I fell right into it. And I enjoyed it, 

and I thought it was a great time of my life, to learn my own 

culture. So what was popular in Korea was very, very interesting to 

me at that time. At the same time, I wasn't forgetting about the 

American culture, because I'm living it every day at school. So I was 

learning, or being, or becoming, bicultural and bilingual. 

CLINE 

00:38:57 

And these friends, you were speaking Korean with these people? 

SONG 



00:39:00 

Yes, definitely. With the new slang that I was learning, the books 

that they were reading, and the activities that they were involved 

with. But you know, I think it was also them learning about 

American culture through my experience, too. So it went both ways. 

Playing sports after school, playing basketball -- basketball was not 

a thing to do in Korea. So they were learning how to play 

basketball. We learned how to enjoy our time in Denny's. Go to 

coffee shops. Listen to American songs. So what I recall, I recall 

recording popular songs, but in my cassette, I remember hearing 

both American songs and Korean songs together. So I think, 

without really knowing, I was becoming very bicultural. 

CLINE 

00:40:12 

How much American or Western culture did you see start to see 

influence the contemporary Korean culture then? How much of an 

influence? 

SONG 

00:40:23 

A little bit, a little bit. And I saw what was becoming popular over 

here was becoming very popular over there, too. The jeans, the 

hairstyle, the kind of songs that they're singing, what was being 

introduced in the '70s. Pop songs were folk, and pop songs were 

always popular in Korea, since the late '60s. It's very interesting, 

because one of my favorite -- this is still today -- duet, pop/rock, 

was Simon and Garfunkel. And that was introduced to me not by 

American friends, but by Korean friends, and I thought that was 

interesting. And the issue is, I still, I haven't changed that pattern 

today. What I listened to in the late '70s, early '80s, I still listen to 

once in awhile. I have a tendency of going back and listening to it. 

CLINE 

00:41:42 



Yeah, that's pretty normal. 

SONG 

00:41:44 

Oh, thank you. (laughter) 

CLINE 

00:41:46 

Especially if it's good, you know. Going back to what you 

mentioned, that people had really no idea what it was to be Korean, 

or what Korea was, or maybe even where Korea was, whether the 

few movies or TV shows made that actually is set during the Korean 

War -- it's amazing how few were, and possibly because of the 

overwhelming awareness of Vietnam that was certainly pervasive in 

the media -- did anyone that you remember draw the connection 

between that show, and Korea, and you? 

SONG 

00:42:29 

You know, I think -- I did watch M.A.S.H. here and there; I didn't 

watch it regularly -- I didn't think it was as entertaining as Taxi, or 

Three's Company. But I did look at it. But, you know, to really draw 

me in, to a point where I really felt, "Oh, that's my country," 

because it was such a long -- but they're depicting that during the 

wartime. And I had no clue what that was. The war was in 1950; I 

was born in '62. So, you know, I couldn't associate. Historically, yes 

-- personally, no. So it was very interesting, to hear Korean 

language once in a while in M.A.S.H. And I think they did a very 

good job, now that I think of it, trying to portray real Korea at that 

time, with real Korean actors. Because when you see other movies, 

you know, you would have Asian-American actors playing as 

Korean, and they couldn't speak a word. And they sound bad when 

they were trying to speak Korean. But I think M.A.S.H. did a pretty 

good job with that. 

CLINE 



00:44:05 

You don't remember any students kind of making the connection, 

like, "Oh, this is what Korean is." 

SONG 

00:44:08 

No, no. It was -- mind you, we were adolescents at that time; like 

we really wanted anything to do with our parents' era. We were 

really getting enough of that at home. You know how the story goes 

about, your father's telling you, you know, "When I was your age, I 

had to walk five miles to school. You're in a very wonderful place 

and time of luxury." And that's not what I wanted to hear. And 

that's not what I wanted to see at that time. The only difference is 

that I was very interested in learning about Korean culture, and 

what was happening in Korea. 

CLINE 

00:44:49 

And now you're in high school; you're having these experiences, 

this bicultural experience. Dare I ask, what about girls? Was there a 

sort of policy? 

SONG 

00:45:01 

I'm afraid to tell you that, because this will be a -- (laughter) -- 

well, you know, I never had the guts to ask a girl out, and I think it 

was a cultural thing. And I'm still going through this cultural thing, 

and I was really comfortable in the playground. When it was time 

for me to be in a class, I acted as a student -- a very good student, 

mind you. But I was really rowdy in the playground, outside of 

school. And I think it was a role that I learned early on: in the 

classrooms, you're supposed to be a good student, culturally. And 

one of the cultural things about asking, being very assertive, it was 

not part of me at that time. And I remember asking a girl -- and I 



think the very first time I asked a girl out, I was in college. It's kind 

of embarrassing, but it's true. 

CLINE 

00:46:15 

Well, not necessarily. 

SONG 

00:46:17 

Didn't go to Homecoming; that wasn't part of my culture that I 

wanted to be involved with. Didn't go to any school dances. 

CLINE 

00:46:30 

Was there a policy that you remember, in terms of sort of the male-

female dynamic? Was it traditional in your family, or were there 

attitudes about marriage, that kind of thing? 

SONG 

00:46:43 

Oh, sure. And I tell this story to quite a few folks: when I was doing 

presentations about my Korean-American experience, you know, 

when I first moved to Glendale, there weren't that many Korean 

families here. And I was scared to get married to one of the girls my 

family knew. She wasn't very attractive, but she was the only 

Korean-American girl we had in that community at that time. I said, 

"Oh, my gosh, am I going to end up marrying her?" So I would try 

to convince my brother: "You marry her, OK?" (laughter) But yes -- 

and I think, in Korean culture, my father -- my parents expected me 

to fulfill the role of the student, and it is the role of the student. Be 

involved and be focused with academic performance. Make sure that 

you get A's that you do well in school. And that does not include 

going out and asking girls out. So, you know, that would be 

considered an inappropriate thing to do, especially in junior high 

school, high school. But, you know, I hung around with girls too, 



here and there, as part of the club activities. Korean Club, which we 

established. So, you know, I had friends who were girls; I would call 

them -- not call them to go out; I would call them to copy their 

homework. But, yeah, there were some activities. And as a 

community -- not necessarily just in school, but the Korean-

American community grew in Glendale, you know, I got more 

involved, and expanded my horizon to other schools in Glendale. 

And I became very familiar with the culture in Glendale High School 

as well, not just Hoover High School, but Glendale High School, our 

rival. There were a lot more Koreans there in that school at that 

time. And they had more recently immigrated Koreans. And like I 

said before, I was taking a lot of interest towards Korean culture, 

from Korea. And I kind of made myself be familiar with it. In order 

for me to be familiar with it, you know, I had to reach out. And I 

think I did that intentionally, and I became very good friends with 

quite a few folks, and they're still very close to me today. And that 

was a very exciting time for me, to learn the Korean culture, and 

also accept the American culture. It was a very challenging time, 

because I also had to study. And play sports; I was on the baseball 

team in Hoover High School -- which is very American culture, so I 

was involved with that as well. 

CLINE 

00:50:08 

So by the time you were a senior in high school, about -- what was 

the Korean population like? 

SONG 

00:50:12 

I would say close to about 40, 50 kids in the Hoover High School, if 

not a little more. A good size, yeah 

CLINE 

00:50:24 



And you were seeing a lot more in, say, Glendale High, and others -

- 

SONG 

00:50:27 

Oh, no, Glendale High had more Korean-Americans over there, for 

some reason. But when I was going to school, junior high school, 

high school -- especially junior high school -- it was about the same. 

But I guess more Korean-American folks were moving towards -- I 

think that's the east side of Glendale. 

CLINE 

00:50:55 

What kind of interaction did you have, if any, with Korean-

Americans who were from the earlier generation of immigrants, who 

would already have been here before you came? -- and who were, 

therefore, much more American? 

SONG 

00:51:11 

Yeah, and that's one thing that I lack. I didn't have a role model 

who was here before I was who I could associate with, learn from. 

Because I was one of the folks who came in mid-'70s, and by our 

standards, as a Korean-American community, that's pretty early. 

And who moved to Glendale, that's very early. If I would have 

stayed in maybe L.A., then I would have that association, maybe. 

Like Peter was a good role model for me. But I didn't have that 

when I was in high school. I could have been a good role model for 

others in Glendale, but I don't think I was. (laughter) So I was 

always the one that -- well, probably friends of mine looked at me 

as if -- "Johng Ho, he's the one that's been here longer, he may be 

a little more familiar with American culture." But I wasn't ready to 

accept that role of providing role models to other kids. 

CLINE 



00:52:30 

So even in the churches, you don't remember encountering any -- 

SONG 

00:52:35 

Churches -- no, I was the president of my own age group because I 

was the only one. Church, we only had like 40, 50 congregation, 

mostly adults, and I was one of the very few in my age group. It's 

me, my younger brother, and a couple others. So there wasn't that 

social experience at church. 

CLINE 

00:53:07 

You don't remember meeting older-generation Korean-Americans, 

then, particularly? 

SONG 

00:53:14 

Yes, I remember meeting them, but it was a formal meeting; it was 

more of a mentoring. 

CLINE 

00:53:20 

You didn't become friends with these people. 

SONG 

00:53:23 

No. 

CLINE 

00:53:25 

Interesting. So, in the end, how was your academic performance? 

SONG 



00:53:31 

Actually, not bad. Not bad. I think it was 3.4, 3.5 GPA, I don't know. 

Maybe higher. In high school, it was a 3.6. I was mostly an A-

student. A, B. Hardly ever would get C's. 

CLINE 

00:53:51 

How did your brother fare in all of this? He became an artist, and -- 

SONG 

00:53:57 

You know, I think that's a very interesting question, and I still 

struggle with that a little bit. I was the oldest in the family, and I 

remember, I was the one that was getting a lot of attention at 

home, not my younger brother. And I guess I was the rowdy one, 

and I would demand attention at home. And I did fairly well in 

everything that I did, whether it was sports, getting along with 

friends. And in the midst of all that, I think my younger brother was 

left out in many different things, especially at home. My father 

would call me for a lot of things, not my younger brother. And when 

he comes home, "Johng Ho, is everything OK?" And I don't 

remember him asking that question to my younger brother. So I 

think he must have gone through quite a bit. 

CLINE 

00:55:09 

What's his -- 

SONG 

00:55:10 

His name is Jin Ho. 

CLINE 

00:55:11 



OK. Ching Ho? 

SONG 

00:55:14 

Jin Ho. It's J-I-N H-O. And he's only one year younger than I am. So 

I remember this from very early on, that I'm the important one, and 

he's the less important one in the family. And my mom still talks 

about it today, she says you know, Jin Ho became what he is and 

who he is because of that different treatment. And, you know, and I 

also believe that he does what he does because he wants to, and 

he's very passionate about painting and art. But I also think that he 

actually chose that career because it was one of those things that I 

couldn't do. I remember him wanting to play sports like I did, and 

he tried a little bit, it didn't -- and he's very athletic, too, but he just 

said no. He wasn't very academically in tune in high school; he was 

only maybe a B-average student, which disappointed my parents a 

great deal. 

CLINE 

00:56:34 

Do you think there is the same kind of expectation or pressure on 

him, though, for academic performance? 

SONG 

00:56:41 

You know, I think they really wanted us to do well, both of us. 

Because if you didn't do well, it was family name. It's not Johng Ho 

or Jin Ho fail; this whole family failed because of you too. You know, 

the shame. Interdependent culture, which I couldn't understand at 

the time. I do now. And I thought that was a very interesting 

experience that my brother had gone through, to identify himself as 

an artist later on -- I think it's great that he found something that 

he's very passionate about. Not many Korean-Americans did at that 

time. All of us were expected to do well in school. We didn't have a 

role model or mentors who would go through the process with us, 



who would identify what you wanted to do, growing your talents. 

We didn't have that. Our parents really believed that the institutions 

like school would take care of it. When you do well in school, you'll 

do fine. When the time comes, you decide what you want to do. But 

you know, I think, there's a process of really wanting to know what 

to do. But we didn't have that -- especially many of the Korean-

Americans that I grew up with. You asked them the questions, "Are 

you doing something that is very meaningful to you right now?" 

Most of them would say, "I don't know." And I think it has to do 

with -- that's one of the good things that happened to myself and 

my brother; we had gone through the process and really got lucky 

with doing what we wanted to do. I'm in social work, community 

work, and he's an artist. That really made my parents really sad, 

though. Other parents were pushing their kids to graduate schools, 

for them to become professions like engineers, lawyers, and 

doctors. And you hear that tons of times when you're growing up -- 

the most important question is what school did you get into? What 

did you get on the SAT? What's your GPA? But I think, I was 

fortunate enough to be part of UCLA, and my brother got accepted 

to Northridge, and his GPA wasn't that high. But he was a late 

bloomer; he really didn't study -- I really never saw this guy study. 

But he was always a little above average. But little did I know, he 

had a lot of intelligence. Everything bored him, because I think he 

was much brighter than I was. I remember one day, he comes 

home and says, "Hey, Johng Ho. Do you know what your IQ is?" 

And I said, "No." He said, "Guess what mine is." I said, "How do you 

know this?" He said, "For the heck of it, I just took that exam." This 

was when he was a freshman college, I think, at Northridge. It 

came out like, 160s? 168 or something? He said, "Is that high?" 

Well, that's pretty high, I think. So I looked into it a little bit -- 

that's why I never wanted to know what my IQ is; I never wanted 

to be compared to him. 

CLINE 

01:00:45 



Well, plus those tests are very culturally biased in determining, 

yeah. 

SONG 

01:00:46 

Yeah. But whatever it was, I don't think I could beat it. (laughter) 

But he's a late bloomer, and he was getting straight A's in college. 

And he transferred to Berkeley, and was getting straight A's in 

college over there too. He was probably one of the younger persons 

to get into the MFA -- that was where he graduated from, Berkeley, 

he also went to Berkeley MFA and graduated there. So he has a lot 

of talent. And his paintings tell a lot of stories about him and his 

growing-up experience. So one is in art, and one is in community 

work. 

CLINE 

01:01:34 

Much to your parents' disappointment? 

SONG 

01:01:36 

Yes. 

CLINE 

01:01:36 

Still, to this day? 

SONG 

01:01:37 

Somewhat, I think. But I think he realized that I'm happy in what I 

do, and I think he's showing more respect for that, after all these 

years. 

CLINE 



01:01:50 

Can he see that this organization, and therefore you, are making a 

difference in the community? 

SONG 

01:01:56 

I'm not too sure about that. (laughter) 

CLINE 

01:02:00 

Speaking of social work and community organizations, what sort of 

memory do you have of the sorts of entities that may or may not 

have been in place during this period of your life, when you were in 

high school, in the Korean community or for Korean immigrants? 

Did you have -- 

SONG 

01:02:24 

It wasn't that substantive. I didn't intentionally come into this field, 

knowing that I want to make a difference. It didn't work out like 

that at all for me. What happened was, I graduated with a psych 

degree at UCLA. And I enjoyed it, I enjoyed the major very much, 

and so I wanted to do something related to that. And it was by total 

accident. Maybe it was meant to be; I don't believe in accidents, it 

was meant to be. But, you know, my friend told, "Hey, Johng, 

you're graduating soon, and you're one of the -- you're the only guy 

I know who speaks Korean who's majoring in psychology, and 

they're looking for -- Korean youth center is looking for a counselor; 

maybe you should apply for that." And I did. And I had my first real 

job interview, besides me working at Carl's Jr. when I was in ninth 

grade, and taking on janitorial work when I was in high school. So I 

applied, and I got the job as a counselor, as a youth peer counselor. 

Then I got to learn more about the community -- I didn't know 

anything about the community at that time. 



CLINE 

01:03:46 

So you weren't aware of these sorts of things when you were 

growing up. 

SONG 

01:03:50 

No. Some people were involved with school activities, community 

things, volunteering. But I wasn't. I knew a little bit about it, but I 

had to work at a liquor store, I had to tutor, I had to go to school; I 

had to work. And I also had to have fun, right? (laughter) So I knew 

a very little bit about it. And I think I volunteered for some activities 

here and there, but I didn't know about community issues at all, 

until I joined KYCC. 

CLINE 

01:04:28 

How did the Korean-Americans find out about what was going on in 

their community? 

SONG 

01:04:37 

At that time, probably through news. The newspaper, TV, radio; it 

was one of the very few ways of finding out what was going on in 

the community. But it was a Korean community, not necessarily a 

young Korean-American community. It was towards more the first 

generation, the political, the social and the business. 

CLINE 

01:05:10 

Right. And what about in terms of your connection with Korea? How 

did you -- how did people know about what was going on in Korea 

at that time? 



SONG 

01:05:17 

It was mainly newspapers, same media. Print media and TV was the 

only source that we had. So as I got busier with work, and learning 

about community, my interest in learning about Korean culture, 

continue learning Korean culture, was somewhat diminished. I was 

getting involved, and I had to balance my time. So that's what I 

was focusing more about: career, learning more about Korean-

American history, Korean community issues, and my work. 

CLINE 

01:06:12 

There was quite a lot of various forms of upheaval going on in Korea 

through this whole period, in terms of various political regimes, and 

also later, economic changes. What do you remember, if anything, 

about that? 

SONG 

01:06:30 

You know, I don't know. I knew what people knew, but not in 

details; in general terms. And I'm somewhat familiar with what's 

happening with Korean politics in a general sense. Violence, 

uprisings, riots. I think that's what's happening in Korea; I didn't 

feel it to my bones. And I was very occupied with what I was doing 

here. And I thought that was interesting, because if I could go back 

now, I probably would have felt more. But I think my energy was 

channeled to my new career here at the time. 

CLINE 

01:07:20 

What do you remember, if anything, about your parents talking 

about this, or any political views they may have expressed? 

SONG 



01:07:30 

It's very interesting how my parents never got out of the 1970's, 

still today. They came here in 1974; I think they're still living in 

1974 values and traditions. You know how Korean culture changes, 

changed and evolved over the years? Because they haven't been 

back, so what they have brought here during that time, they still 

have. And they have friends who came here during that time, and 

they have very similar values, so they tend to talk about their past 

experience quite a bit. And as they're aging, they talk more about 

their past and what's going on in Korea right now. And I don't think 

they have a very clear understanding of what Korea is like right 

now. And what news is telling them is something that they can't 

comprehend, because they're not living in it. They have become an 

outsider. And as they age, I can see their regression coming into 

play. So my dad talks more about his past experience more than 

ever, about his military experience, about how he was when he was 

going to school. And one day when the time is right, maybe I can 

ask him more substantive questions about his life. And I still feel 

somewhat uncomfortable talking to him about that type of -- having 

that type of conversation, because we never really had that 

conversation as father and son. And I'm not sure he'll ever open up 

to me. 

CLINE 

01:09:32 

Going back to the fact that you were growing up at the end of the 

Vietnam conflict here in this country, and there are certain parallels 

between the Vietnam situation and that in Korea during Korean War 

time -- do you remember your parents talking about this at all at 

the time, or having any strong point of view about the Vietnam 

conflict or anything? 

SONG 

01:09:58 



I don't think they talked about the Vietnam conflict as much at all, 

and I think they were talking about the Korean War, and how they 

have suffered through that. And one of the reasons why we came to 

America was so that us, the Songs, the younger Songs, would not 

have to experience that type of war ever again in Korea. My father 

was afraid that it would happen one day. So that's one of the 

reasons why he wanted to make sure -- well, he wanted to make 

sure that we didn't experience that tragedy. So he was more 

focused with what's going on in Korea, about what happened to 

Korea before. And I didn't think he applied it to the Vietnam War 

era. So it's very family, personal experience. The focus of the 

conversation on a daily basis was more of how it is now in Korea -- 

how it is as a Korean-American, how we are doing, how is the 

community doing, how the other Korean families in the 

neighborhood are doing. Gossips, church activities. Who said what, 

who's doing what, whose kid is going to Harvard, whose kid got 

1600s on the SATs. That type of thing, and how they would 

compare me with another person who's doing really well in school, 

and how I'm not good enough. Just so they could motivate me to do 

better. I used to hate that. But that was the focus of the 

conversation. "I'm working this hard for you, Johng Ho and Jin Ho." 

CLINE 

01:11:54 

How do you think they adjusted to or kept up with American life? 

Culture, politics, anything? 

SONG 

01:12:03 

No. I think they kind of knew what was going on, because they read 

the news. But that was the extent of it. They were really living -- 

they were not living an American life. 

CLINE 

01:12:17 



Did they vote? 

SONG 

01:12:19 

No. And they didn't understand the policies. And I didn't understand 

the policies until recently, but -- you know, no; they were living so 

that we could have an opportunity, a better life. And I think one of 

the saddest things is -- and it's true, it is part of our reality as an 

immigrant family, is that they were looking to build a better future 

for their next generation. So they have sacrificed their identity. And 

it's very ironic to see a lot of Korean-Americans, 1.5 generations 

like me, have sacrificed -- they're still sacrificing their identity, 

because they don't know what they wanted to become, they're 

doing what they're doing. And some are doing very well, career-

wise; professionally, socially, and economically. But are they really 

doing what they want to do? A lot of them will say no, that they 

don't know. So we're still experiencing that. I'm one of the very 

fortunate ones, to know what I wanted to do. 

CLINE 

01:13:35 

Did your father stay at that job in Glendale, or did he -- 

SONG 

01:13:39 

Yeah, he did. And he retired from it back in 19-- you know what, he 

retired a long time ago, back in the mid-'90s. Well, the company 

moved the site to Valencia; that's one of the reasons why we moved 

to Northridge after that, so we could move in closer towards his 

work. But by that time, we had graduated from high school, so it 

didn't really matter. 

CLINE 

01:14:10 

So what made you decide to go to UCLA? 



SONG 

01:14:15 

Peter Chung, remember? Funyuns and Coke? He went to UCLA. And 

I have to say, it was one of the big influences on my earlier life. 

Whatever he did. Well, whatever he did, but what he did for us, for 

me -- it was very memorable for me. Providing transportation. 

Although he was the pastor's son, he could provide transportation 

Saturdays. Because our parents were busy; they didn't know where 

to take us. But I remember going to basketball games, basketball 

practices in other places, fun places. And he always rooted for UCLA 

because it was his school, and this UCLA stuff, it really stuck on me. 

And that was the only -- UC was the only school that I applied to. 

CLINE 

01:15:20 

Right. And so what year did you start going? 

SONG 

01:15:23 

1985 -- no, 1981 to 1985. 

CLINE 

01:15:28 

And did you have an idea of what you wanted to study when you 

started there? 

SONG 

01:15:30 

I had no idea, Alex. I had no clue. I had no clue, and I got accepted, 

and I was fine with it. But I did enjoy psych classes, so I decided to 

major in that, and declared that as my major, third year, junior 

year, at the beginning of my junior year. And I don't regret it, and I 

enjoy the work. Well, I enjoy that particular study. I couldn't deal 

with math, chemistry, physics, economics, what have you. I didn't 



mind reading, literature more. But the rest of my friends were really 

into mathematics, computers. So I ended up in a very different 

major. 

CLINE 

01:16:29 

So then you graduated with a psych degree, and you mentioned 

how you got your job here. What do you remember about the 

Korean student population at UCLA when you were there? 

SONG 

01:16:46 

At the time, when we were going to school, UCLA was called 

"University of California - Lost among Asians." (laughter) And I 

remember seeing a lot of Asians-Americans at the school. And there 

were quite a few Korean-Americans. I don't recall a specific number, 

but I think we had the third-largest ethnic population, the Asians -- 

Chinese, Japanese, and Korean. I think now, it may be somewhat 

different. 

CLINE 

01:17:19 

Yeah, it is, yeah. Very large -- 

SONG 

01:17:23 

There may be more Korean-Americans than Japanese-Americans. 

CLINE 

01:17:26 

There are, yeah. 

SONG 

01:17:29 



And I enjoyed my school days at UCLA, although it was very 

impersonal, because the school was so large. I remember my first 

day, getting lost all over the campus, being late to every other 

class. But, you know, it was a very interesting experience that I had 

at UCLA. I hung out with a lot of Korean-Americans at the time. 

CLINE 

01:17:55 

Did they have -- what kind of presence did they have on campus, in 

terms of student organizations or anything? 

SONG 

01:18:01 

Oh, I wasn't involved with that. Which is very interesting, most 

people -- because I work with the Korean Youth Community Center 

-- think that I was involved in many different social or political work, 

or community work. But I wasn't. I was more into fun and work. 

(laughter) Not necessarily studies or being serious about community 

issues. So I guess I was normal. But, you know, my understanding 

about community issues and social injustice came way later. 

CLINE 

01:18:48 

Interesting. In all of your growing up in the area and finally winding 

up at UCLA with so many Asians students, did you ever encounter 

any Korean children who were adoptees from -- 

SONG 

01:19:03 

No, no. I knew some, more of the recent immigrants, or I have 

found in UCLA, quite a few folks who came to America before I did. 

And these guys don't speak Korean. And I met quite a few of those. 

CLINE 

01:19:26 



So now begins your encounter with that generation. 

SONG 

01:19:28 

Correct, with that population. But very interesting is it's not what I 

wanted to learn from them, but more interestingly, they saw me as 

one of the fresh-off-the-boat type of person. They saw me as, 

"Wow, Johng speaks very good Korean, and Johng Ho really 

understands Korean culture. I need to get to know this guy so that I 

can learn more about Korean culture." So there's that group of kids, 

students, that became friends of mine, and I was their more like -- 

a person introducing Korean culture, Korean tradition, Korean 

identity to them. And I thought that was very interesting. Not that I 

was a mentor or anything, but, "This is how you have fun, if you 

want to be Korean-American" type of thing. And I thought that was 

very interesting, that after all these years, where these kids did not 

learn how to speak Korean, and probably rebelled against Korean 

culture, they wanted to be Korean-American. They wanted to learn 

Korean words; they wanted to learn Korean culture; they wanted to 

date Korean-Americans. And I thought that was a very interesting 

dynamic. That still happens today. 

CLINE 

01:20:46 

And now that you're going to college, you're independent, you have 

a car, where were you living? 

SONG 

01:20:53 

Northridge, at that time. No, college? Glendale. Still Glendale. 

CLINE 

01:20:56 

So you were still living at home and commuting? 



SONG 

01:20:58 

Still living at home. We moved to Northridge back in 1985. So when 

I was going to college, I was commuting. First year was dorms. 

CLINE 

01:21:08 

Oh, OK. You did live on campus. 

SONG 

01:21:10 

Yeah, first year. Hedrick Hall, I remember. Yeah. Second, third 

year, I commuted. Fourth year, I lived in an apartment close by 

with a bunch of friends. I was never involved with a fraternity or 

anything. 

CLINE 

01:21:27 

Did you come to Koreatown during this period? 

SONG 

01:21:30 

Oh yes. Oh, yes. 

CLINE 

01:21:33 

What do you remember about the changes in Koreatown at this 

point? 

SONG 

01:21:35 

Oh, very rapid changes were happening. All these restaurants 

popping up, markets, beauty salons. Lot of small business owners 



taking on their new work as entrepreneurs. It was just fascinating 

change. So we would come to Koreatown for dinner, lunches, to 

experience Korean food. Because there are very few decent Korean 

places in the Westwood area, so we would come out to L.A. and 

have fun. 

CLINE 

01:22:14 

What feelings do you remember of seeing this amazingly rapid 

growth of Korean presence in this city? 

SONG 

01:22:20 

You know, I didn't think much about it. I just sort of thought, "Oh, 

Koreatown is fun." That's where you go for food, and that's where 

you should go to hang out and have fun. It's part of entertainment. 

And it still is a part of big entertainment. One of the different things 

is that night entertainment here in Koreatown grew tremendously 

over the years. Night entertainment was not for us at that time, 

you're under 21, so you couldn't drink. Well, I drank, but you know. 

Not supposed to. But you know, this is where things were 

happening, here in Koreatown, still, at that time. Although 

Westwood was a very happening place when I was going to school 

at UCLA. It's very empty now if you go to Westwood. I don't know 

whatever happened to Westwood. But at that time, it was very, 

very popular. Everyone used to come to Westwood. 

CLINE 

01:23:19 

Yeah. It was the place back then. 

SONG 

01:23:22 

Correct, correct. 



CLINE 

01:23:23 

Were you there when they used to have to close the streets down 

on the weekends so you couldn't drive through there? Was that -- 

SONG 

01:23:30 

Yes, yes. It was very popular; I think it was so busy -- Westwood 

was a happening place. So I had a measure of experience in both 

American culture of Westwood, and the Korean-American culture of 

Koreatown. 

CLINE 

01:23:55 

I think that'll do it for today. Is that OK with you? 

SONG 

01:24:00 

Well, this is good. You're making me live my past out. 

CLINE 

01:24:05 

What I'd like to do next time is talk more about your involvement in 

the community and the non-profit presence in Koreatown, OK? 

SONG 

01:24:16 

And I think that'll be interesting too. And I could tell you more 

about why I became -- what is one experience that I remember of 

being this part of the community. I think I may have told you about 

this Robin Hood syndrome that I have. 

CLINE 

01:24:37 



Oh, no. Here, if you're going to talk, though, you should put your 

mic back on. 

SONG 

01:24:42 

I want to save that with you for next time. 

CLINE 

01:24:43 

Next time. To be continued. All right, thank you very much. 

SONG 

01:24:45 

So you want to set up something now? 

CLINE 

01:24:47 

Yeah. 

1.3. Session 3 (March 1, 2006) 

CLINE 

00:00:04 

Today is March 1st, 2006; it's Ash Wednesday, actually. And this is 

the continuation of my interview with Johng Ho Song in his offices 

at the Koreatown Youth and Community center in Koreatown, and 

this is Alex Cline. Good morning. 

SONG 

00:00:23 

Good morning, Alex. 

CLINE 

00:00:25 



Thank you again for sitting down with me and answering some 

questions. We talked last time a lot of about your schooling and 

about your decision to go to UCLA, your becoming more fluent in 

both the culture of the more recent immigrants coming from Korea, 

them filling you in on what was happening there; some of the 

popular music, some of the culture, as well as having friends who 

were Korean-Americans fluent in American culture. You mentioned 

that when you were at UCLA, it was at the time when Westwood 

was really happening, and there was a lot going on there; I imagine 

a lot of movies and a lot of good times hanging out there, and I 

wanted to follow up on this, and then move you into the direction of 

your post-college days, which, of course, takes you straight to this 

place that we're sitting in right now. Not geographically then, 

probably, but this organization -- 

SONG 

00:01:25 

Correct, yeah. 

CLINE 

00:01:27 

First off, I wanted to ask you, what, if you know, particularly 

interested you about pursuing psychology? 

SONG 

00:01:37 

Well, you know, I enjoyed the classes; I enjoyed the study. And I 

think if -- just thinking back, I didn't like math; I didn't like 

economics as much; I didn't like science. And there are a couple 

other -- I enjoy history as well as sociology, but you know, I came 

to really like psychology, and I wanted to pursue that path for a 

little longer. And I wasn't thinking about going to graduate 

programs as at that time; I just wanted to test it out. And, you 

know, with a BS in psychology, there's not much you could do with 

it. You could become a peer counselor in community centers, or go 



work for for-profits, public relations. Not much going much on over 

there for entry-level work. But, you know, I wanted to utilize what I 

learned, not necessarily in a community setting -- I didn't have that 

commitment at that time; I didn't know what it was. But strangely, 

I heard it from a friend of mine, my roommate at that time said that 

there was a position open at the Korean Youth Center, and told me, 

"Do you know anything about the Korean Youth Center?" 

I said, "No." 

He said, "Well, you should go over there and check it out, it's a 

happening place where a lot of kids come and get help, located in 

Koreatown." 

So instead of going to all the Korean restaurants, bars, nightclubs, 

we could go over there and see something good. (laughter) And I 

decided to actually apply before my school ended; I applied -- in 

order for me to graduate and get the degree, I had to finish 

summer school, so I actually went through the ceremony in June, 

but I actually had a couple more months to go. So I went there May 

or June for an interview. And actually I had the interview, and two 

weeks later, I found out that I got the job as a youth peer 

counselor. And that was back in 1985, and that's how everything 

got started. And I thought that was a good link between what I've 

learned in school and the job that I got, but later found out a BA in 

psychology wouldn't do much. I didn't know anything. (laughter) So 

I thought that was interesting. 

CLINE 

00:04:30 

Well, psychology, of course, is really very much about people. How 

would you describe yourself, in terms of your relationships with 

people, or your feelings towards people; were you a people-person, 

were you -- 

SONG 

00:04:43 



Is that a personal question, or is that a question related to the job 

that I had back in 1985? How was I with clients? 

CLINE 

00:04:53 

Well, no, I mean, it's a personal question in the sense that was 

there -- do you think there was any sort of a foundation for that in 

your nature that already was part of the reason that psychology 

appealed to you as a subject? Were you interested in people in 

general? 

SONG 

00:05:07 

Yes. Yes. The thing about, now that I recall, I didn't know much 

about myself. I guess I like to be friends with folks, and I like the 

folks; I like people; I enjoy their company. But later, I realized that 

I was OK with people; that's one of my strengths, is to build 

relationships, whether it's working relationships or personal 

relationships. I think I can empathize with folks, and I think that is 

one of my strongest strengths. 

CLINE 

00:05:59 

And of course it's also a discipline; it's really about helping people. 

How do you think the desire you may have had to help people 

through this eventually took shape in the form of your work at the 

Community Center? Because particularly in light of your specific 

situation as a Korean immigrant here in L.A., and one of the -- well, 

I'm particularly interested in the fact that you kind of are in a 

transitional sort of place, as far as immigrants go. There were 

people who had been here already; there are a lot of the people 

who came during the '80s, which takes us sort of out of the time 

period that this interview series focuses on. But you yourself, for 

example, mentioned that when you were growing up, you were sort 

of the older kid; you didn't have mentors who sort of already knew 



the ropes, and had already done this sort of thing and could show 

you what to do. And now it seems that you're putting yourself in a 

position where you can become that person. Was there something 

inspiring you, from your own experience, that led you into this 

notion of helping people, particularly in the Korean community? 

SONG 

00:07:18 

I really didn't think that I had the capacity or knowledge or the skills 

to really directly impact people's lives. I only did it simply out of -- 

probably a sense of caring, a sense of yes, there are people having 

a very difficult time. We could join their recent immigrant life. But, 

you know, I was 21 at the time, 22, I didn't know any better. I was 

just -- I was in a place where I had to learn about what people are 

actually going through what first-generation Korean-American 

immigrant families go through. And I learned how quite a bit, and 

the first two, three years of my work here at the KYC -- at that time 

it was called the Korean Youth Center -- I learned quite a bit about 

what families go through. I was able to sit in a training session on a 

weekly basis with a licensed clinician; that was part of my work. 

And through that process, I learned a lot of things about myself. 

Not necessarily about understanding other folks, but in real life, in 

order for me to be good at what I do, I had to learn who I was and 

where I am, and what experience I have, so that I could relate with 

what I'm dealing with at that time. And that was a quite interesting 

experience itself, but I really did it as part of my work; I didn't know 

I was going to like it or not like it. But later, I realized, going 

through that process, of going through therapy sessions with 

clients, that I was having a very difficult time in terms of stress. I 

realized, later, that I was travelling with their problems; I was 

travelling with them. 

CLINE 

00:09:42 

You were taking it on. 



SONG 

00:09:42 

Yes. I had a pre-ulcer symptom at the age of 24. High blood 

pressure. Realized that it was good work, but I was too deeply 

involved with their senses and emotions. And I guess, if you put it 

bluntly, I failed miserably. (laughter) Not careful. And I think I did 

as much as I can. But it wasn't the right thing, the right fit. That's 

when, actually, a position opened up again, and KYCC promoted me 

to become the unit manager, counseling unit manager, where I 

didn't have to counsel clients directly. So that's when I moved on to 

administrative work and management work; that was back in 1988, 

I believe. So that was a direct transition that alleviated the work, 

working with clients directly, now that I was working with just 

counselors and dealing with paperwork. 

CLINE 

00:11:04 

From your experience as an immigrant in encountering people who 

were also immigrants growing up, for example in church, in your 

social interactions, what would you say were the main concerns and 

interests of Korean immigrants during that time? The biggest 

issues? 

SONG 

00:11:30 

I think it was a combination of a few things. One is, families often 

talk about, are we going to have enough to live? Are we going to 

have stable jobs? That's always an issue, financial was always an 

issue. But something bigger was: are my kids going to be OK? Are 

they going to get the education they need, in order for them to 

succeed in this country? It was always those two issues. It was 

about money; it was about -- well, I shouldn't say just about 

money. It was about economic stability, and kids' education and 

their future. I think as they came here, the parents, when they 

came here -- they really do sacrifice a lot. So they weren't really 



thinking about themselves, as to are they going to be successful in 

the future? They gave up on that. I didn't think many of the first-

generation folks had any dreams about themselves, to become what 

they really want to be. They were trying to support the family as 

much as they can, so that tomorrow will be better for their kids, and 

for themselves. So I guess those were the two things that just 

stayed in their minds, at least the folks that I talked to at that time. 

CLINE 

00:13:16 

And what would you describe as some of the biggest obstacles to 

the realization of those things? 

SONG 

00:13:23 

Ah, you know, language barrier, cultural difference was huge, in 

terms of their ability to converse, communicate with others at work. 

But more of the family issues came up. They're worried they're 

becoming more distant between their kids and themselves, parents 

and kids. There's kids accustomed to the Western culture, there's a 

lot of what you call misunderstandings within the family, and that's 

one of the reasons why KYC was very busy at the time, dealing with 

many different families, family issues. Inter-generational issues 

between parents and youth. So that was one of the things that we 

as an organization dealt with. 

CLINE 

00:14:30 

And it being -- perhaps the oldest, but certainly one of the oldest 

non-profits in the area, was there anything -- what would you 

describe, if anything, were the issues that you had to confront in 

the years as a counselor, when people were coming to the center 

for help, particularly youth at that time, Korean youth? What would 

you describe as the most common issues that were being faced? 

SONG 



00:15:03 

School problems. Runaways. Having problems at home, having 

problems at school, delinquency, violence. Drug issues, truancy. 

You name it -- well, it's still the same, it hasn't changed a bit. 

CLINE 

00:15:35 

That was my next question. 

SONG 

00:15:37 

It hasn't changed a bit. But I think one of things that Korean-

American parents at that time -- they really didn't get involved with 

schools, number one; they didn't have the understanding, the 

culture and language understanding, or capacity to participate in 

schools, number one. Number two, they didn't have time. Number 

three is, they had this perception -- and they still do, I think, to a 

certain extent, that once you're in an institution like school, school 

will take care of my kids. And I think that was the philosophy they 

had. Boy, they were wrong. And all the kids were faced with many 

different challenges in school as well. They were also going through 

a cultural transition, language problems. So they were acting up. 

And on top of it, they didn't have the guidance that they needed at 

home; they didn't have mentors. It wasn't a very great atmosphere 

for them to grow as young adolescents at that time. So they were 

faced with a lot of problems as well. 

CLINE 

00:17:05 

Was the parents' perception about the school sort of taking care of 

the children based on their own experience with what would have 

been a different approach to education in Korea? 

SONG 

00:17:13 



Well, I think, you know -- schools in Korea are very strict; they 

really focus on performance in academics. And that's where the 

learning happens, not necessarily at home. And I think, you know, 

the parents didn't feel that it was that much different here. So it 

was easy for them to believe that the institutions would do what 

they are supposed to do. Not that American schools didn't do what 

they were supposed to do, but they really didn't get involved as 

much as they should. 

And I think it could be also said that it was an easy way out for the 

parents, too; they just didn't have the time and energy, the 

resources to be directly involved with school. And I'm generalizing 

here; I'm sure there were parents who were fluent in the language 

who have gotten involved with school. But most parents didn't. I 

mean, I never saw my parents coming to open house. They weren't 

involved. They're very result-oriented. They want to see my report 

cards. A's, very good. B is average; C is not acceptable; D just is 

embarrassing. F is like unheard of. So there are different standards, 

and it was very results-driven, not necessarily process-driven. 

CLINE 

00:19:02 

And of course, when you were in school, there were none of these 

organizations to help people like you. When you learned about the 

Korean Youth Center, I gather from what you said, you had not 

been familiar with it before. You didn't know it existed. Where was it 

then? Where was this actual center then? 

SONG 

00:19:23 

It was at 309 South Oxford; I still remember the address. We had a 

little two-story building -- a house, old house, that was right next to 

the church. And it was part of this church; the church owned the 

property, and we were leasing it at that time. So it wasn't our 

property. But we had about 15 staff working over there. It was a 

little smaller when I got there, but it grew to 15 by early 1987. 



CLINE 

00:19:58 

And by '87, I guess there were some other organizations popping 

up. But earlier, when you were first working there, were you aware 

of any other organizations who were doing similar kinds of work, to 

help not just the youth in the Korean community, but the Korean 

communities immigration issues in general? And if so, what were 

there? 

SONG 

00:20:22 

Looking back, I didn't see that many Korean-American organizations 

at that time. We have a lot more now. I think there were other 

individuals and small associations that would actually provide some 

seminars related to cultural differences and what have you. Through 

media and through workshops. But there wasn't a formal 

organization that existed at that time, providing direct services like 

that. So we were very busy at that time. 

CLINE 

00:20:56 

And how would you compare the flow of immigration and, perhaps, 

the resulting experience of that recent immigration experience, 

between the time that you were in school, and then the time you 

were counseling people who were perhaps your age once you 

graduated from UCLA? 

SONG 

00:21:19 

There were a lot more folks coming in the '80s, especially mid-'80s 

and early '80s. But you also had the issues to deal with from some 

of the early immigrants, like people who came in mid-'70s and late-

'70s. And the problem seemed a little bit different. 

CLINE 



00:21:36 

Oh, that was my next question. 

SONG 

00:21:39 

Well, yeah. You know, the folks who's been here for a little while 

have gone through some of the culture issues. It didn't mean they 

resolved the issue, but they seemed to be a little bit more ahead, in 

terms of their economics. They had stable jobs; they seem to have 

more clear understanding of how America works. Their businesses 

were much more well-off than before. They have a stronger 

network; friends; support groups. The recent immigrants who came 

in the early '80s and mid-'80s would be very dependent on some of 

the folks and relatives who came here in the late '70s. So they were 

just going through that process of understanding what America is all 

about. So the level of their (inaudible) were a little different. 

Overall, very similar, but the intensity of the problems that they're 

facing on a daily basis is a little different. 

CLINE 

00:22:54 

And yet people like your parents didn't have family or friends 

already over here to help them in the way that some of these 

people, I presume, are now, who are coming in during the '80s; 

they were able to benefit from association with people who'd come 

before them. So that must have clearly added a lot more tension 

and pressure on people, say, like your parents, coming here 

virtually into a void, in terms of their awareness of what's available 

here, and what the culture's about. 

SONG 

00:23:34 

Yes, and I have to say that's probably true, but at the same time, 

because there weren't that many Korean-Americans at that time in 

America, people who were here were much more intimate. They 



wanted to help more. The folks that my father knew then, he's still 

talking to them, so they have maintained good personal 

relationships over a long period of time. So there was a smaller 

network, as far as the number of friends or relatives are concerned, 

but they had a lot more intimate relationships, because they were 

really interdependent on each other. 

CLINE 

00:24:25 

Interesting. So at some point, you're now -- let's say we're in the 

period you're working at the Korean Youth Center, how much, if at 

all, did this experience and its effect on your awareness make you 

more -- to use a potentially inaccurate term -- politicized, or sort of 

socially or politically aware? When did that happen, or did it happen, 

once you became associated with the center? 

SONG 

00:25:02 

You know, I think I was learning a lot more about families and 

communities, social issues. But I think the first five years, you 

know, I enjoyed the work, but I was just busy doing the work I 

needed to do. I didn't really understand. I was involved to develop 

programs and implement programs and manage programs; I wasn't 

necessarily familiar with policies, how different policies affected our 

community. I didn't have that knowledge. Folks now who graduate 

from graduate programs are much more familiar; they're in tune 

with this, with the policies and the communities, or how it affects 

the communities. But I wasn't there. I had a later understanding. 

What really woke me up was probably the 1992 riot in L.A. That 

experience really woke me up. So it took me like seven years for 

me to understand that, how policies, how the bigger picture of 

community really works or doesn't work. 

CLINE 

00:26:26 



Fascinating. And you mentioned that once you began working as a 

counselor, a lot of the process was about finding out who you were. 

Is there any way you can describe what you found out about 

yourself, that helped you in this pursuit that you're now involved in? 

SONG 

00:26:47 

I felt that I was very fortunate to be where I was at that time. I 

could have gone through more of what you call adolescent issues 

when I was growing up; I was very fortunate not to have the type 

of tension that I've seen from other kids, in their schools or in their 

families. So I was very fortunate; I was very lucky. And I was also 

very lucky to do the things that I wanted to do. And it was a very 

self-gratifying, fortunate experience; I really felt that I was lucky 

and blessed in certain ways, and I really have to thank my parents 

for guiding me in such a way that I wasn't going to delinquency. If I 

did go into delinquency, I wouldn't tell you about it, Alex. (laughter) 

I thought I had a very normal adolescent change, and I wasn't 

acting up too much. But I experienced probably what most other 

kids were going through. 

CLINE 

00:28:06 

And when you described, particularly during you college experience, 

becoming more fluent in both contemporary Korean and American 

cultures, and of course, you were by then speaking both languages 

fluently, sometimes people, just with the language issue alone, 

describe that depending on the language they're speaking, they're 

almost like a different person; they feel like two different people 

when they're shifting between languages. And in this case, in your 

case, between cultures. How true would you say that was for you, 

during your early adulthood, late teen years. 

SONG 

00:28:52 



I think I was comfortable in both cultures, in both languages at that 

time. And I didn't have a problem shifting from home, perhaps, let's 

say that I was talking to my parents, it's all in Korean. And we'd go 

to school 30 minutes later, and I would speak English. I really didn't 

have that; it became very natural for me. 

CLINE 

00:29:16 

Ah. You didn't feel like two different people, really. 

SONG 

00:29:19 

At times, yes, because I have to be much more cordial and obedient 

in Korean culture, in front of adults, yes. And when you go to 

school, you learn to assert your opinions, and you are expected to 

do that. I didn't think I did that all that well, but you know, I did 

feel a little different, but I accepted those differences, and I thought 

it was OK, as long as I knew where I was. And I caught on very 

quickly -- this is how you deal with Korean adults, this is how you 

deal with peer Korean friends, and this is how you deal with 

American friends, and this is how you deal with American elders. 

CLINE 

00:30:11 

So also, during your -- you've grown up and gone to school in 

Glendale now, it's a generally very white area, you start to see 

more Koreans coming in. You go to UCLA, there are a lot more 

Asians there. How would you describe your interactions with both 

the dominant culture, the white folks, and other Asian cultures 

among the students and people on the campus? 

SONG 

00:30:42 

I think it was balanced. I have to say that I hung out -- I spent 

much more time with Korean-American friends at that time. I felt 



that I spent -- not by my choice, but because I was in Glendale, I 

spent a lot of my time with non-Korean friends. But after school, I 

would spend a lot more time with Koreans friends. But in college, I 

spent most of my time with a lot of Korean-American friends. 

CLINE 

00:31:19 

What was your awareness, if any, of -- 

SONG 

00:31:23 

I just felt comfortable. 

CLINE 

00:31:25 

-- with people's sort of feelings about you as a Korean or as an 

Asian might have been at that point? Did you feel any fallout from 

there, any effect on that? 

SONG 

00:31:36 

No, no. The first year, I lived in a dorm in UCLA, and I was fine. It 

was mostly non-Koreans at that time in the dorm, and I got along 

with folks; I didn't have any issues. 

CLINE 

00:31:53 

You didn't feel any discrimination? 

SONG 

00:31:55 

You know, I felt plenty of that before, a long time ago, but I didn't 

get that when I was at UCLA. Maybe subtle things here and there, 



but not as much. There are a lot of Asians at UCLA, so I didn't get 

that much. 

CLINE 

00:32:14 

Was there any feeling that you got from, say, other Asians, the 

dynamic between, say, Japanese towards Koreans, where I know 

there's a lot of history, or the Chinese, or -- 

SONG 

00:32:27 

It's really interesting, because, you know, Asians -- it's interesting 

how Korean-Americans do not really associate with other Asian 

groups. Now, recall that I didn't have that much experience with 

other Asian-American groups over there. Working in a non-profit 

today, I work quite a bit with other Asian-Americans, working with 

Asians. I feel very comfortable with them. But when I was a 

student, I didn't have that contact with other Asian-American 

groups. Other folks may have; I haven't as much. Yes, I had 

Japanese-American friends, I had Chinese-American friends, but I 

didn't necessarily -- well, as a group, there wasn't any close 

network. 

CLINE 

00:33:28 

OK. I was just wondering, because sometimes you hear tales of 

there being sort of a cultural pecking order, you know what I'm 

saying? And some people, you know, they have a particular 

perspective about people from other nationalities within their own 

Asian culture, in this case. 

SONG 

00:33:46 

I'm sure there was a lot of that going on.(laughter) 



CLINE 

00:33:48 

Yeah, you think so? But you weren't aware of it, is that what you're 

saying? 

SONG 

00:33:50 

I was aware of some. Like, for example, I would walk in to the 

psych departments, and I'm a Korean-American male. How many 

Korean-American males, at that time, majored into psychology? Not 

that many. And you feel it right away if you go into a classroom. 

Whereas you walk in the engineering building, you'll see a lot of 

Asian-Americans, Koreans and Chinese especially at that time. So 

there are a lot of cultural perspectives in that sense; I don't think 

there's anything that relates to discrimination. But there are some 

very strong stereotypes, yes. A lot of Asians go to the engineering 

department. OK, when you go to certain libraries, you'll see a lot of 

Korean-Americans, but when you go to a certain building, this is 

what you see. So there was that. Yes, I'm sure that we all made fun 

of each other. (laughter) 

CLINE 

00:35:03 

(laughter) OK. But there was nothing adverse about this. 

SONG 

00:35:05 

No, I thought it was normal, and I thought it was part of who we 

were and where we were at that time. And I think I accepted it. I'm 

not the one -- I really didn't feel that I had to fight for it. Growing 

up in Glendale made me realize that this is part of the process of a 

dominant culture understanding ethnic cultures. When I was first in 

Glendale, people saw me very strangely. "Hey, he looks different." 

Because there weren't too many of us around at the time. Then by 



the time we were graduating in high school, we had a lot more 

Korean-Americans. It's really funny how I didn't have that much 

tension when I was growing up in junior high school. Yes, people 

saw me a little strangely, but I was one out of 70, 80. People really 

didn't care. I was a nice guy. When you had a lot more Korean-

Americans, I think that's when you have more tension between the 

groups. It becomes a group thing, not necessarily an individual 

thing. And I think that's where the danger is oftentimes too. 

CLINE 

00:36:34 

Threatened by the cliquishness of the... 

SONG 

00:36:37 

Correct. So, you know, all the Korean-Americans would be on the 

other side of the cafeteria. Here's the Armenian groups on the other 

side of the cafeteria. 

SONG 

00:36:48 

Yeah, in Glendale especially. 

SONG 

00:36:49 

Yeah. And there's the white folks over there. But on the other side, 

it's the athletes of white folks. There are the nerds over there. So 

you have all these different groupings. So when the group becomes 

much larger, there seems to be more notice of that. And I think 

there's a tension growing between different ethnic groups as well as 

between the dominant group as well. I can't explain it. Maybe an 

anthropologist would do a better job of explaining that. But I've 

seen how the tension grows when you become much more of a 

group, let's say. 



CLINE 

00:37:48 

Yeah, a sizeable force. 

SONG 

00:37:50 

A sizeable force, correct. 

CLINE 

00:37:55 

What about for example class distinctions within the Korean 

community itself? Was there any sense of sort of contentiousness 

because of any stratification class-wise, particularly how much of a 

difference were you seeing in the different waves of immigrants, in 

terms of maybe what class they were emanating from? 

SONG 

00:38:20 

I think it was a variety of classes. And I guess a sociologist would 

tell you better, but what I've seen in Koreatown, and what I've seen 

in Korean-American communities, folks -- there's a good mix of 

people. Middle-income folks coming from Korea to America, looking 

for a better opportunity. There were some folks that didn't have 

that much from Korea and looking for better opportunities here, so 

they may come. There were folks who had the leisure of coming 

over here and expanding their resources, wealth. So there was a 

good combination of folks. And once they came here, we've all gone 

through very similar cultural and language barriers, and inter-

generational issues at home and outside of home. So in that sense, 

we're somewhat united with a lot of problems. 

CLINE 

00:39:36 



Right. Interesting. So those differences then were minimized, would 

you say, or maybe -- would there have been, for example, those 

issues -- 

SONG 

00:39:46 

I can't say it's minimized. What I've seen at the center is that I had 

many walk-in clients. Whether they're poor, rich, or in the middle, 

they all walked in. They had similar issues. Now, yes, they may 

have some issues of stereotyping one another, but they've gone 

through a very similar life experience here, culturally speaking. 

Inside, we're the same. 

CLINE 

00:40:21 

At this point, now that, for example, you have your organization 

that you're working for, it's attached, at least in terms of real 

estate, to a church. After awhile, as we get into the '80s, more of 

these non-profits pop up to address these sorts of issues and assist 

immigrants in the community. How much of a role, at this point, do 

you think the church is playing in community work? 

SONG 

00:40:53 

At that time, church [played many different functions including 

social functions]. I think they were and they are the strongest factor 

right now, in terms of not only religious gathering, for the purpose 

of -- serving their main purpose, and that's religion, but they're also 

acting as a social gathering as well. Every Sunday -- well, that is, if 

you're Protestant. You know you'll see your friends over there. You'll 

see your congregation members who you can talk to about your 

week experience, how things have happened. So it can be a very 

personal and social gathering. In that sense, church gave you that 

opportunity to come together and share your experience, and they 



allowed that. So whether they knew what they were doing or not, 

they were a very, very important institution. 

But in terms of dealing with immigrant issues, specific family 

problems, I didn't think they had -- they may not have the capacity 

to help them. So KYC at that time was working with many different 

churches; we would contact churches so that we could go out and 

provide workshops related to generational issues, identity issues, 

communicational issues. And the church was very receptive, and I 

thought they were receptive because they knew they had a lot of 

issues, that the congregation are faced with many of those issues. 

So it worked out really well at that time. Church provided the 

captive audience, and we went and provided the workshops. 

CLINE 

00:43:01 

And as more Koreans come in, in Koreatown itself, and you're, I 

presume, still seeing it expand and during these years. For you and 

your involvement in the Center and personally, how much of an 

increase did you have in interest in not only affairs here in the 

Korean community, but in Korea itself, the sorts of issues that may 

have been facing the people who were coming here, on both say a 

political and economic level? 

SONG 

00:43:39 

Well, that's an interesting question, because I have to say that I 

really focus my attention, and try to learn as much as I can related 

to what goes on here. I was far removed from Korean politics and 

what was going on in Korea, and I had a minimal understanding in 

the late '80s and early '90s. I was more concerned with Korean-

American community as a whole. Which was a good thing for me. 

(laughter) I felt that I needed to learn more about the dynamics 

here, since they are here now. How can we as an organization, a 

Korean-American organization, support and assist these families? 



At the same time, I felt the need to learn more about the policies, 

what policies would affect, or have direct or indirect impact on 

disadvantaged families here in Koreatown, especially for Korean-

Americans, because we were at that time very dominant in serving 

Korean-Americans, the staff were mostly Korean-Americans. So I 

was dealing with issues specific to Korean-American issues. 

CLINE 

00:44:58 

How much of an impact at all did you think the situation in Korea 

had on people who were coming here, recent immigrants? Any 

impact from the political situation in Korea on these people when 

they came here? 

SONG 

00:45:15 

I have to say, I forget. I'm sure they had some baggages, or some 

concerns or issues. I hear people talk about Korea all the time, in 

restaurants, bars, and any gathering; that seems to be the common 

focus, because that's where the comfort level is, is to talk about 

Korea. But you know, I think my focus, part of my career, had to do 

with, "So, how are you helping your family? How is it that you're 

dealing with your family issues?" And I had to rechannel their focus 

to not what happened in Korea, but how are you going to make 

ends meet here in America, with your kids and families. And first 

they're very embarrassed to come, to share their problems to begin 

with. 

But number two, they say, "I would not have this issue if I was in 

Korea." And my response is, yes, I do agree with you, but how are 

you going to deal with it now that you have these issues, because 

you can't just keep going back, and regress to what had happened 

in Korea, what could have been in Korea, you're here now. And I 

think that's one of the things that most Koreans tend to do when 

they're very stressed, they're having a very difficult time; they tend 

to regress to the good old days. In Korea, I was this. In Korea, I 



was that. I didn't have this problem. But I think that's part of going 

through a life in a different country. A lot of people are not equipped 

to deal with that. 

CLINE 

00:47:12 

And since I have to assume that through all of these processes, you 

yourself have come up with maybe not a definition, but at least a 

sense of what, for you, being Korean-American is, is there any way 

you can articulate, at this point, during the first years you were 

working at the Korean Youth Center -- 

SONG 

00:47:34 

Yeah, I was very confused, Alex. 

CLINE 

00:47:36 

OK. About being a Korean, what it means to be a Korean-American, 

yeah. 

SONG 

00:47:41 

And I ask that question quite a bit, you know, "Who am I?" I'm not 

really -- well, my experience, when I went back to Korea for the 

first time back in 1986, I worked here for a year; I saved up my 

vacation days, and in the fall of 1986, I went to Korea, first time 

after 12 years. And before that, I felt much more close to Korea. 

"I'm going back to Korea, I'm going to have a lot of fun, see my 

mother country." And I was very excited. I went to Korea, and I felt 

something very strange. I love the country, yes. It was good to be 

back, but I realized that I don't think like Korean folks in Korea. 

Is that bad? No. It's just part of my life process that I actually grew 

up here. Quite a few years in Korea and quite a few years here. Half 



and half, that time, at the age of 23. 24 or 23 -- yeah, 23, probably. 

And I thought, I'm not really like Americans here. So I really felt -- 

there is a sense of confusion; you're not really Korean. And no one 

has to tell me that I'm not a Korean; I felt it. I don't think like folks 

who live in Korea. Then again, I really didn't think like the folks that 

lived in America. It's a good combination of the both. I accepted 

myself, or tried to accept myself, for who I was. And I really got the 

sense that, hey, there is a new identity here that is being created: 

I'm Korean-American. The bad thing is that I'm not either one, but 

the good thing is that I can be both. 

CLINE 

00:50:00 

Can you explain what some of those differences might have been 

when you got to Korea, things that really stood out -- 

SONG 

00:50:08 

Well, some of the cultural stuff. I was much more -- you're putting 

me on the spot. (laughter) But, you know, I think it has to do with 

communication style. When dealing with adults, I could play, and I 

could understand, and I could get by like Koreans very easily, but I 

don't necessarily agree with it. It was really a mixture of both 

cultures. Korean culture is very interdependent, conformity. Here, 

it's very independent. So I would change myself in order to 

conform. But if you asked me very directly as to how you deal with 

that, I say I'm smack in the middle, I'm not either one. And it may 

cause some issues with certain folks, but this is who I am, this is 

what I realize. 

CLINE 

00:51:25 

How long were you there? 

SONG 



00:51:29 

For about ten days. It was the maximum that I could save up to. 12 

days, yeah, 10 days. 

CLINE 

00:51:37 

And how would you describe what it was like, as opposed to say 

what it was like before, or at least what you remembered of it 

before you left? 

SONG 

00:51:52 

It was very -- it was much more developed. I thought Korea was 

opening its doors at that time for international events, like the 

Olympics, like -- we got a lot of international events. I remember 

seeing a lot of buildings going up, a lot of constructions going up. 

Han River was cleaned up. It was very clean, it was very good 

seeing the country being developed. Maybe being overly developed 

is what I recall. 

CLINE 

00:52:39 

And I also wanted to ask you, now that you've -- well, this is kind of 

going back a little bit, I guess. But now that you are at the Korean 

Youth Center, and you're clearly encountering a lot of Korean-

Americans from the different waves of immigration, the different 

generations, did you have any more contact with some of the older 

generation, or some of the children of the older generation of 

Korean-Americans who had been here already when you came here, 

who perhaps didn't even speak Korean. What was the relationship 

like between, say, you and that generation? 

SONG 

00:53:23 



Well, you know, I think being in the community and working in the 

community, you get to be exposed to many different folks, whether 

they're involved with businesses, politics, or religion. And because 

it's a community center, I was being exposed to a lot more folks 

now, or groups of folks, who's been here much longer than I have. 

And I ask myself, where have you guys been when I was growing 

up? They were all scattered all over, whether it's L.A., Orange 

County, different states. 

But, you know, I think people are coming together, and there are 

quite a few people who wanted to participate and give back to the 

community. And in the mid-'80s or early '80s, there were leadership 

development programs being created for Korean-Americans. So it 

was a good thing. So my answer to your question is yes, I've met 

with a lot of folks who've been here much longer than I have, and 

much longer than my parents ever had. (laughter) They were like 

second-generation, third-generation Korean-Americans. 

CLINE 

00:54:51 

And the relationship, your communication, it's all OK; there's not a 

sense of (inaudible)? 

SONG 

00:54:57 

No, it was good. And I think that we feel very similar, you know -- 

we didn't have any answers, but, you know, how can we better help 

the folks who's going through a lot of these issues? If we had a 

clear answer for that, we wouldn't be here today. But we're trying 

to deal with larger community issues. And not only the first-

generation folks that are involved, but you got now second, third-

generation folks who've been -- not hiding, but finally getting to 

know the recent immigrant communities coming out. And their 

presence, just their presence, added much more presence in the 

work that we do. 

CLINE 



00:55:56 

There were a number of these individuals who were perhaps more 

established in the community, being supportive, very actively 

supportive of these non-profits as they were coming in? 

SONG 

00:56:07 

I think they were much more open to non-profits, because they 

know about the non-profit world in America, in the US. They see 

this as a professional work. They see this as a very important work; 

they see this as something that needs to be sustained over the next 

generation. Whereas most of the recent immigrant folks didn't really 

have that much knowledge about non-profits. And the fault lies with 

a lot of the non-profit leaders -- myself included, I'm not going to 

leave myself out of it -- not doing a very good job of letting folks 

know the importance of non-profits and what we do. 

Most folks who came here in the '70s and '80s probably think of 

non-profits as what they experienced in Korea, the YMCA type of 

thing. And they don't necessarily call us community-based 

organizations; I think they would call us NGO's [non-governmental 

organizations]. How many people hear about NGOs nowadays, 

besides many of the older professors? But you know, I think they 

would see non-profit as the folks who would be volunteering their 

time, having a real job elsewhere. So there was that difference, a 

huge difference in understanding what non-profits do, and how 

important it is for the community. 

CLINE 

00:57:45 

How much of a perception would you say on perhaps some people's 

part associated the idea of the non-profit organization with more 

things like activism and progressive politics and things like that, 

which there's obviously quite a tradition of in Korea? 

SONG 



00:58:01 

Correct, and I think advocacy, demonstrations, were led by a lot of 

the non-profits in Korea. And that's one of the perceptions that the 

people have, that we're tied with governments -- no, I'm sorry, that 

we're very independent of governments. But here, it's very 

different. Yes, you may have advocacy organizations, doing 

advocacy work in a very different way. And we have service 

organizations providing direct services. And at that time, Koreans 

didn't have that much of the direct service providers; it was more of 

advocacy organizations. It's different now, and I think for the past 

five years, the past five years or so, Korea has gone through 

tremendous movement towards bettering their non-profits in Korea, 

whether it be advocacy or direct-service organizations. And I could 

probably tell you more about this as we go along, about my vision, 

working with -- really building the capacity of non-profits, not just 

for here but also in Korea. I told you I was confused. (laughter) 

Here and also in Korea. 

CLINE 

00:59:31 

You also mentioned last time, at the end of the interview, when we 

were officially what we used to say off-tape, but we don't have tape 

anymore -- that you had -- I won't say suffered from -- what you 

called "Robin Hood syndrome." Can you explain that? 

SONG 

00:59:53 

My dog's name, when I was growing -- 7th grade to 12th grade, or 

8th grade to 12th grade -- his name was Robin; Robin Hood was his 

name. Because he had these two rings around his eyes. But he 

really -- I'm not sure there's a Robin syndrome or anything; I hope 

that this would not be translated in any bad way. But I don't -- I 

really felt that it was unfair to folks, you know, social injustice, 

economic injustice. I grew up in Korea, and I think it was a good 

thing for me. In Korea, where there were a lot of -- first apartment 



complexes were built close to the Han River, and it's called New 

Yong San, Shin Yong San -- "shin" means new, and Yong San was a 

place, a small city within a city where you had the first apartments 

being built, and that's where we lived. 

By the time that I was going to elementary school, the brand-new 

school opened up. And when I first went to school -- of course I 

didn't know it at that time, it was 1st grade, what do you know -- 

by the time that I was in 3rd grade, I realized something; I said, 

hey, this is a very interesting school. You got the wealthy folks 

coming to our school, from these newly-created, nice apartments. 

Then you got the kids from middle income. Well, the wealthy kids -- 

middle income, like our family, they lived in the first apartments 

that were built; it wasn't as nice. Then you had these kids from 

different neighborhoods, poor kids, coming. So our kid was mixed 

with very -- you had movie stars' sons and daughters coming, from 

the kids who could barely afford their lunches. And you know this, 

because when you have lunch -- and that time, we didn't call what 

we call cafeterias in school; you have to bring your own food. Some 

kids, on a cold day, would have their maid bring their hot food to 

school; some kids didn't even have food for lunch. 

So I saw this, and I thought that was a very (inaudible) experience 

for him. And I didn't know that until a couple of years ago. Why am 

I doing this? Why am I in a business where it's not really 

appreciated by many of the folks. They think I'm doing a good 

thing, but it's not the most popular what you'd call occupation or 

profession, if you will. So why am I doing this? And these memories 

of my childhood keep coming back, and I realized the link. And I 

wanted to find out, why do I not just do it, but why am I enjoying 

this? Because I do enjoy my work. 

I realized that, you know, it had just been a pattern, historically, in 

my past, that I was involved in this, one way or another. I actually 

took away lunches from the kids who had a good lunch, and make 

sure that they'll share it with the kids who didn't have it. And I got 

in a lot of trouble for doing that, but I continue to do that in my own 

ways. And that really saddened me when I was young, by the 4th or 



5th grade; it really made me sad to realize that some kids didn't 

have what they need to survive. And I heard a lot of complaints 

from my parents, that after school I would bring my friends to our 

house so that we could play, and we had a huge side yard for the 

apartment folks; it was a good-sized field for a little soccer or 

baseball. And I would actually take my friends over there, like 

seven, eight, ten of them. My dad said once, "Is there any reason 

why you're always bringing kids who are poor?" I didn't realize that. 

And that's when I was becoming much more aware of my 

behaviors; I wanted to provide their support, I wanted -- it's not 

that I felt sorry for them; I thought it was something that I had to 

do; something that I want to do. 

The funny thing is, I didn't even know what I was doing. In the 

same school, I had a lot of wealthy friends as well, but, you know, I 

would always bring the kids who didn't have much, especially when 

it comes to meeting basic needs. And I made sure my mom and dad 

would provide a snack for them right after the practice or play or 

whatever it is. And I think one thing bad about myself is -- now I 

feel bad, but I didn't feel bad at that time, taking things away from 

the kids who had it and giving it to the kids who didn't. I really 

didn't feel bad. I would get punished for it by teachers -- yes, I got 

hit by teachers -- but I didn't feel bad; I would do it over and over 

again, you know? To a point where later, it was accepted, where the 

kids actually -- the kids who had it would bring more to share. Not 

that was part of my experience in any way, because I got punished 

for what I did. (laughter) I think that my experience that I can 

relate. Well, that was one of my experiences that I can relate with 

what I do. I guess I'm still doing very similar things. 

CLINE 

01:07:04 

(laughter) Indeed. 

SONG 

01:07:07 



In a different way. 

CLINE 

01:07:09 

Right, right. Well, at least you're not getting punished for it now. 

Not in the same way, anyway, perhaps. 

SONG 

01:07:15 

Oh, yes. Not in the same way, but in different ways, yes. (laughter) 

CLINE 

01:07:19 

Right. And this maybe relates back in some ways by comparison to 

maybe some of the people who had been in LA, Koreans who had 

been here before you got here, but since you're kind of right in the 

middle here, you're in a place where you're meeting and 

experiencing all these different Korean-Americans. You have your 

experience; you have the experience of the people who'd been here 

before and are very acculturated, in most instances, I'm sure; more 

recent immigrants coming in during the '80s, in need of this 

assistance that's now becoming available. How much attention are 

you seeing, between -- well, let me rephrase it. How strong of a 

maintenance of traditional Korean culture do you see in these 

different immigrant groups? Is there a difference between them? Or 

-- 

SONG 

01:08:27 

People who came in the '70s, like my parents, are still practicing 

1970s Korean culture, which was very traditional. People who came 

in the '80s, in my opinion, practicing the culture that was practiced 

in the 1980s. Because cultures do change over a period of time, and 

it's becoming very Americanized, or Westernized. Right now, people 

are saying that Koreans in Korea are much more liberal than ever 



before. So those folks who are coming now are much more liberal, 

in terms of how they practice their culture. So -- can you believe 

this? People who came here 20 years ago, 35 years ago, are much 

more traditional than people who are coming from Korea today. So 

it's actually flipped, because we expect people -- the most recent 

immigrants to be much more traditional in Korean culture -- not 

necessarily. Well -- not necessarily is the answer. With certain 

culture, yes, it is true. But with certain culture, when it comes to 

family issues and stuff, you know, it's been changed tremendously. 

Divorce, for example. 

CLINE 

01:10:03 

Well, I was going to say marriage issues. 

SONG 

01:10:06 

Marriage issues. It was very much -- it was very, very traditional a 

long time ago. Now, they're much more open. 

CLINE 

01:10:14 

Would it -- how much of a difference would it make, depending on, 

say, what part of Korea you came from, or if you're a rural Korean 

or an urban Korean? 

SONG 

01:10:22 

Yes. Yes, I think it would make some difference. Actually, overall, 

OK, you have mostly folks from Seoul coming to America a lot of 

the times, or from the bigger cities. Not necessarily from the rural 

area. I think a transition happening from a bigger city career to 

America tends to be the trend. And marriage is becoming a huge 

issue. There's a divorce rate of 50% here; Korea's -- it should be 



very similar right now. Maybe not as much as 50%, but it's 

becoming -- it's climbing. 

CLINE 

01:11:11 

What about the whole approach to finding a marriage partner? I 

know -- 

SONG 

01:11:18 

Well, it's not always through introduction by somewhat else. 

(laughter) It's a frequently talked-about subject here in Koreatown. 

I think there's dating; they date just like here. Yes, matchmaking is 

still part of the tradition. But they've got more means to meet folks 

now, because they've got a family introduction, friends introduction, 

and they date on their own. 

CLINE 

01:11:49 

Do you think that there's less pressure now to marry someone who 

is selected and approved by one's parents? 

SONG 

01:11:58 

That, I don't know about. I think that still stands. The parents have 

to approve; the parents have to be part of that decision. It wasn't 

as strict as before, I don't think. But I think the family plays a very 

significant role when it comes to marriage still today. 

CLINE 

01:12:15 

Still involves things like economic issue and all these -- 

SONG 



01:12:19 

I think so. And if people tell you otherwise, that's not necessarily 

true. The parents still play a very significant role, when it comes to 

approving marriage partners. 

CLINE 

01:12:34 

And what about gender roles, the way you perceive the roles of men 

and women culturally, do you see any of that changing? 

SONG 

01:12:44 

Yes, and I think it's becoming -- it's much more open. The 

workforce is made up of -- I don't have the clear stats, but a higher 

percentage of women are working in Korea right now. 

CLINE 

01:13:02 

What about -- now, eventually you got married. 

SONG 

01:13:06 

Eventually I did, yes. (laughter) 

CLINE 

01:13:08 

When was that? 

SONG 

01:13:08 

It was back in 1994, right after the earthquake. 1994 Northridge 

earthquake. I have a way of finding good things after a disaster. 

(laughter) Earthquake was -- well, actually, the riot was one; that 

really made me give more commitment to the work that I do here. 



But at the same time, earthquake, Northridge -- I used to live in 

Northridge at that time. Right after the earthquake -- or during the 

earthquake -- I met my wife. Right after the earthquake, I was 

assigned from this organization to help the earthquake relief site in 

one of the Korean-American workers, and I had to mobilize a lot of 

volunteers in different associations to help out, to serve Korean-

Americans who were devastated by the earthquake at that time, 

whether it be small business owners or residents in that area. And 

she -- my wife now -- came out to volunteer, and that's how we 

met. 

CLINE 

01:14:30 

And I remember you once mentioned that she went to high school 

at University High School, because that's where I went to high 

school. Where does she fit into this? Was she -- 

SONG 

01:14:40 

She was a Korean-American, born here in L.A. She's -- her family 

history is very different than what we talked about. Her parents are 

Korean-Japanese-Americans. Her mother [Young Ja Kim] was born 

and raised in Japan, but she's Korean; came here when she was in 

mid-20s. As soon as -- and her father [Kenneth Kim] was a Korean-

American-Japanese as well, born and raised in Korea, but educated 

in Japan, got married, and came here, back in 1960s, '67, if I'm not 

mistaken. And Kathy, my wife, was born in 1968. So they had a 

very different experience; they have another culture, subculture. So 

what they practice at home is very different than what we practice 

at home. They speak Japanese; that's their first language. 

CLINE 

01:15:58 

Oh, that was going to be my next question. Interesting. Does she 

speak Korean at all, then? 



SONG 

01:16:03 

Yes, she does. Obviously, her first language is English, then it's 

Japanese, then it's Korean. 

CLINE 

01:16:15 

Wow, fantastic. 

SONG 

01:16:18 

So if her family has issues with me, they tend to speak Japanese, 

because I don't understand it. 

CLINE 

01:16:28 

And as it may relate to what we were just discussing in terms of the 

traditional approach to parents' involvement in the marriage 

selection, how did that work for you? 

SONG 

01:16:41 

Oh, don't go there, Alex; it gives me a lot of pain right now. 

CLINE 

01:16:45 

Oh, no. 

SONG 

01:16:46 

(laughter) Yeah, it's all right. 

CLINE 



01:16:48 

What was the involvement there? Was it very traditionally that you 

had to go through a whole process with them? 

SONG 

01:17:00 

My experience, when it comes to marriage, for this time -- well, 

hopefully this is the only time around, but you know, when I was 

first dating a long time ago -- not with Kathy, but with someone 

else -- this was back in 1988, I believe, '88 or so -- to go through 

this process of meeting parents, right, after you date for a little bit, 

you go through this process, you have to meet the parents. So I 

went to my girlfriend's house, and I was meeting her parents for the 

first time. And I could tell you about my experience then, and how it 

has changed over the years, but it may not have for a lot of the 

folks. 

The first question that they probably ask you is, "What school did 

you go to?" Just wanted to find out what kind of academic 

background you have, which is very important to them. Then, 

"What work do you do?" So I told them about my work, that I work 

at KYC. They said, "Oh, that's wonderful," and I was surprised to 

hear that from my girlfriend's father. I said, "Wow, he's really open 

to this." Then his question was, "No, no, no. It's really good, but 

what's your real work?" 

CLINE 

01:18:26 

(laughter) I saw that one coming. 

SONG 

01:18:27 

Yeah. So I realized that, you know, Korean-Americans and Koreans 

in general tend to think, "Yes, that's very worthy for you. But what's 

your real work? What's your real profession?" And I guess when he 



found out that is my real work, I'm not sure if he was disappointed 

or anything, I didn't see it, but I'm sure he had thought about the 

potential future of his daughter being poor. And I think that's one of 

the things I'm going through with my marriage as well, I'm not too 

sure -- because I didn't go into the details of my profession with my 

wife's parents, but I'm not sure whether they thought that -- they 

probably thought that it was going to be financially not so stable. 

CLINE 

01:19:32 

So her parents were still Korean enough to be involved in the 

traditional way here. 

SONG 

01:19:37 

And I'm sure because you know, most parents would expect, oh, 

you're a doctor, you're a lawyer, you have a stable job. And I 

understand that. 

CLINE 

01:19:48 

Yeah, you don't even have to be Korean to be concerned about 

those things. 

SONG 

01:19:53 

And that's when I became -- my other side of my identity, I guess, 

I'm very fortunate to have gone through the process of doing what I 

wanted to do, and that's very unlike Korean. And I think one of the 

biggest issues that I see among Korean-Americans here about my 

age, a little younger, a little over, give and take -- I think the 

biggest issue is, are they really happy in what they do? Because 

that can make a huge difference in your life; I think what you do 

has a big impact on you. 



And I meet my friends quite often from my schooldays, friends from 

school, junior high school, high school, college. And they're all very 

successful; most of them are very successful as far as their career is 

concerned. They have a very stable occupation, businesses, they're 

well off. They're good bread-winners. And they have fulfilled their 

obligation as far as economics is concerned, for the family. When 

you ask them the question about, "So are you happy about what 

you do?" -- I don't get a very positive reaction. "I'm doing -- this is 

what I do, man." I don't think they really have gone through 

learning about what they wanted to become, or who they want to 

be. And I don't know why, and I think it may have been the 

outcome of our culture. 

CLINE 

01:21:55 

Doing what's expected. 

SONG 

01:21:58 

Doing what's expected. Doing what you're supposed to do. Or not 

being exposed to mentors, or not being exposed to things they're 

good at, or could be good at. 

CLINE 

01:22:16 

Not as many choices. 

SONG 

01:22:18 

No. And that can be compounded if you become Korean-American, 

if you come here. And your parents are busy, and there's that lack 

of guidance, especially if you come here. You're on your own a lot of 

times, especially the time that I was growing up. It's very 

interesting to ask many of my friends, you may have engineer -- 

who may have gone through getting their degrees, like for example, 



engineering. How many of them are really practicing engineering? 

That tells me something, did they really do this, or pick their major, 

because they liked it? Or were they just doing it because it was easy 

for them, or it was something that other people were doing? 

So financially, a lot of the Korean-American friends that I have are 

stable. But I think emotionally, psychologically, I'm not too sure 

whether I could say the same. I think that's one of the things that 

we really have to work on as a community, to provide our next 

generation to become really what they want to become. And try to 

provide the support that they need. I think that will be very, very 

critical. Happy people will do better. 

CLINE 

01:23:57 

Yeah. (laughter) And this also, this is a universal issue, but I can 

see particularly, the cultural elements really play into this. And so 

you got married; your family did not find your wife for you. 

SONG 

01:24:16 

No, fortunately no, because I was afraid I was going to get married 

to this girl -- did I tell you about this story? 

CLINE 

01:24:24 

Because you got married kind of late as well. 

SONG 

01:24:26 

Late. 32, it was? 

CLINE 

01:24:29 

Were your parents, were they giving up on you? 



SONG 

01:24:32 

No, actually, they were harassing me on a daily basis (laughter), to 

a point where I didn't want to go home too early to face them. 

CLINE 

01:24:42 

Yeah, but what you were going to say is there's a story you were 

going to tell me about this. 

SONG 

01:24:45 

Yeah, that yes, I met her -- fortunately, when I was in 7th grade -- 

remember, I landed in Glendale where there weren't too many 

Korean-Americans, but there was one who came just after us, a 

family. 

CLINE 

01:25:05 

Oh, I remember this story. Yeah, you thought you were going to 

have to marry her. (laughter) 

SONG 

01:25:11 

Yeah. So actually it was a good thing that I found Kathy. (laughter) 

CLINE 

01:25:19 

If you have -- maybe you don't have a reason, but why did you 

marry so late, particularly considering the pressure of the cultural 

expectations? 

SONG 

01:25:28 



Well, I'm just a very fortunate person. It just happened the way -- 

not necessarily the way I expected, but it happened, and I believe it 

happened because it was meant to be. I was dating, but I didn't feel 

that I had to get married. But when I first saw my wife, it's kind of 

tacky, but -- I can't say it was love at first sight, that's not what I'm 

saying, but I felt, you know -- as long as she says yes, I can get 

married. A very strong feeling that I had. How selfish I am. How 

selfish. (laughter) Fortunately it did work out OK, although she did 

say -- on our first date, she said, "You know, I don't think I'll marry 

a social worker." And that hurt a little, but, you know, I got over it, 

I got over it. And she ended up marrying a social worker. Not just a 

social worker, but community-based organization person. 

CLINE 

01:26:54 

How much of these sorts of traditional, for example economic 

pressures, and the need to achieve, do you think even affect the 

non-profit organization and the community, you as a social worker 

now? Any impact? 

SONG 

01:27:15 

You know, I think it has an impact. Even my friends, my close 

friends from high school, would call me once in awhile: "Hey, Johng, 

you must be the happiest guy in the world." And I said, "Why is 

that?" "Because, you know, you're playing basketball with kids 

every day, going to summer camps. You must be so young and 

energetic," is their understanding of what I do a lot of times. I'm 

exaggerating a little bit. But it does have an impact, and I think this 

feeling needs to be much more professionalized, especially in our 

community. When you go to the mainstream, you do get that 

respect, that this is a good profession. Not necessarily in our 

community. I can't say the same for other ethnic communities, but 

it is still here. And one of my visions really has to do with the 

capacity of non-profits, so that we could have more impact. And 



eventually, have the folks understand that this is a very important 

work, and in order for us to do that, we will continue to build our 

capacity, and do a better job of letting people know how important 

this field is. And I need better folks working over here in this field, 

and I think that's a critical piece that I tend to work on for a very, 

very long time. 

CLINE 

01:29:06 

Well, what I'd like to do is talk very specifically about what KYCC 

does, and sort of trace its evolution in the community, and more 

about your vision for it and for non-profits in the community, in our 

next session. 

SONG 

01:29:24 

I was going to say, Alex, I'm getting hungry here. 

SONG 

01:29:28 

Yeah, I was going to say, we don't want to burn ourselves out here. 

So it seems like a good place to call it, do you think? 

SONG 

01:29:35 

Thank you, Alex. It's been fun again. 

CLINE 

01:29:38 

Yeah. To be continued, then. And thank you for today. 

SONG 

01:29:42 

Thank you. 



1.4. Session 4 (March 30, 2006) 

CLINE 

00:00:00 

-- we always do, OK. OK, today is March 30, 2006. It's Alex Cline, 

once again interviewing Johng Ho Song, at the Koreatown Youth 

and Community Center administrative officers in Koreatown. Good 

morning. 

SONG 

00:00:23 

Good morning, Alex. 

CLINE 

00:00:24 

We're going to pursue the story of this particular organization, a 

non-profit services community organization, and Johng Ho's 

evolution through and with the organization. And last -- a couple of 

weeks ago, I guess; I don't even remember now -- but I got a 

wonderful tour of some of the facilities, so I have a better idea of 

what the organization does, and what its activities and services are. 

We're going to talk a bit about that. We know that you started with 

what was then the Korean Youth Center in the '80s, when you were 

just a counselor. And then you eventually moved out of counseling 

into managing the counsellors. I wanted to start out by asking you 

what you can tell us about the origin of the organization, and for 

example, if there was an individual or individuals involved in 

founding it, and who those people were, and how things got started. 

SONG 

00:01:35 

KYC at that time was founded under another non-profit organization 

called Asian-American Drug Abuse Program, AADAP. They're located 

in the south part of Crenshaw, dealing with drug prevention and 

treatment. In the mid-'70s, they realized the growth of the Korean-



American population in this neighborhood, and they saw a lot of 

kids on the streets not being supervised, and they felt that they 

could do something. And they got a small funding from -- I believe 

it was from city or county, I'm not quite sure -- to open up a little 

branch office here, in the Crenshaw area, which is part of Korean 

town, the north part of Crenshaw. And they hired Reverend Paul 

Chun to manage that project. So basically, it was founded in '75 

under the Asian-American Drug Abuse Program as an outreach 

project within AADAP, so we were not an organization. And that 

project grew, slowly -- 

CLINE 

00:03:05 

I guess. (laughter) 

SONG 

00:03:07 

(laughter) -- and you had first executive director in 1982 -- 1982, 

1983. 1982, I believe. And we became independent at that time. 

Valentine's Day, February 14, 1982, I believe. I should give you an 

organizational history chart. And our first executive director's name 

was Jane Kim; she was to be involved as a counselor under Paul 

Chun. There's also a person who worked with Paul Chun named In 

Hwan Kim, one of the founding members, and he's still on the board 

of KYCC right now, the board of directors at KYCC. He will be 

resigning, I believe, this coming June. 

So it's a very interesting history we have; we have some founding 

members still on our board. But we'll be moving onto a board of a 

trustees, or honorary board if you will. So there's been quite a talk 

of our organizational history as we celebrated our 30th anniversary 

last year; this is our 31st. It's kind of strange that we count by the 

1975 date, instead of the 1982 date. Maybe it's our tendency of 

trying to be older than we are. But we actually became independent 

back in 1982. 

CLINE 



00:05:01 

OK. And if you can describe at that point, when you became 

independent, what specifically your activities were, and how many 

people you had working in the organization? 

SONG 

00:05:13 

Very small staffing at that time, probably 1982, '83, four, five 

maximum, made up of little part-timers here and there. 

CLINE 

00:05:27 

Was this all volunteer at this point? 

SONG 

00:05:29 

Yes, there were a lot more volunteers. There were two or three paid 

staff, I believe. That was my understanding. Then the focus of the 

problem had to do with juvenile delinquency, counseling, peer 

counseling. Crime prevention type of programs. In the mid-'80s, 

however, we were expanding our services to serve kids, to provide 

tutorials, after school programs. A lot of summer prevention 

programs for this type of kids. So that's where we were at that 

time. Not that many staff involved, but we eventually grew. The 

fastest growth actually took place in the mid-'80s, for that time 

period, where we were getting more funding related to clinical 

services. I'm sorry, Alex. 

CLINE 

00:06:34 

You need to take that? 

SONG 

00:06:37 



That's OK. Sorry. 

CLINE 

00:06:40 

Clinical services, you were mentioning. 

SONG 

00:06:45 

In 1985, when I first came on board, I used to do peer-counseling 

work. But late 1985, we received a mental health contract from the 

county. And they gave us resources to hire three additional staff. 

And at that time, it was a lot. And basically, what it was is to 

provide cultural -- workshops related to cultural differences, 

because we realized that we had a lot of problems with cultural 

differences, between parents and youth, of Korean-American 

families. So I was -- the KYCC transitioned me to provide more of 

that services instead of one-on-one counseling services. So 

basically, I was doing both at that time, from 198- -- late '85 to 

about '88. So we were steadily growing in the areas of serving 

disadvantaged groups of families in Koreatown, but mostly focused 

on serving Korean-American families, throughout early '90s if you 

will. 

CLINE 

00:08:16 

And the organization grew, I guess, at the same time as the 

community itself, which certainly started to grow a lot during that 

time, and one of the things that I wanted to know is when the 

organization grew to the point where not only you had more staff, 

but your geographic locations were more diverse. And if you could, 

if you can integrate that story a little bit into the changes in your 

own -- OK, you need to take this? I'll pause this. 

SONG 

00:08:55 



Sorry. 

CLINE 

00:08:56 

It's OK, I'll restate my question. OK, we're back. I wanted to get a 

sense of when the organization started to branch out, in terms of its 

activities, its geographical locations, and obviously, the size of the 

staff, based on what I guess was an increased need in the 

community, as the community itself grew much larger during the 

'80s and into the '90s. 

SONG 

00:09:24 

You know, we were seeing steady growth from 198- -- I would say 

1985 to about 1988, and I can't tell you the details as to how fast 

we grew or didn't grow before that. I only saw some 

documentations in writings. But we were getting more government 

contracts during that time. As I mentioned, mental health was one. 

We were getting some after-school funding, after-school program 

funding for our youth programs. I believe that we were about 20 

people in the organization by the late '80s, becoming -- not only for 

the youth-oriented programs, but becoming an agency that saw a 

lot of potential of providing multi-services. And I saw that coming at 

that time. And I was just the unit manager at that time, but I saw 

the opportunities for our agency to really take off. 

And we also had a shift in leadership at that time. In 1988, Jane 

Kim, our first executive director, resigned; we had Mr. Bong Hwan 

Kim appointed to be our new executive director at that time. And I 

think his vision was to create something -- OK, he had some 

background in child-care as well as low-income housing, affordable 

housing projects, if you will. So we were moving into that direction 

as well, at that time. There wasn't any Korean-American 

organization that had the capacity of doing low-income housing or 

affordable housing projects in that way. So we were moving into 



that direction slowly. But the important part of early 1990s, I think, 

had to do with the riot itself. April 29th. 

CLINE 

00:11:53 

Right, this is where I'm going. I'm building up to that. 

SONG 

00:11:55 

I knew it. I knew it, Alex. (laughter) 

CLINE 

00:11:57 

So predictable, I know. (laughter) What, also, if you can, would be a 

way to describe the situation that you saw that not only created this 

expansion of activities, but the ways that the new executive director 

was able to effectively take those on. Because it seems like quite a 

new sort of vision for what starts out as basically a youth center, to 

start getting into low-income housing, and these various other sorts 

of activities, which I'm guessing have to do with needs that you 

were starting to see are more and more crucial at that time. What 

was it maybe about the time, and maybe about the new executive 

director that really made this change in direction happen? 

SONG 

00:13:02 

You know, I think -- I didn't think it was that easy for us to change 

the direction, because the community was very sensitive, and we 

were so well-known in the community, the Korean-American 

community, that we represent youth: Korean Youth Center. And 

going into affordable housing projects, and going into environment 

work that had to do with tree-planning, graffiti removal, was quite 

an experience for the organization, as well as for the community. 

But all things blew up, and all things changed, with the riot. Before 

the riot, you know, you hardly talk about multiculturalism. The issue 



was related to race. Topics come up once in awhile, but -- and I 

think the whole dynamic of our community changed after the riot. It 

really changed the life of quite a few of us, as to how we go about 

doing the work. When the riot happened back in 1992, our 

executive director at that time, Bong Huan Kim, was really at the 

forefront of a lot of the issues. 

CLINE 

00:14:40 

So you were already headed in these directions when that 

happened. 

SONG 

00:14:46 

Yes. Slowly. And KYCC became more of an organization dealing with 

community work. I can't say how effective we were at that time, but 

given our capacity, we were doing as much as we can to sustain the 

programs that we had at that time, and trying to expand into other 

areas, like how are we going to provide assistance and support to 

business owners after the riot? We had over 2,000 business owners 

that lost most of their wealth. And their lives changed dramatically 

after that. And KYCC was joining hands with other organizations, 

like local Korean-American chambers of commerce, other 

organizations like the Korean-American coalition at that time. Trying 

to provide some (inaudible) assistance to small-business owners, 

meaning that we created a community economic development unit, 

so that we could provide those types of services to the community. 

And I remember KYCC being very busy at that time. 

So the balancing act was very difficult, however, to balance the 

program that we had, mainly youth-focused, to housing as well as 

providing (inaudible) assistance to small-business owners. Then the 

riot, OK, it wasn't just about the service change. But finally, we 

began to realize the demographic changes. We knew it before, but I 

don't think this community took that much notice of it. And when 

you look around, and there are a lot more -- a lot of Latinos coming 



into this area; there were some issues related to the small-business 

owners, a tension growing in that particular arena, between the 

employers and the employees. And as a community agency, we 

really asked a question, you know, what are we going to do? How is 

KYC going to change? What is our commitment to support this type 

of work? And we asked a lot of questions related to that, and before 

we even had any answers, we were jumping into those services. At 

least, that's my opinion. 

But we did formally change our name, back in 1992, late 1992, if 

I'm not mistaken, or early 1993, from KYC, Korean Youth Center, to 

KYCC, Korean Youth and Community Center; we added that extra C 

there, mainly to justify our intention and expansion, to work with 

small business owners, and our commitment to deal with 

community issues more than before. We did receive some criticisms 

from the community, especially from the business sectors, along 

with the first-generations. And some of our competitors, if you will. 

You know, why are you expanding your services? The youth 

organizations should stay your focus; why is your mission changing. 

But you know, I thought -- at that time, I was not part of what 

you'd call a board of the executive directors, so from my 

understanding, that we had the commitment to do this work. I think 

maybe the marketing part of it, educating the community about our 

intention, and the process of going about -- achieving that part of 

trying to justify our change in focus, or expansion, was not done 

very effectively. Because, you know, we had so many things going 

on at that time; we had the post-recovery of the riot; we had to 

continue to do our work related to youth and families; there's an 

issue with capacity, internally. 

CLINE 

00:20:04 

That was my next question, yeah. 

SONG 

00:20:07 



From a youth organization, very family-like organization, the 

atmosphere was very friendly, the support that we had. But the 

growth that we were experiencing at that time, dramatically as well 

as financially, was just tremendous. I don't have a specific number 

here with me, but maybe from about a million-dollar organization or 

a little less, we grew double within a year. To manage that growth 

was not an easy task at that time. Like any other non-profit 

organizations, we were fairly strong with programs, but not 

necessarily with administration and infrastructure to deal with that 

growth. And we were busy, we were busy. So it was a very 

significant time of change and growth. 

CLINE 

00:21:34 

Let's talk about the uprising a little bit, since that's obviously a 

pivotal sort of moment, and you yourself had said earlier in this 

interview that it was that '92 uprising that really woke you up, and 

increased your awareness of a lot of these issues. Where were you 

during the uprising, and what do you remember about when -- 

SONG 

00:21:57 

I was working. (laughter) I was working here in the office. And 

when you hear something, the news saying there's some fires, 

damage to small business owners, we really didn't think much of 

this, you know, maybe it's just very specific businesses that are 

being targeted. 

CLINE 

00:22:23 

Yeah, something very localized. 

SONG 

00:22:25 



And it just grew. And when we realized the effect that it was having, 

not only in Koreatown but in South-Central as well, it was just -- we 

were not prepared at all for this, and I didn't know what to think. 

What I was told to do at that time -- this is kind of funny -- when 

Bong Hwan, my boss at that time, asked me, "Hey, John, can you 

go out and check what's going on?" -- myself and the driver of our 

KYCC made the mistake of taking KYCC's car, with the logo. It says, 

you know, Korean Youth and Community Center. No, Korean Youth 

Center at that time. So we took the truck that was used for graffiti 

removal services. I remember some of the local kids on the street 

were throwing rocks at us. 

And that's when I realized it was much bigger than what I thought 

or what I expected. And it was just all purely reaction, reaction, 

reaction. It was really -- we as a community didn't think it was 

coming that quickly, that fast. A tremendous amount of damage. I 

think it was more -- not just business damage, but more of a 

psychological and social, emotional damage that it caused this 

community. I think we're still going through the process of recovery 

right now. People don't like to talk about it as much. It was kind of 

sad -- it was really sad. 

CLINE 

00:24:13 

And how specifically would you say it affected you personally, and 

how you viewed what you were doing, and what your place in the 

community here in L.A. was at that? 

SONG 

00:24:30 

I really thought that -- I was really content at that time, dealing 

with Korean issues, Korean-American issues, Korean-American 

families. But I realized that we were only covering a small part of a 

community. Koreatown is made up of, what? What is this made up 

of? Is it just Koreans? We realized that it isn't. How do you deal with 

Koreatown? Because whatever happens outside of Koreans has a 



direct or indirect impact to Koreatown? It's basically what I've 

realized -- I guess we've always realized it, but not to that degree. 

And we weren't really talking about -- I guess we really started to 

talk about multiculturalism, maybe not right away -- there's some 

mutual alliances that were established between Koreans and blacks; 

yes, there were some round-table meetings among the leaders. But 

I'm not too sure how much that impacted to the daily lives of people 

who work and live in Koreatown. But, you know, I think a lot of 

good things were happening that started the dialogue between 

different communities. 

So I remember being busy to -- well, being busy, trying to fulfill my 

obligation to meet the (inaudible) needs at that time, that's my job. 

I believe I was a program director at that time, overseeing all the 

programs at KYCC -- if not, I was a part of most of the programs -- 

and trying to develop some of the new programs that we need, and 

actually supporting the new programs that were created right after 

the riot, which were the Community Economic Development 

Division; that was overseen by Pat Wong. I think that was actually 

one of the first non-Korean-American persons overseeing a project, 

and that was back in 1992 or 1993, I believe. 

So she was overseeing that whole Community Economic 

Development Project that has to do with providing (inaudible) 

assistance to small-business owners. A relief effort, if you will, after 

the riot. So that division was created that way. Later, we kind of 

incorporated an environment unit over there, as well as low-income 

housing, affordable housing projects, along with (inaudible) 

assistance to small-business owners, and we called it Community 

Economic Development Division. But that was done in the mid-90s, 

or late 1990s, that we put it all together as the Community 

Economic Development Division. 

CLINE 

00:28:25 

And Pat Wong, I'm guessing, is Chinese-American? 



SONG 

00:28:28 

Chinese-American. 

CLINE 

00:28:37 

So by now you were also rising in responsibility within the 

organization. How does that happen? 

SONG 

00:28:52 

I have to say, we've gone through a lot as an organization during 

that time, 1992 to about 1994. I remember having a lot of staff 

turnovers, difficulty in managing the growth. Difficulty in sustaining 

some of the programs, because we just grew so fast at that time. I 

remember Bong Hwan and I, you know -- I think he was doing as 

much as he can to be the outsider leader that could represent the 

Korean-American community, but at the same time, lead the 

organization's growth. So you know, there was definitely a huge 

transition for KYCC at that time, the changing names, creating new 

programs, and trying to do things a little bit differently. 

Then came along the earthquake. 

CLINE 

00:30:02 

Right, in '94. 

SONG 

00:30:04 

'94 January. And that caused a lot of issues. But, you know, I think 

from the experience that we had from the 1992, as a community as 

a whole, was much more responsive in meeting the needs of 

earthquake victims in the valley. You know, many organizations got 



together very quickly, and set up a relief center in a very close by 

Northridge church, Korean-American church. And so we were able 

to do that project fairly well; it only took like three weeks for us to 

finish the project. We invited Red Cross therapists to deal with 

counseling; SBA [Small Business Administration] loan officers to 

deal with the damage. I thought we were very effective from the 

experience we had in the riot; we were very effective in mobilizing 

in order to fulfill the needs of the earthquake victims. 

And started working with many different organizations. That doesn't 

necessarily mean that we all got along, but we saw an opportunity, 

a need, for us to do this work together. And I think KYCC was in the 

forefront of that work, building collaboration and coalition in the 

community. I can't say we did it all, no, but I think we were at the 

forefront of making sure that work gets done. 

CLINE 

00:31:59 

And so how did you get tapped to rise in the organization, as it 

were? 

SONG 

00:32:08 

Not necessarily rise. I think it was more like -- 1994, I got married, 

in October. Maybe this is -- this is a personal story, but I met my 

wife through earthquake relief. 

CLINE 

00:32:33 

Right, I remember. You mentioned that. 

SONG 

00:32:34 

She came over there to volunteer, and I was heading the operations 

over there with other organizations, and she came over to 



volunteer. So we met; that's how we met. So we met in January; 

we got engaged in May; we got married in October. It was a very, 

very quick process. And so -- I have to say, I owe a bit part of my 

blessing to the earthquake. (laughter) We're a -- what do you call it 

-- earthquake couple. So good things do come out of true crisis, as 

well as opportunities. 

And during that year, I was nominated to become the Annie E. 

Casey Foundation's fellowship program. This foundation's goal was 

to develop mid-career professionals into the next level, so it's a 

leadership development fellowship program, year-round, very 

intense, so you've got to be away for a whole year. So back -- and I 

didn't think I was going to get it; they only picked like ten people in 

the nation, and I was young at that time. And I really didn't -- I 

barely met the qualifications, I thought. But someone nominated me 

-- Angela Oh nominated me, actually. And right after I got married, 

I found out that I got accepted. That means I have to leave the 

organization for a whole year, in 1995. So not a rise in the 

organization; it's more like disappearance from the organization. 

(laughter) So I took on that fellowship from 1995 January to 

December of 1995, came back to the organization as a chief 

operating officer. 

CLINE 

00:34:44 

So now you had all kinds of skills that -- 

SONG 

00:34:47 

Not really, I did find out, during that time, how much I didn't know. 

CLINE 

00:34:55 

Now was this something -- you were still in L.A. though -- 

SONG 



00:34:56 

No. 

CLINE 

00:34:58 

Really? Where was it? 

SONG 

00:34:58 

I was in Baltimore, Maryland, Baltimore. And I did two site 

placements; one in D.C. for three months and one in New York for 

three months. But the rest of the time, I was in Baltimore, where 

the foundations headquarters was. So it was really -- there was no 

connect for me for a whole year, during that time, to L.A. And that 

gave me a lot of time for me to reflect and learn about who I am 

and what I wanted to do. So yes, it did give me some tools and 

knowledge about the field that I was in, but it didn't necessarily 

mean that I became a person who really knew what they were 

doing. (laughter) I found out more about, boy, I really didn't know 

that much. But that experience really gave me the commitment to 

work in this field, even more than ever before. And I really realized 

the importance of non-profit organizations. So it gave me a sense of 

renewal, in committing myself to this field. So I came back in 1995 

as a chief operating officer. 

In 1996, Bong Hwan Kim, our executive director, took a leave of 

absence for a year, so that he could finish his Master's program at 

Harvard, one-year program. So I was the interim executive director, 

1996. 1997 he came back, and he resigned in 1998, and I became 

the executive director in 1998. So that's how I got to be the 

executive director. I probably had about seven, eight, nine different 

roles and responsibilities during my 20-year tenure here at KYCC, 

from counselor to manager to unit director to general manager, 

chief operating officer, interim -- so you know, it just tells you how I 

wasn't effective in many of these positions. (laughter) So the KYCC 

gave me many different opportunities to find which area I'll be OK 



in, where I fit. It just shows you how unsuccessful I was in all these 

different positions. (laughter) 

CLINE 

00:38:03 

Well, not necessarily. (laughter) The uprising also, in many ways, 

put the Korean-American community on the map, so to speak, and 

put it in the minds, or at least in front of the awareness of the public 

at large; I don't know if a lot of people, certainly in the rest of the 

nation, thought much about Korean-Americans, or what their role in 

the society was, until they saw what was going on TV here in L.A. 

Was there anything about that experience, and sort of the spotlight 

put in the Korean-American community, that helped show you 

something helpful about the Korean-American community, that then 

informed your work here in this particular organization? I mean, it's 

a perception question, I guess, not just your own perception. 

SONG 

00:39:05 

I have to say that yes, it brought a lot of attention to Korean-

Americans as a whole; I'm not sure necessarily it was all that great 

a perception. Because I think there was a lot of portrayal of Korean-

Americans portrayed as the "haves;" yes, we have something, we 

have business; we're wealthy -- which is not necessarily true. 

(laughter) There's a clear tension between different ethnic groups 

here in Koreatown. That we are not necessarily good business 

owners; we don't give back to the community; we're very -- not 

part of the community as a whole. That would be the general 

perception of Korean-Americans at that time. 

But you know, I do see, there was some sympathy to this particular 

community. And I have to say, OK, we did grow tremendously 

during that year, a couple years right after the riot. You know, what 

can we do for you? Foundations called, the government called, other 

funders called. And I think it was great. But overall, the perception 

was sympathy, but for the portrayal of the perception of self-



centered Korean community, small-business-minded, very 

economically-minded community. 

So -- and I thought that was the portrayal, and it was really funny 

how that started -- because before the riot, you'll never hear from 

the news about Koreatown, although we have signs all over here in 

this area, this is Koreatown. But you'll never hear anything about 

Koreatown. But something funny that I've noticed, and I think some 

people may disagree with me, but I actually still today see many 

times (inaudible) see many times in the network, the news network. 

If something bad happens in this community, they'll say, "From 

Koreatown, there's a robbery; there's a rape; there's fire; there's 

people dying -- in Koreatown." It's very specific. Something good 

happens in Koreatown -- "Mid-Wilshire. Live from Mid-Wilshire. Live 

from --" wherever. The heart of L.A. And I thought that was very 

interesting, and I still see that. 

CLINE 

00:42:16 

I have to tell you, during the uprising, we saw reports from areas 

that were just a few blocks from where we live, and we live in the 

east side of Culver City, that were described as being, "Live from 

the Crenshaw District." Same deal. I mean, the Crenshaw District is 

miles from where we live. It's amazing. 

SONG 

00:42:44 

So when something good happens, it's not necessarily Koreatown. 

When something bad happens, it's definitely Koreatown. And they'll 

say it out loud -- "Live from Koreatown." And I thought that was 

very interesting, because a lot of good things do happen in 

Koreatown; it's a very dynamic place. So that's one thing that I still 

see. I think this community has learned quite a bit, and I still think 

we're part of this process of really understanding what 

multiculturalism is, and what it ought to be in the future. And I 

think -- when I first became the executive director in 1998 -- and I 



know that would be your next question -- that really -- because I 

really felt that, OK, what can be done so that we can really be more 

effective, in terms of serving the community? My philosophy always 

had to do with community-based organization, non-profit, 

community-based organizations should be geographically served. 

Because communities are different; each community is very 

different. L.A. is very different from Orange County, and the needs 

are very different, the people that you need to serve are very 

different. So, you know, we became more focused with Koreatown. 

CLINE 

00:44:11 

And eventually, the name reflected that change. 

SONG 

00:44:13 

Yes, after the work's been achieved, we changed the name. 

(laughter) Not before. Because we learned that mistake once 

before. It wasn't a mistake of changing the name; it was when and 

how you go about doing it, which I thought was very important. And 

very sensitive. I really felt that we should be focused with not 

necessarily Koreans, but Koreatown. And I think Bong Hwan Kim 

started that work before, and I just wanted to finish it. And I'm still 

in the process. But, you know, a couple of the directors -- actually, 

at that time, Mark [Mayeda], our current chief operating officer, and 

I, said something about setting division for the organization, which 

may be very challenging. Not just to the organization, but to the 

stake-holders as well as the community that we've been serving for 

the past, what, 25 years? 

And we set this goal of becoming a multi-ethnic organization. And 

we work the board, and we work the community, and we work 

internally, to go through this change. It wasn't an easy change. 

Took me six years, seven years, to achieve what we wanted to 

achieve, and we're still not done. Currently, we have about 85 staff, 

and 60% of our staff are non-Koreans today, versus 70, 80%, 



Korean-American used to dominate. Not just the staffing, but the 

leadership, as well as the organizational culture, was very Korean-

American. When we started bringing in non-Korean folks to do the 

work, it was very difficult in the beginning. Sensitive, tension. 

Because, you know, I really felt that this organization was starting 

that initiative, so we weren't ready to fully become multi-cultural 

overnight. People still eat kimchee here over lunch. And when you 

go into a cafeteria or kitchen where people were eating, you could 

see that the Korean-Americans would eat on one side, non-Koreans 

eating on the other. They weren't fighting or anything, but there 

was clearly a sign of difference. And there were clearly signs of 

some tension, and it wasn't easy trying to make that part of our -- 

well, with all the things that you have to do to run the organization, 

organizational culture was very, very difficult. How do you change 

the culture of the organization? How do you go about changing the 

value of an organization that's been so Korean-dominated? 

And I have to say, it's slowly, but things are changing. We're getting 

more non-Koreans to apply to this organization, and people are 

getting used to the culture, but actually, they're a part of changing 

the culture, slowly. I don't think you could change the culture of 

anything over night, so it took six, seven years now. OK, I'm going 

into seventh year -- eighth year as an executive director; seventh 

year since this real initiative started, back in 1998, 1999. And I 

have to say, this organization is now very multi-ethnic, made up of 

Korean-Americans, made up of a lot of Latinos, Asian-Americans, 

African-Americans, and whites. And then we changed our name, in 

2004, July, we formally became Koreatown Youth and Community 

Center. Because that's who we were at that time. So we didn't 

change the name to become something we're not. 

CLINE 

00:49:05 

Yeah, you weren't setting a goal for yourself by changing your 

name. 

SONG 



00:49:07 

We changed the name to reflect who we were at that time. We were 

serving Koreatown youth and families. And at that time, before we 

even changed our name, we were serving 30, 40% non-Korean 

clientele. Now, it's over 50%. But I think one of the important 

things for this organization now is the balance, not losing your 

identity as a Korean-American organization, and your birth as a 

Korean-American organization, because you're still part of 

Koreatown. At the same time, OK, you need to have the 

understanding and the importance of what Koreatown is made up 

of, and to serve people in Koreatown. 

So there has to be a balance, and I think that's where we are right 

now, and I think that's where I fit in. In about five, ten years, who 

knows? A person who doesn't speak Korean could become the 

executive director, or a person who may not be Korean could 

become executive director, and that's what I want to see. I want to 

see the organization that's reflective of Koreatown, not necessarily 

the ethnic-specific Koreans. 

CLINE 

00:50:37 

Let's talk a little bit about the evolution of the sites that you have. 

When you became executive director in the late '90s, what were the 

actual facilities that you had going at that point? At some point 

you've had geographic sorts of changes that have gone on with the 

organization. 

SONG 

00:51:03 

We had the Wilton site as a program and office for the 

administration. We had Pico-Union environmental site, I think those 

were the two sites that we had at that time. And we were growing 

very fast. 

CLINE 



00:51:22 

OK, well, let's back up a little bit then. When did the organization -- 

where did it move from when it moved here, for example, and your 

administrative offices needed to change. Let's talk about where 

things moved around, what the history of the organization is, 

geographically, because it reflects sort of the growth and the 

change in the mission. 

SONG 

00:51:45 

Correct. Well, the mission hasn't changed, but the growth definitely 

took place again. From I think 1998 we were about a $1.8 million, 

$2 million agency. The growth started with the addition of childcare. 

We were fortunate to receive funding from First 5 for us to develop 

and implement childcare services in Koreatown. And since that -- 

that was back in 2003, and since then, we added two more 

facilities, of which we are currently implementing two different 

childcare centers in Koreatown, one in Wilshire and Berendo, and 

one in Crenshaw and Olympic. So we added two childcare centers. 

One we own and operate; one we lease from a church. And we still 

have the Wilton site as a program site, but we added an 

administrative site here at KOA, Sixth Street and Harvard. 

It's not that we wanted to be separated from a program site, but 

our program site was very limited, and we really felt that we needed 

to have additional sites, and the best decision we could make at 

that time was to move the administration elsewhere. And we moved 

to this building at Harvard, Sixth and Harvard, which we are one-

fifth owner of the building. We created Koreatown Organizational 

Association six years ago, with collaboration of five different non-

profit organizations in Koreatown, got together and made a 

purchase with the funding that came out of the Korean-American 

museum from CRA, we used it as funding, and raised more funding 

from different folks in the community, and purchased this building. 

So we decided to move 12 admin staff to this particular site. 



So in order for us to do that, we were going through, for the past 

three years, a lot of renovations and capital work. First it had to do 

with the childcare center; we like to build it from scratch. Then we 

had to move out from Wilton site, so then we had to build our KOA 

site for our admin. Then we also had to renovate the program site. 

So in the last two and a half years, we've gone through renovation 

projects. So currently, we have five different sites. The environment 

site's still in Pico and Union; that provides tree-planting, graffiti-

removal, recycling, and water-conservation programs. KOA, the 

Sixth Street, is the main office that deals with administration. Wilton 

is mainly for academic services, clinical, youth development site. 

CLINE 

00:55:32 

And then there's some housing in that site as well. 

SONG 

00:55:36 

Yeah. We have housing on Wilton. The first floor is the office, the 

second, third, fourth floors are made up of 19 units of affordable 

housing. Then again, we do have another housing project that we 

renovated, back in close to 1999, Third and Reno, a little east of 

Koreatown. We have 46 units over there that we manage as an 

affordable housing project. 

CLINE 

00:56:08 

Right. And when I was talking about the change in the mission, 

actually, I knew that the mission hadn't changed from the time you 

were speaking of; I was thinking farther back. I was going farther 

back in time when -- you obviously had only one location at one 

time, and then things started to change as times and needs began 

to change. And one of them, for example, would be the 

environmental services warehouse. What was it, if you can 

remember specifically, that inspired the organization to get into that 



particular activity? Because this is something -- I mean, you talk 

about moving away from just the youth services and things -- that's 

something that seems quite a bit far afield of the original activity of 

the organization, and I'm curious to know sort of the history of that. 

SONG 

00:57:07 

You know, I think it all began back in 1992, early 1990s, maybe '91. 

We started to do things related to recycling, as well as graffiti 

removal. We really felt that at that time, the importance of the 

neighborhood -- a clean and safe neighborhood. And there was an 

opportunity for us to bid, as one of the subcontractors of the city, to 

remove graffiti. If you're an organization that deals with juvenile 

delinquency, graffiti was something that you knew about, but it was 

-- you get to a point where we felt that we had the capacity to be 

part of that service. And also, after the riot, we had -- well, actually, 

before the riot, we had a recycling program where we were 

collecting bottles, glass bottles, from local restaurants and bars in 

Koreatown. At that time, it was very popular to recycle; there were 

a lot of campaigns related to that. 

And we felt that we wanted to get into that -- potentially, you see 

the feasibility of doing a business related to recycling, to create 

jobs, to develop more sensitivity education or training to the folks 

about the issues related to the environment. We didn't think it was 

going to grow out this big, meaning graffiti-removal services, tree 

planting. Tree planting actually started after the riot. How are we 

going to change the looks of this community? How are we going to 

make this a beautiful community all over again? And trees were -- 

not only it's part of our logo, (laughter) but it's also a symbol of 

growth and renewal. So the tree planting became something that 

we did. So, you know, besides that, we add that into our -- not 

necessarily the mission of the organization, but we accept that as 

part of our community economic development, to beautify the 

community, create jobs in the community. Does that answer your 

question, Alex? 



CLINE 

00:59:47 

Yes. 

SONG 

00:59:48 

I tried. (laughter) 

CLINE 

00:59:49 

Right. And let me know if you need to pause it again. Well, let's see 

how we're doing here. OK. How much, if at all, do you network with 

not only other organizations involved in, say, county and city 

projects, but in other non-profits, not only within the Korean 

community, but perhaps outside the Korean community, or with 

other ethnic communities? 

SONG 

01:00:20 

I think it's one of the things that we do. There's always been a 

comfort level as far as the organization is concerned, too. In the 

'70s and '80s, we were really close to -- or worked with, were more 

comfortable working with Korean-American organizations, whether 

it be the first generation or the 1.5 generation. In the '80s, I think 

there was a lot more network among Asian-American organizations, 

KYCC being very active in APCON, Asian Pacific Planning Council; 

working with other Asian-American non-profit organizations. The 

'90s, we continued to work with Asian, but at the same time, non-

Asian community-based organizations. We built a working 

relationship with other ethnic non-profits, not necessarily in 

Koreatown but outside of Koreatown, whether it be South Central, 

whether it be -- not necessarily east L.A., but Pico-Union area, north 

of us. So we were building a better alliance. 



And I think today, we have a pretty good balance right now, of 

working with other organizations, whether it be to serve -- in order 

for us to better serve the community, we really feel that we need 

those alliances in different areas. Some have a contract or 

obligations; we do subcontract our work with other organizations 

and vice-versa. So we have that funding ties as well. But in terms of 

community advocacy, community education, we work with many 

different organizations, not necessarily Korean-American, not 

necessarily Asian-American. 

CLINE 

01:02:26 

Right. And certainly a lot more non-profit organizations sprung up in 

the wake of the '92 uprising. How do you all get along, and how do 

you divide up your responsibilities in the community? How much 

overlap is there, if any, would you say? 

SONG 

01:02:45 

I think there is some overlap, and I think there's some mutual 

competition for funding, for the services. But I think it's part of the 

process of growth in non-profits, and I think that's OK. Some 

organizations will fade, some organizations will fold, some 

organizations will be merged with another, and some organizations 

will continue to grow. But I think one of the most important things 

is, it's not the number of non-profits, but I think it's -- what is it 

that we want to achieve as non-profits in this area? What are some 

of the intended outcomes that we want as a whole? There's some 

things that we really need to have a further discussion on. That 

means we still have to build better alliances and better collaborative 

efforts here. 

There's certain organizations that we don't work with, that we didn't 

have the opportunity to build a working relationship with, where we 

should. And there's certain organizations that we -- no, I better not 

say this. (laughter) But I think there is some sense of mutual 



duplication of services, and I think there's some sense of tension, 

competition, but it's all part of non-profit business, just like any 

other business. We're here to do good in the community, and I 

think the leadership of non-profit is going to be very critical in the 

future in Koreatown. And I think the collaborative efforts between 

some of these non-profits in the future will make -- will do much 

better, if we're able to build that stronger working relationship. We 

do some of that stuff right now, but not as much as I want to see. 

CLINE 

01:05:19 

Are there comparable organizations doing comparable work in 

different ethnic communities, or different parts of the city, that you 

can refer to? Or is this sort of activity, the type that we're talking 

about, that not only this organization does but some of these other 

non-profits in the area, very much a sort of Korean phenomenon? 

SONG 

01:05:49 

Excuse me? Sorry, Alex. 

CLINE 

01:05:53 

For example, is there a similar entity to this, say, that functions say 

for the Vietnamese community in Orange County? Are there some 

for the Chinese out in the San Gabriel Valley? Or is this particular 

kind of focus and activity, and level of activity, fairly unique to the 

Korean community? 

SONG 

01:06:14 

Well, I think there are similar organizations. Like, for example, 

there's Chinatown Service Center, which is very similar in structure 

as we are. There's Little Tokyo Service Center, which is very similar. 

SIPA, Search to Involve Pilipino Americans. There's El Centro del 



Pueblo. There are many different organizations that are very 

similarly structured as we are. They're multi-service organizations. 

One of the funny trends that I see, one of the very interesting 

trends that I see, is that Korean-based organizations, they were 

doing a lot of traditional community work-- counseling, after-school 

programs, tutorials -- are adding -- the ones that have the capacity 

to grow are adding economic develop initiatives, such as housing, 

employment programs, as well as taking on and creating their own 

business to create more jobs in the communities. And KYCC's been 

doing that for the past, what, ten years or so. And other 

organizations are doing that. There are quite a few other 

organizations that do that type of work as well. And so you see the 

convergence of community-based organizations, and community-

development work. 

CLINE 

01:07:37 

And are these other organizations just now starting to do, or have 

they been doing it as long? 

SONG 

01:07:42 

They've been doing it for awhile. I think it's been the trend -- early 

'90s and mid-'90s. And I'm not saying they have taken on this type 

of responsibilities to become just bigger; I think there was a lot of 

need in those communities, and these organizations had the 

capacity to manage their growth, and had the expertise, or at least 

had the resources to bring in the expertise from outside, to the 

organization. 

CLINE 

01:08:18 

And clearly, one of the biggest issues with any non-profit 

organization, especially one that's got the scope of this one and the 

amazing facilities that have developed over time, and particularly 



you've been doing a lot of renovation in the last couple years, and 

the quality of the facilities demonstrates this funding. I mean, this 

has to be a major part of the job, just getting funding for all this. 

How -- I'm not going to ask you how one goes about that, because 

that's obviously a huge general question. But are there issues 

relating -- what kind of issues, can you describe, relating to funding, 

that might enter into sort of the overall focus or mission of the 

organization? And I will be specific about that: are there sources of 

funding, since now we have, I think, more corporate funding, and 

things like that, that you would not seek for maybe ideological or 

political reasons, or particularly now that there's a lot more financial 

interest in the Korean-American community from Korean businesses 

themselves in Korea -- how much do these sorts of issues, of 

interest and control and sort of political interest, for example, play 

into the funding efforts of a non-profit organization that's serving 

the community? 

SONG 

01:10:04 

Well, the corporate funding is small. Especially in terms of capital 

campaign type of work. Usually, the foundations, you can 

(inaudible) related to renovations, facility improvements, and that 

type of work. They have more interest in doing that than the 

corporations. And the amount of money that we need in order to 

complete the projects usually comes from the foundations. And 

there are quite a few foundations that look specifically for 

organizations that need to do capital work. Not necessarily 

corporate. Corporates tend to be very flexible, but they're more into 

events, small programs, sports programs if you will, or programs 

they identify as most important for them. Like banks would like 

financial leadership type programs. 

CLINE 

01:11:18 



Well, I guess this is what I'm interested in, how much they're kind 

of looking to get for themselves out of funding something. 

SONG 

01:11:26 

Well, I like to see corporate as one of our partners too. We're very 

fortunate enough to work with a lot of good corporates in the 

community. Not necessarily within, but outside of this community as 

well, whether they be mainstream or Korean corporates. But you 

know, the good thing is that we have quite a few supporters. On an 

ongoing basis, we get a lot of support from many banks, whether 

they be community banks or whether they be mainstream banks, 

like Bank of America, Washington Mutual, Wells Fargo. But we also 

have quite a few local banks here in Koreatown that supports the 

work that we do. Nara Bank, Hamni Bank. And I could go on with 

the list, but I think they've been very good. 

But it really depends on the year's focus. And I think one of the 

things is that every year, they tend to have a different approach, or 

different focus, as to what they want to fund. Some years, it may be 

on youth; some years it may be on specific economics, like financial 

literacy, loan type of programs, community economic development 

programs. But sometimes it could be very educational, (inaudible) 

to relate it. Kids' programs. And I think one of the tasks that we 

have is to learn what they have -- how they like to spend their 

funding. And there has to be a match. If there isn't a match, then it 

becomes very difficult for us to get the funding that we need from 

that particular organization. But it's very similar to foundations as 

well. OK, some years, certain foundations may shift their focus and 

do something else. So that's one of the tasks of non-profits; it's 

something that we have to understand. One of those foundations 

will not just give money to juvenile delinquency and gangs. Some 

years, they may focus their shift to do more of leadership 

development. So there's changes and shifts as to how they like to 

prioritize their resources, and it's one of the things that we need to 

do, is to identify who's doing what. So I think our organization is 



very strategic in that sense, that we're familiar with grant-makers, 

whether it be government, whether it be foundations, or whether it 

be corporations. 

I think one of the things that we haven't done very well in the past 

has to do with really getting the community involved, and I think 

most of our community folks in Koreatown thinks that we get 

enough money from all the different sources that they don't need to 

be involved with fundraising. But in fact, it's totally the opposite. 

And I think the government will say, and the foundations and 

corporations will say, you know, you guys are doing a good job in 

Koreatown; how are you raising your funds and resources in your 

own community? It's very difficult for me to explain to them that, 

you know, we have not necessarily established or developed this 

giving culture yet; they're still at a very immigration level where 

they have to take care of their family first, and that's the mindset. 

And I think another thing that we haven't done very well, in the 

leadership of non-profit, myself included, has to do with not doing 

enough education to the community about the importance of what 

we do and who we are. 

CLINE 

01:15:45 

Right, right. I was about to say, you've mentioned in the past that 

there's a perception of non-profits that needs to be addressed and 

needs to be upgraded. I know there was a period, for example, in 

Korea, the regime was essentially kind of a military dictatorship not 

all that many years ago. And I think the perception of some people 

is that taking money from a Korean business, that in its own way 

was in league with the government on some level, and was not an 

acceptable alternative, because you're making a political association 

you don't want to make. And I don't know if during that time, there 

was any kind of funding coming in from the big Korean businesses 

here, but is that sort of a situation that you would look at? Or does 

that not concern you, when you're looking at a source of funding 

that's -- 



SONG 

01:16:43 

Yeah, yeah. We're very focused with Koreatown; not necessarily 

Koreans. And I guess it would be very difficult for corporates in 

Korea to make that type of initiative. If they have some interest in 

working with Koreatown, specifically, and they like to identify an 

organization that we can support, I think we'd be one of the 

candidates. But I'm not too sure there's enough incentive for these 

corporates to be involved outside of their country, unless they're 

establishing something right in the middle of Koreatown, to sell 

their clothing or electronics or what have you. I don't see that 

coming. 

CLINE 

01:17:28 

You don't see more corporate money from Korea coming into 

Koreatown now than before? 

SONG 

01:17:33 

You may, you may. But I think we're just one of the organizations 

that may be in line, but there are many different organizations; it 

has to do with their focus as well. Like, for example, Hyundai is a 

huge corporate, and we have built a working relationship with 

Hyundai for many years, and they support some of our programs. 

But their main focus has to do with fulfilling the needs of their 

customers, who are not necessarily Koreans. Hyundai's car right 

now, that's doing much better now, I believe, making good cars. 

But their customer base is African-Americans and Latinos, and non-

Koreans. So, OK, their allocation of their funding obviously goes to 

that direction. So, you know, it really depends on who they are 

identifying as their customers, or future customers. 

CLINE 

01:18:48 



Right, right. How much of a role do you think non-profit activities 

could have in the growth and interest of what we call public service 

here in this country? In other words, getting into government, in 

terms of seats in, say, with the city or the country, or beyond that. 

Do you see an increase in awareness of political involvement or 

anything like that in the Korean community? 

SONG 

01:19:22 

I think there's more increase in political awareness in the Korean 

community, much more than ever before. We're still not there yet. 

But I think there's more interest, especially from the younger 

Korean-Americans, taking on that mutual leadership roles. They 

have more interest in taking on those roles. And I think they have 

more mentors who could guide them through that process. So I 

think we're in good shape, in terms of leadership for the future. But 

there has to be a lot more work to support that process, though. 

And we're in that process, so in about ten years I can definitely see 

more Korean-American politicians, much more folks being involved 

in city, country, state, as well as federal work 

CLINE 

01:20:38 

How much of a role do you think just becoming more secure 

economically and more acculturated plays into the comfort level of 

getting involved in something like government or politics here? 

SONG 

01:20:51 

From? 

CLINE 

01:20:53 

I mean, would it have been possible for an immigrant who is 

overwhelmed by all these other issues to even have any interest or 



even awareness of something like public service in a country that's 

maybe new, or at least something unfamiliar? 

SONG 

01:21:09 

Well, I think there's much more awareness now. Not at the level of 

what I want to see, but I think there's a growing level of awareness; 

people are becoming more familiar as to how policies are being 

made, who does what. So I think time will tell, but like I said, in 

about ten years or so, we're going to see a lot more folks involved 

in politics, involved in leadership roles in government among 

Korean-Americans. And you'll see a lot of Korean-American 

deputies, who work for the mayor, the city councilmen, the 

governors. Because I see that trend, especially locally, here in 

Koreatown, I see that trend. 

CLINE 

01:22:01 

OK. Do you have any interest in that area yourself. 

SONG 

01:22:04 

No. (laughter) You know, I think -- I'll continue to work with that 

type of what you call -- I'm going to continue to work with 

politicians, a person who's involved in leadership roles, in making 

policies, so that our voices are heard from Koreatown. But no, I 

have no intention of running for an office, or being directly involved 

with that. I think that's not my particular interest. But there's a 

need for me to work with them, yes. 

CLINE 

01:22:43 

I was just asking, I didn't think you did, it's just I was asking 

because it's interesting to me that certainly coming out of a 

community non-profit organization isn't what one perceives as the 



road to public office, and yet what better place to know the needs of 

the community, and the sorts of relationships you need to build in 

order to make things happen, something you don't really see in a 

lot of our public officials. 

SONG 

01:23:10 

And I think you say that because you've seen quite a few non-profit 

leaders being involved in political elections. But you know, I'm very 

clear -- OK, my role has to do with really providing -- actually, my 

responsibility is as the organizational head; at the same time, my 

vision has to do with really letting folks know the roles and 

responsibilities of non-profits, how important it is, and how good 

this could be for the future, and try to make the non-profit role a 

better place for the future potential leaders in the community. And I 

think that's my vision. 

CLINE 

01:23:55 

Right. And does that mean you frequently actually need to 

consciously steer clear of certain political involvements? I mean, I 

would think you wouldn't want to get in the middle of partisan 

conflicts or anything like that. 

SONG 

01:24:07 

No, no. I wouldn't do that, no. (laughter) I'm not interested -- I'm 

not even allowed to do that. (laughter) 

CLINE 

01:24:13 

Yeah, I would think, yeah, exactly. And one of things you've said 

more than once is you think that one of the important goals for 

Korean-Americans is to be able to pursue their own happiness, to 

find what it is they want to do, and to be able to do that somewhat 



free of the pressure and expectations of cultural conditioning. Do 

you have any ideas, if you can share with us, how that might be 

achieved? 

SONG 

01:24:49 

You know, I think it's also being familiar with American culture too. 

I think it's also a process, you know. An early immigrant family, you 

don't have that cultural understanding as to what you need to 

become, in order to do well. You don't get that exposure as much; 

you don't have the opportunities; you don't have the mentors to 

provide you the support that you need in order to find what you 

want. You know, OK, we're given a role to -- the parents are given 

the roles to make money, to support the family, do whatever you 

need in order to make that happen. And there are only a few things 

that you could do if you don't have it. 

Let's say if you can't speak the language, you're not familiar with 

the culture, there's not many options as to what you could become. 

For the 1.5 generation, it was very similar, because we didn't have 

the mentors. We didn't have the support that we'd need, the 

guidance that we needed to become what we really wanted. We 

didn't even know what we really wanted to become; I just got 

lucky. But -- generally speaking, by the way; I'm sure there are 

people who are really happy and very content where they are. But 

for the second generation, I think they have that support right now, 

so you're going to see much more Korean-American -- they will be 

doing what they want to do, and you'll see a lot more success 

stories of that, successful politicians, successful business person, 

very successful non-profit leaders, hopefully, as part of that 

category. (laughter) Successful teachers, educators. Not just 

successful doctors and lawyers. 

CLINE 

01:26:40 



Right, OK. Well, on that note, I think we'll end today. I'm sure I'm 

going to have a few follow-up questions, so I don't think this will be 

our last session, and really, one of the things I wanted to do, which 

I realized we weren't going to have time to do once we got going 

today, because it's so kind of time-consuming, is I want you to 

more specifically and in more detail walk us through the various 

facilities and activities that go on there, so that we can document 

where this organization is at this point in time. We mentioned all the 

various facilities, we mentioned what they did very generally. But if 

it's possible, maybe we can get more specific about that, and then 

wrap up, basically, talking about what -- and it'll give you some 

time to think about it; you probably have no answer for me on this 

one -- but basically, what it means now, through all that's happened 

historically, what it means to be a Korean-American here, 

particularly here in L.A. OK? 

SONG 

01:27:45 

That's a tough task. I need to do a lot more thinking around that. 

(laughter) 

CLINE 

01:27:48 

And you don't have to answer, you don't have to have an answer. I 

ask the questions, but it doesn't mean you have to answer it. OK? 

SONG 

01:27:55 

I think that's a good one. OK. 

CLINE 

01:27:56 

OK. 

SONG 



01:27:57 

Sounds good. Thank you very much for your time, Alex. 

CLINE 

01:28:00 

Thank you, and to be continued as always. 

1.5. Session 5 (April 13, 2006) 

CLINE 

00:00:04 

OK. We're -- we used to say "rolling," but I don't know what you 

say now, when it's not actually rolling. Today is Thursday, April 13, 

the beginning of Passover, for anyone who's interested. I am Alex 

Cline, once again interviewing Johng Ho Song at his office, at the 

Koreatown Youth and Community Center administrative offices in 

Koreatown. Good morning. 

SONG 

00:00:35 

Good morning, Alex. 

CLINE 

00:00:37 

Last time, we discussed -- well, we brought things up to date, 

essentially. We talked a little bit about the history of this 

organization, this non-profit community service organization that 

you're involved in, essentially a lifetime career involvement so far. 

We traced your history in the organization up to where you are now 

as executive director, and discussed some of the facilities that the 

organization is now operating around the neighborhood here. And I 

wanted to fill in a little more detail about those facilities, which you 

kindly gave me a tour of a few weeks ago, starting with the facility 

on Wilton, which I believe was your first location. You mentioned 

that on the ground floor, you have a lot of the offices that do a lot 



of the work that I guess I could describe as being originally what 

you started out doing: youth-related work, counseling, tutorials, 

and that sort of thing, and that then you have three floors of 

affordable housing above that. And this is a building that like many 

of them has been very recently heavily renovated, and is quite an 

impressive facility. If you could describe specifically the types of 

programs and activities that are going on there on the ground floor, 

and the sort of staff that is involved in -- that you've hired to take 

on these sorts of activities. About how many, what kind of people, 

specifically what issues they're addressing in the Koreatown 

community, that would be a good place to start. 

SONG 

00:02:27 

OK, I'd like to firstly say that KYCC originally started out its work in 

the '70s, on Crenshaw and Olympic, back in the '70s, which I wasn't 

part of at that time, so I only heard about where it was; the building 

is no longer there. Back in 1983, I believe the KYCC moved to 309 

South Oxford, Third and Oxford, and that building is still there. It is 

owned by a church. 

CLINE 

00:03:07 

Right, OK. You mentioned the church. 

SONG 

00:00:03 

Yeah, 309 South Oxford. And that's where I worked until 1989, 

when we first purchased, on our own, purchased our site, the 

current Wilton site, but it was a big house at that time. Two-story, 

big house; we had about 25 staff there. Now -- and we tore it down, 

and we renovated it. We worked on the affordable housing project 

there, and that's our current Wilton site. And currently, we're 

housing about 35 staff, and we call it a Children, Youth, and Family 

Division site. On the first floor, we have academic services where 



we provide tutorials for younger children, after-school programs. 

We also have a youth development unit that deals with youth 

leadership programs as well as gang prevention, drug prevention 

type of services for our youth, for high risk youth. Then we also 

have a counseling, clinical services, where we provide individual and 

family counseling services to the clients in Koreatown. So it's mainly 

three units. Youth development, academic, as well as clinical 

services are housed there. It's providing a wide range of services, 

from after-school tutorials to clinical, professional clinical services. 

CLINE 

00:05:04 

And how would you describe some of the staff? What kind of people 

do you have working for you? 

SONG 

00:05:12 

Clinical services has become a highly specialized field. When I 

started, back in the mid-80s, it was basically outreach and peer 

counseling services, where you could have your BA and still conduct 

the counseling sessions. Now, it's more like case-management 

services. But people who provide one-to-one, professional 

counseling services has to have a minimum of Master's degree, so 

we have quite a few MSWs, Master's in Social Welfare -- Master's in 

Social Work. And they are supervised, currently, by two LCSWs, 

Licensed Clinicians in Social Work. And then we also have two part-

time psychiatrists. So it became very specialized and 

professionalized. And that makes up about ten staff over there. 

Then we have quite a few youth development staff who enjoy 

working with high-risk youth, it's their passion, so we've got about 

four or five staff. And then we also have about five staff under 

academic services that deals with younger kids, providing academic 

services like tutorials and after-school programs, whether it be 

recreational, whether it be school-based programs. 

CLINE 



00:06:55 

How many of the staff are Korean, or Korean-American, and how 

important is it for the staff to be, say, Korean-American, in order to 

address specific issues in that area? And same questions for say, 

Latinos, since I know there's a lot in this area. 

SONG 

00:07:15 

I think it's just balanced right now. OK, we have a lot more -- 

before it used to be very Korean-focused, I would say about 80% of 

our staff at those units comprised of mostly Korean-Americans in 

the '80s and early '90s, as well as mid-'90s. We've changed quite a 

bit, as far as the organizational culture is concerned. And right now, 

our clinicians are -- well, overall, for that particular division as a 

whole, there's only about maybe 30% Korean-American staff. The 

rest of the staff are non-Koreans, whether they be African-

Americans, Latinos, or other Asian-Americans. And we're currently 

serving about 40% Korean-American clientele, and 60% non-

Koreans. 

But, you know, numbers fluctuate, but we're seeing a lot more 

Latinos in the community walk into our doors seeking assistance 

and support. And I think that's very important. And one of the 

things that we have to be very conscious about is maintaining the 

balance of our identity. We're not necessarily a Korean organization. 

Then again, we are still -- we still put some emphasis in our identity 

as Koreatown, so there's a lot of Koreans still living here. So having 

some sort of balance in providing those needed services to Koreans 

and non-Koreans is very important for us at this time. We may 

change in the future, but for right now, I think it's important. 

CLINE 

00:09:19 

This walks right into one of my questions, which was, since there 

are a lot of Latinos in this community, how do you reach out to 

those people and make it possible for them to feel comfortable 



walking into a service organization that they may perceive to be 

essentially Korean, and for Koreans and about Koreans? 

SONG 

00:09:45 

I think changing the organizational culture for the past six, seven 

years, going on eight years now, I think made a lot of difference. It 

doesn't happen overnight, but when we started hiring a Latino staff, 

a non-Korean staff, we placed heavy emphasis in serving the 

community for the first few years, and I think it worked out quite a 

bit, and I think people seem very comfortable. And you walk into 

those programs, you'll see the people don't feel that they're out of 

place in any way. Especially if you attend one of our after-school 

programs, there's a good balance of Koreans and non-Koreans. And 

that's what Koreatown is all about. And I think it reflects the 

community very nicely. 

CLINE 

00:10:48 

And then, related to this, what kind of families do you have living in 

the affordable housing on the other three floors in the building? 

SONG 

00:10:57 

We have currently 19 units, second, third, and fourth floors 

combined, from anywhere between studio to four bedrooms. And 

when we built that building back in 1992, 1993 -- 1992, 1993 -- and 

I think we opened it up in 1994 after the construction -- a lot of 

Korean-American families applied. Mind you that we still hadn't 

gone through this multi-cultural transition at that time, although we 

wanted to have more diversity in our tenants. We didn't get that 

much. It was mostly, I would say, about 80% Korean-American 

families applied as part of our affordable housing program 

participants. 



It's kind of strange, but they're still there; a lot of them are still 

there, I think. When you have to pay less than -- I think they're 

paying only about 30% of the current rent rate, compared to other 

apartments in Koreatown. We're not seeing them moving out. 

(laughter) I think that's what we have right now. But I think -- I 

could see some changes in the near future, when some of folks who 

live there or who's been living there for a long time may move 

because of their age, may move because of their business locations; 

I'm going to see a lot of diversity in the near future. 

CLINE 

00:12:56 

Do you see a lot of movement out of the area, as some of these 

people become more economically-secure, and are able to afford, 

perhaps, different housing? 

SONG 

00:13:09 

Yeah, I've been seeing some, and I don't have all the details for you 

laid out in front of me, but I've seen some folks moving out, taking 

their family to the suburbs where there are better school systems, 

as they become much more financially better off; I'm seeing that 

trend a little, here and there. 

CLINE 

00:13:38 

OK. Another one of the areas that clearly, at some point, was 

decided to be a major undertaking of this organization is childcare. 

And you have a couple of facilities that are devoted to childcare. 

Let's talk about the one on Wilshire -- this is in a church at Wilshire 

and Berendo -- remind me which church this is? 

SONG 

00:14:03 

Immanuel. 



CLINE 

00:14:04 

Immanuel Presbyterian. And describe, if you will, the sort of facility 

you have down there -- this is the one that you lease from the 

church, evidently. 

SONG 

00:14:16 

It's like a little partnership with the local church. They had a 

childcare center there for a long, long time, so it's already licensed, 

the site is already licensed. And we were only thinking of opening 

up a childcare about two years ago. We had a little issue to do with 

the site -- we were supposed to open up a childcare, and we were 

delayed because of the construction on Crenshaw. 

CLINE 

00:14:51 

Oh, on the other side, I see. 

SONG 

00:14:54 

Yes. So we negotiated with our funder, First 5, who gave us $2.5 

million dollars to open up a childcare. So we felt the need to open 

up a temporary site, so that we could do the work here in 

Koreatown while we were still finishing up the construction on 

Wilshire and Crenshaw. So we were thinking of doing that not more 

than about a year or two, and this is already our second year. And 

currently, our thinking is that we'd like to continue this partnership 

with the church. So we're currently serving about 35 kids at the 

Immanuel site, age two to five, I believe -- ages two to five or three 

to five, I'm not quite sure. And it just became a very nice 

partnership; there's a clear need for childcare centers in Koreatown 

for low-income, and we felt that this relationship will sustain much 

longer than two years, much beyond our commitment, or beyond 



our previous commitment. So currently, we have two childcare 

centers, which we didn't expect. But we're making ends meet, and 

we'd like to sustain that as long as we can, to provide necessary 

service in Koreatown. Then we have the Crenshaw childcare center -

- 

CLINE 

00:16:36 

Let's talk first about -- I wanted to ask you to describe the sort of 

mix of children that are availing themselves of that facility on 

Wilshire. 

SONG 

00:16:48 

It's very nicely balanced; it really reflects Koreatown here. We've 

got about 50% Korean-American kids, and 50% probably non-

Korean-Americans; a mix of African-Americans, quite a few Latino 

kids, whites as well. It's a good, nice mix. And we've been very 

successful in the past few years; a long waiting list. It's very 

unfortunate that we can only serve -- there's a maximum capacity 

of 35 or 36. But it's a nicely-balanced, multi-cultural childcare 

center. 

CLINE 

00:17:34 

And so now, take us over to the site on Crenshaw and Olympic. This 

clearly was being begun before this other site was up and running. 

How can you describe the genesis of that project, and the way the 

project began, in terms of the site? 

SONG 

00:17:54 

Well, we felt -- we weren't really thinking about moving into -- 

actually creating childcare centers; we just knew there was this 

need, a lot of need for affordable childcare in Koreatown, affordable 



but quality childcare programs. So we were looking into the needs. 

And we felt the need to move into that direction, but it was very 

important for us to not move too quickly. So we had that in mind for 

a long time. But I don't think we moved into it until we really felt 

that we had the capacity to manage that. So when we had Susan 

Lee, our director for Children and Family Service Division, we felt -- 

as an organization, we felt that we had the capacity to move into 

that. So an opportunity was there; when the First 5 opened up the 

Request For Proposal process to support childcare centers here in 

Koreatown, we applied, and we received the funding of $2.5 million. 

One of the conditions of that grant was that we had to have our own 

site. So we purchased a site at the Crenshaw; at that time it was 

worth about $800,000, about three years ago. And we've gone 

through a major renovation -- actually a complete renovation -- 

CLINE 

00:19:47 

Very major. (laughter) 

SONG 

00:19:49 

Yeah. And we opened in last May. 

CLINE 

00:19:57 

Almost a year ago. 

SONG 

00:19:58 

Almost a year ago. But First 5 funding supported, out of $2.5 

million, $450,000 was allocated for construction-slash-renovation, 

so we needed to raise another about $600,000 for the rest of the 

renovation and construction cost. So we talked to the Keck 

Foundation, and they gave us $300,000, (inaudible) under $50,000. 

And we also had the Annenberg Foundation coming in for $150,000. 



We also created a capital campaign committee, and they're working 

hard until the end of this year, and we also received half a million 

dollar support from the S. Mark Taper Foundation, where we 

dedicated their name for childcare. So it's now called S. Mark Taper 

Childcare Center, a special project by KYCC. And that was really 

nice. So we've just gone through that process. 

So that's where we are right now when it comes to funding, but that 

funding was available, fortunately, because our whole intent was to 

really sustain this program over a long period of time, and I really 

didn't want to have the mortgage behind, the mortgage left where 

we had to pay on a monthly basis. And I really felt that, as you 

know, childcare services is not a money-making business here. And 

what we'd like to do is -- even just break even would be fortunate 

on our part, and still maintain a high quality of services. And in 

order for us to do this, we need to pay off the mortgage, and that's 

why we were raising a lot of money for that. So it's not just for 

construction cost, but it's also to pay off the mortgage. And we're 

almost there; we're almost there. So mortgage-free, KYCC property, 

which could mean that we could sustain the childcare center for a 

long period of time. It's a very nice building as well. 

CLINE 

00:22:19 

Yeah, very. Describe for us the mix of children and staff that you 

have over there, how many, and -- 

SONG 

00:22:28 

We have about eight staff working over there, eight, nine staff. 

When you include administrative staff, you have about ten 

altogether. And currently, we have mostly Korean-American kids, 

for some reason. When it was first advertised, first-come first-serve, 

we got an overwhelming response from the Korean-American 

community. And I felt -- that's when I realized, even though we 

have gone through six, seven years of multicultural, organization 



change, we still had more presence in the Korean-American 

community. But, you know, I think -- and I believe that will change 

sometime in the next few years. But I would say out of 65 

participants right now, about 50 are Korean-Americans. 

CLINE 

00:23:30 

Two of the things that struck me about it that were remarkable 

were one, that it's a trilingual facility -- 

SONG 

00:23:37 

Correct. 

CLINE 

00:23:39 

-- and the other is that it also includes infant care. 

SONG 

00:23:42 

Infant care, zero to five, yes. 

CLINE 

00:23:44 

Yeah, that's unusual. 

SONG 

00:23:49 

Very high cost. (laughter) We really felt that it was necessary. It's 

unfortunate that we couldn't take in more infants; we've only got 

room for like four infants. If we had a bigger site, it would have 

been a different story, but 69 is maximum capacity. 

CLINE 



00:24:13 

OK. And -- seems to be (inaudible). Oh, and this is also aimed at 

low-income families? 

SONG 

00:24:29 

Yes. 

CLINE 

00:24:32 

OK. Now let's go over to the environmental warehouse, over in Pico-

Union. You talked a fair amount about that, another leased building; 

I just wanted, if you could give us a more specific idea of what goes 

on there and who works there, the kind of staff. 

SONG 

00:24:53 

We've about ten staff at the environmental unit site, where we 

provide graffiti removal, recycling, tree planting, as well as water 

conservation programs. And we've been doing that for work for the 

past, I would say, close to about 18 years or so, 15 to 18 years. The 

community felt the environment is a very important part of our 

community. We started out as a beautification project by street 

cleanups and graffiti removal, but we actually moved into recycling, 

tree-planting type of programs, especially after the riot, because we 

wanted to make sure that our streets are cleaner, safer, and 

visually attractive as well. So we planted over 3,000 trees in 

Koreatown itself in the past ten years or so; we moved -- I can't 

even tell you, but we're currently removing, I think, 10,000 square 

feet on a monthly basis -- I may be wrong with that number. 

CLINE 

00:26:16 

This is graffiti? 



SONG 

00:26:18 

Graffiti removal. We're saving a lot of water with our education. And 

I think it's a program that we need to sustain, to make sure 

someone does this type of work in the community. And it's a very 

visible program, and one beautiful part of this project is we can get 

the people involved; we're currently doing a lot of collaboration and 

work with the for-profit sectors, small businesses and other 

organizations to tree planting events or big clean-up events on a 

monthly basis. 

CLINE 

00:26:58 

And if you can describe the facilities and the staff at the -- 

SONG 

00:27:03 

The facility, it's not within Koreatown, and I think that's not 

(inaudible). We'd like to have it in Koreatown, but we couldn't find 

the warehouse. So currently we are at Pico and Albany, and if you 

could help at one of these as we raise up more money for capital 

campaign project and have that type of service in Koreatown as 

well, and move the project here to Koreatown. But we have about 

12 staff -- only one staff is Korean, and the rest of them are non-

Korean folks. But they're very strong in terms of their commitment 

towards conservation, environmental work. And currently, we're 

utilizing corporate for community service workers as labor support, 

for graffiti removal and recycling programs. 

CLINE 

00:28:09 

So you have, I think, as I recall, about ten trucks over there? 

SONG 



00:28:15 

Ten trucks, yeah. 

CLINE 

00:28:17 

And a big new fancy graffiti removal truck. (laughter) 

SONG 

00:28:23 

Yes. Equipment is very important for that particular site, to remove 

graffiti you need to have transportation, obviously, and I think that 

union has grown quite a bit in the past 10 years, from a one truck 

to now about ten. And they're all over Koreatown to remove graffiti, 

planting trees, doing the street clean-ups, and letting people know 

how important recycling is. 

CLINE 

00:28:58 

Yeah, when we were there, all the trucks were out, making clearly 

visible the stacks and stacks of low-flow toilets that were still there. 

SONG 

00:29:08 

(inaudible) water-conservation project. It was very interesting, 

when I first got involved with that project many years ago, people 

were very surprised that the KYCC were doing this, the toilet 

program, the ultra-low-flush toilets. And we're just giving that 

away, and the only one condition -- actually two -- they have to use 

LA DWP, and second is that they have to bring their old toilets, 

which uses, I think, about five gallons per flush. The toilets that we 

give out is 1.6 gallons per flush. But it's water conservation, so we 

have saved millions and millions gallons of water for the past ten 

years or so. But it also created a lot of jobs in Koreatown. Just 

under that program, we have about five staff, and we've been doing 



that for the past, what 13 years or so. And it also generated 

revenue to support other environment work that we need, more 

subsidy. 

CLINE 

00:30:35 

And how do you make people in the neighborhood aware of the 

need for this? Is this part of what you do, too -- the educational 

side of it? 

SONG 

00:30:45 

Mm-hmm. And we do direct outreach -- phone calls, pamphlets -- 

CLINE 

00:30:50 

Canvassing as well? 

SONG 

00:30:51 

Canvassing. But the program is coming to an end now; market 

saturation is finally hitting us. Which is actually good; that means 

we did our work. So we're looking into another different opportunity 

in the near future, to continue this type of work. 

CLINE 

00:31:14 

One facility that we didn't visit was one that you own and operate 

as another low-income housing -- 

SONG 

00:31:23 

Affordable housing. 

CLINE 



00:31:24 

-- affordable housing project. 

SONG 

00:31:26 

Boy, you don't forget anything, Alex. (laughter) 

CLINE 

00:31:29 

Who's living in that apartment building? 

SONG 

00:31:33 

It's a 46-unit studio on Third and Reno, I would say a quarter-mile 

east of Koreatown. And it was rehab work that we did, back in 

1998. And actually, most of the (inaudible) are low-income, and 

they were on the ugly side, and most of them are non-Koreans. And 

we've been operating that for the past 20 years or so. 

CLINE 

00:32:13 

And, lest we forget what part of the world we're in, as I recall 

there's a Sammy Davis Jr. connection -- 

SONG 

00:32:21 

Yes. I don't quite understand the history of that building; we 

acquired it in 1998, and I don't quite understand the history of that 

building. But you have a Sammy Davis Jr. picture or painting on the 

side of the wall, a mural, and we still have it there. I would love to 

find out more about how it happened, and why it happened the way 

it did. But it looked nice, so we just left it. It was old building where 

we just did some rehab; we feel the need to continue to make 

renovations for that particular site, so that we could attract -- well, I 



guess so that we could make things better for the low-income 

residents who lived there. We've still got some ways to go; it's an 

old building. 

CLINE 

00:33:24 

And I think we talked pretty sufficiently about the acquisition of this 

building, and that you occupy this office here. About how many staff 

work here? Oh, you have to go. OK. We're going to pause first, one 

moment. 

SONG 

00:33:43 

Thanks. It's my first time asking for time-out. (laughter) 

CLINE 

00:33:47 

It's OK. 

SONG 

00:33:48 

Hold up. 

CLINE 

00:34:02 

We're back, and I was asking about this, the administrative office 

here at -- 

SONG 

00:34:12 

Koreatown Organizational Association, Harvard and Sixth. 

CLINE 

00:34:15 



Harvard, that's the one I couldn't remember. About how many 

people do you usually have working in this office? 

SONG 

00:34:20 

We have 10 to 12 staff here that provide administrative support for 

all the programs that we have. So we've got all the boring folks 

over here, like myself, our COO, accountants, development officer, 

HR. And we also have a technical -- well, business counselor, that 

provides technical assistance to small business owners. Health care. 

That's just part of the program, but he couldn't fit in with childcare 

or Children and Family Services Division, so he's here with us. 

CLINE 

00:35:07 

I think that gives us a good idea of what exactly goes on here, and 

who's doing what. What I did want to ask you is, we've talked a lot 

about the community, about this organization, about you and your 

life story, and what I wanted to get a picture of now is, particularly 

since this organization changed to what you described as a 

geographical focus, this is about this part of Los Angeles -- as far as 

the giant trajectory of history goes, Koreatown is not a very old 

institution in the history of Los Angeles, and yet it has obviously 

grown phenomenally in the last couple of decades or more. It 

wasn't that long ago that there was no Koreatown, and now 

actually, Los Angeles is the only city that has a Koreatown. How -- 

can you now describe for us, Koreatown as you remember it, 

coming to it as an immigrant, and Koreatown now, as you sit in this 

position, able to provide services for the citizens of L.A. who live in 

this part of town? What is Koreatown, then and now? 

SONG 

00:36:32 

That's a hard one. That's a tough one. Koreatown then was a place 

for you to meet your old friends; it was a gathering place for recent 



immigrants, to provide support for one another. It was a place 

where you could celebrate joyous occasions like weddings, birthday 

parties. It was a special place where you used to come out during 

the weekends, if you lived in suburbs, you would come out on 

weekends and celebrate a hard immigrant life, that's how I 

remember it. So it was always a special treat when my parents 

would tell me, "Hey, we're going to go to Koreatown today." So that 

was always good. Now -- Koreatown now became very, very 

vibrant; it's very multicultural. It is very small-business-oriented. 

It's busy. Yes, there's still a lot of family celebrations in Koreatown, 

but it also became more like a haven for nightlife. I don't 

necessarily mean that in a very negative way. But there's a lot of 

violence here, there's a lot of nightclubs. 

And you could even say that it's become a center for L.A. in 

attracting nightlife. Dancing clubs, restaurants and bars, karaoke 

places, you know. I think -- and this may not be an exaggeration -- 

per square feet, it probably has the most liquor licenses here in 

California. So this is what Koreatown is. But the good side is, it's 

very vibrant; it's very multicultural. It's very vibrant just in terms of 

small businesses. But the other side is that there's a lot of crimes, 

there's a lot of gang activities here. And it's not a place for family, 

necessarily; it became a place for young adults, more or less. But if 

you try to find any decent family -- well, they have a lot of 

restaurants in Koreatown, but, you know, where family could come 

and enjoy? There's not that many places. Have you seen a Border's 

here? Have you seen a shopping mall, mainstream shopping malls? 

It's very difficult to find. So it has changed quite a bit. 

CLINE 

00:40:26 

How would you compare the rate of immigration, and who's 

immigrating, moving into this neighborhood, then versus now? 

Where are things that, in terms of where people are moving around 

in the community? 

SONG 



00:40:42 

You know, I think they're all over the place. Korean-Americans tend 

to be very widespread -- they don't necessarily come to L.A. to live. 

But they know L.A., and they come to L.A. very often, for many 

reasons, different purposes. They may even own a business here in 

L.A.; that doesn't necessarily mean that they live here. There are 

more low-income folks that tend to live here in the beginning of 

their immigration life. But they tend to move on. But nowadays, we 

have quite a few folks who come from Korea that's already 

established, and they don't necessarily come here to live, come to 

Koreatown to live. And so that's the trend that I've seen that was 

different from the past. 

CLINE 

00:41:41 

So they're moving straight to the suburbs? 

SONG 

00:41:43 

Sure. It depends where you have your relatives and your friends. 

It's not very uncommon for them to settle down in Irvine, in the 

Valley. The South Bay, Beverly Hills. La Canada. 

CLINE 

00:42:05 

Yeah, I didn't realize until recently that the La Canada and La 

Crescenta areas are very heavily Korean now. 

SONG 

00:42:10 

Very heavily populated with Korean-Americans, yeah. Korean-

Americans tend to follow better school districts. Long time in the 

80s, late '70s -- early '80s and late '70s -- Glendale was known to 

have a pretty decent school district, and everyone used to move 



there. Then it was more like La Canada now, and more people are 

moving towards -- well, in the late '80s, it was Fullerton. 

CLINE 

00:42:45 

Right, yeah, I've heard there's a very big community there too. 

SONG 

00:42:49 

Yes. Now you see a lot of people moving to Irvine. So they tend to 

follow -- the pattern is that they follow better school districts. 

CLINE 

00:43:02 

Interesting. Which is certainly true for you in your life as well: your 

family moved to Glendale for that reason. And since you're -- 

SONG 

00:43:13 

I don't know whether that was all that true. That's what my dad 

says, but... (laughter) I also believe that he got a job in Glendale, 

so I think that was one of his justifications. 

CLINE 

00:43:28 

So a lot of the community that this organization serves is, of course, 

not just Korean; you've described that there's a lot of Latino 

population here. But a lot of the community here, based on your 

description, are more recent immigrants, more low-income, and 

there's certainly a lot of interest in the press, and in legislation 

federally right now, pertaining to what we refer to as illegal 

immigrants in this country, which of course are legion in number 

and have created quite a controversy, including, of course, 

legislation that's trying to be pushed through at the federal level to 



make being an illegal immigrant here in this country a felony. What 

are your feelings about your community here, in relation to this 

particular trend, this particular point of view, this sort of 

criminalization of the illegal immigrant? Because I have to imagine 

there are a lot of illegal immigrants in this community. 

SONG 

00:44:42 

Yes. And I think there are quite a few, and there will be more. And 

it's really interesting how you try to make policy that you can't even 

enforce, and that tends to happen and repeat over and over again. 

Why create policies that you can't enforce on a continual basis? And 

I think there may be a better alternative out there. They may work 

with the policy-makers, but at the same time, I think there has to 

be a lot of respect for people who want to come here and be a good 

citizen, and contribute to the well-being of this country. And I think 

they don't necessarily talk about that very often. 

CLINE 

00:45:31 

No. 

SONG 

00:45:32 

So, you know, I'm being a generalist over here, but it's kind of sad 

for people to very easily point fingers. And this tends to happen 

whenever we go into some sort of financial deficits, when there are 

other problems which are major problems, when it comes to 

economics, when it comes to politics. Always, immigration pops up. 

CLINE 

00:46:08 

Right. It's very convenient. 

SONG 



00:46:14 

And I've seen that, I don't know, every decade. It seems to be a 

cycle. I think there will be more folks coming in here to look for 

better opportunities, when it comes to their careers. But I think one 

thing that I like to emphasize is that -- and I think this is a 

realization -- that whatever happens outside of this country has a 

direct and indirect impact to this particular country, and the 

immigration is just -- well, let's say that there's a huge lack of jobs 

in Asia, whether it be Korea, Japan, or Hong Kong. You're going to 

see an increase in illegal -- well, more folks wanting to come to the 

United States. And I'm not sure how you're going to stop that. 

CLINE 

00:47:29 

Right. Well, it seems to still, for some reason, be very difficult for 

people to think globally, when clearly one needs to at this point, 

because that's the way the world is at this point. And another 

question that I had for you is, when you look at the history of -- for 

example, not that long ago, there was no Koreatown. Now, of 

course, Koreatown is very large and very thriving, as you said, very 

vibrant. How would you describe or define the Korean immigrants' 

contribution to the city of Los Angeles? 

SONG 

00:48:12 

I think, economically, it's great; in terms of small business, I think 

it's great. In terms of younger Korean-Americans being involved in 

all these different sectors, these professional sectors, and making 

an impact, it's great. And I think the Korean government is also 

realizing that, the importance of Korean descent, whether they be 

Korean-Japanese, or Korean-Americans, or Korean-Chinese. I think 

we still have a long ways to go, because, you know, we really 

haven't realized our whole potential as a whole community yet. 

We're still focused with a lot of -- well, I can't say Korean-Americans 

are recent immigrants, but we are, compared to other Asian-



American groups, such as Japanese-Americans and Chinese-

Americans. So, you know, we still have that culture or thinking that 

-- our family first, me first. And I think the big picture will come 

later, and we're still working towards that goal of, how can we 

become a community that could really support our own community 

better, and make bigger contributions to the society as a whole? I 

think that will be real nice later. But it'll come. 

CLINE 

00:49:49 

And, interesting, the Korean population increased around the same 

time as what became the beginnings of a large Thai and Vietnamese 

community in southern California, and I imagine that their concerns 

are probably very similar, in the sense that -- in terms of their 

relative youth as immigrants in the big picture. But how do you see 

the interaction, if any, with some of these other Asian immigrant 

groups in the area? 

SONG 

00:50:24 

You know, I can't say much for other sectors, but in the non-profit 

sectors, we tend to work very closely with other Asian-Americans, 

or Asian-Pacific Islander groups, whether they be Japanese-

American organizations, or Chinese-American organizations, Thai, 

Filipino groups. So we tend to work very closely with them. And 

there are organizations such as the Asian Pacific Planning Council 

that we're part of. So, you know, we're very familiar with other 

Asian-American issues. 

CLINE 

00:51:03 

How would you, perhaps, describe what might be different, in terms 

of issues confronting the Korean immigrant community, versus 

some of these other Asian immigrant communities? Do you think 



there are issues that are really particular to the Korean community, 

or do you think they all face a lot of the same sorts of issues? 

SONG 

00:51:26 

Well, similar as a whole, when it comes to bigger things. But 

Koreans tend to be much more entrepreneurial, very small business 

focused. For economics -- that's related to economics. But when it 

comes to other things -- there's one thing about being very 

scattered in terms of where we live. Little Tokyo is defined as Little 

Tokyo, very small but very concentrated with Japanese-Americans. 

It's very similar to Chinatown. But Koreatown is just huge, it's like 

one square mile. It would not be an exaggeration if I said 1.5 

square miles. That's pretty big. 

CLINE 

00:52:26 

And you may not have to move your Pico Union warehouse, because 

it could be Koreatown soon. 

SONG 

00:52:31 

(laughter) I'm not even sure whether we could afford that; I'm 

really overwhelmed with all this capital campaign stuff right now. 

But when it comes to something negative, let's say -- if you read 

the recent articles about Korean-American families, fathers 

committing suicide and killing their young ones -- three incidents in 

two weeks. It's made this community realize that there's a 

persistence of domestic violence that's involved, that may be a little 

bit different. That's a little particular to this community, compared 

with other Asian-American communities, for some reason. And I 

was told by quite a few of the reporters -- it's Korean-American 

reports, and sometimes they go to the courthouse, and they see a 

majority of Korean-Americans getting caught for domestic violence. 

And I thought that was a very interesting phenomenon. Domestic 



violence is something that we dealt with in the community for 

awhile now. 

CLINE 

00:53:51 

Yeah, I would think. 

SONG 

00:53:55 

That's one. And I think the other one has to do with DUI. Alcohol is 

a big issue in Korean-American community. Gambling is becoming a 

bigger issue, but that's not too much different than other Asian 

Pacific Islander communities. One of the things that I'm most 

concerned about with Korean-Americans is that -- and I think it'll 

get much better in the future -- but not realizing their dreams, 

finding out what they're good at, doing what you want to do, not 

necessarily doing what you are told to do. 

And I think that's something that we have to go through, the 

process of really understanding -- getting out of that immigrant 

mentality. My parents had to sacrifice by courageously taking on 

some of the things that they had no intention of doing, trying to 

make the ends meet. And a 1.5 generation like us has taken on 

something better, but that does not mean that we realized our 

dreams, we realized what we wanted to do. I don't think many 

people would become very successful without having passion in 

what they do, and I think Korean-Americans will realize their 

dreams, bigger dreams, when you're passionate about certain 

things. I think that time will come, as we become more stable 

economically, more stable in terms of our adjustment to the 

different cultures. 

CLINE 

00:55:48 

How much do you think religion plays a role in what sets the Korean 

community apart from a lot of the other Asian communities? 



SONG 

00:55:57 

I think religion plays a big part in the Korean-American community. 

Churches, especially; Protestant churches. The last I checked, more 

than 50, 60% of Korean-Americans are church-goers. And they're 

very involved in churches. I think church in the future has -- and 

they always have. But they have probably even more responsibility, 

or a role to play, to make this community a better one. So that's 

one of my intentions, is to build a better working relationship with 

Korean-American churches. 

CLINE 

00:56:42 

And of course, a lot that the churches can't have impact on is then 

picked up by the non-profits, who get to make their effort to have a 

positive influence in the community. Where do you see non-profits 

going, particularly as they affect this community and other 

communities like it? 

SONG 

00:57:08 

Where's non-profit going? -- and I often think about that. I think 

KYCC's one of the organizations in this community that has really 

grown with the community; we've grown, and we became very 

multi-cultural. We provide a wide range of services. But I think the 

non-profits really have to do a better job as a whole, in measuring 

our outcomes, to articulate why we're so important, and what kinds 

of roles will we role-play in the future that's different than what we 

are today. 

Korean-American organizations in Koreatown right now, overall, are 

relatively weak in terms of, I have to say, in terms of working 

together, and I think that quite a few organization do work 

together, but I think the importance of our roles and responsibilities 

are not known to the community as a whole, still; we're still a sector 



that's not considered as important organizations. Community work 

and social work wasn't really particularly identified as one of the 

important sectors to begin with, in our culture, and trying to 

educate the community how important this is has been a challenge. 

And I think we need to do a better challenge of articulating who we 

are and what we do, and how that's important for the well-being of 

this community. 

CLINE 

00:59:05 

And you also mentioned that you see that as an aspiration of yours, 

the increase in respectability and presence of non-profits in Korea 

as well. Is there anything you want -- more of it that you want to 

say about that? Can you expand on that a bit? 

SONG 

00:59:21 

I think that's just my personal passion and ambition, that I do want 

what's best for not necessarily just the non-profits here, but I'm a 

strong advocate of non-profits; I want the non-profit to grow, and 

do better things. Not necessarily for here, but outside of this 

country as well. And I think it would have direct and indirect impact 

to America. If not-profits take a very important role in different 

countries, like in Korea, I think there's a lot more work we could do 

together; we could resolve some of the issues related to maybe 

even immigration, maybe even to share what worked and what 

didn't work in different places. And I think the non-profits will play -

- my opinion, in the future, will continue to be a strong advocate of 

translating, or inter-personal -- well, advocacy will continue to be an 

important part of it. Direct services will always be a part of KYCC. 

But I think we'll also probably take on more roles related to 

economics and social justices as well. 

CLINE 

01:00:52 



How much of the perhaps frustration you've felt in not being able to 

articulate your function and your presence in the community? Do 

you think it's the result of perhaps a national or cultural perception 

that comes from people that maybe come from countries where the 

government, to use our terminology, is a stronger government? In 

other words, a government that has a lot more control over services 

and people's daily operations and things. Do you think that there's a 

perception of immigrants who come here that the government is 

going to take care of more than it actually does? 

SONG 

01:01:44 

I think there's always that belief. Korean-Americans, you see, will 

not be as involved; they're not as involved in schools, for example. 

How often do you see Korean-American parents really being actively 

involved in different schools that their kids are attending? In certain 

neighborhoods, maybe, yes. But for low-income areas, you're not 

going to see that much. Mainly because their thinking is that the 

institution will take of them, our schools will take care of them, not 

necessarily understanding that their involvement is very critical. 

And that I see same as -- it's a very similar phenomenon with 

community service; people don't get involved. We want people to 

get involved. There's the thinking that it's KYCC's role to provide 

that type of services; it is the county's responsibility, city's 

responsibility. So there's a difference in cultural values that they 

bring that may be a little bit different, where participation is a very 

critical function in the well-being of certain communities; they have 

to get involved. 

CLINE 

01:03:18 

Take responsibility. 

SONG 

01:03:19 



Correct. And have some ownership. But you don't see that as much. 

But I think that will be realized later too; we're still in that particular 

phase of our immigrant life that we haven't really got out of yet. But 

I think the time will come, the time will come. 

CLINE 

01:03:46 

So, bearing all this in mind, since you've touched on some aspects 

of this already in the last few minutes, at this point, particularly 

coming from your own personal point of view as a Korean 

immigrant who arrived here as a so-called 1.5 generation immigrant 

-- 

SONG 

01:04:08 

You're confused. Not an American, not a Korean. (laughter) 

CLINE 

01:04:12 

Right, exactly. What does it mean to be Korean-American in Los 

Angeles, in the United States today, in your words, from your point 

of view? 

SONG 

01:04:22 

It's a very interesting place, and if I put it in a very positive way, I'd 

feel that I'm getting the best of the two worlds. Then again, my 

sense of identity's not too strong one way or another. I realize, 

when I go back to Korea, that I don't think like Koreans in Korea. 

Then again, I don't think like Americans in America, you know? Who 

am I? I think many of the folks are going through that process of 

identifying who they are and what they are. I'm somewhat 

comfortable with who I am. I can't define for you what Korean-

American is, because I think it'll differ from one person to another; 

it really depends where they grew up, what their family culture was 



like, which experiences they had in schools, mentors, and what 

have you. But I'm very comfortable with being Korean-American; 

this is who I am and I can't change who I am. I can't go back and 

change how I grew up. I think I'm trying to get the best of two 

worlds right now. 

CLINE 

01:05:43 

And where do you think the impact of the Korean immigrant will, 

perhaps, continue to take this city, and perhaps the nation, in the 

future? Where do you see things going? 

SONG 

01:06:03 

Korean-Americans? I think you'll see more Korean-Americans being 

involved in politics, where you haven't seen before. I think you'll see 

more Korean-Americans be involved in community work. I'm very 

confident of that, because I'm doing a lot of work of that, and if it 

didn't, I failed miserably. (laughter) I think Korean-Americans will 

realize the importance of community, and I think they'll have a 

much stronger voice that's united. I think there will be a stronger 

network between and among different sectors; for example, 

Korean-American businesses overlapping with Korean-American 

non-profit work. Religion. I think it slowly will come together and 

unite, so that we can have a stronger voice as a whole. And I don't 

think it'll be just Koreatown alone; I think it'll be more state-wide, 

nation-wide type of work. 

CLINE 

01:07:32 

And what about Koreatown? Where do you see Koreatown going -- I 

mean, clearly its borders continue to expand beyond that -- 

SONG 

01:07:40 



I'm not too sure about the borders. I think Koreatown is what it is, 

and I think, you know, I think it'll be modified a little. But you can 

also see quite a difference, how long ago Normandie and Vermont 

was very -- the centerpiece of Koreatown. Now, it's going towards 

west a little bit. So you see the borders changing a little bit; it 

doesn't necessarily mean it's getting bigger, but it's moving. You'll 

continue to see a lot of small businesses in Koreatown. I think if you 

see the small of Korean businesses in Koreatown, I don't know what 

Koreatown will look like in the future. I think sustaining the small 

businesses in Koreatown is very critical to maintaining the existing 

Koreatown. 

So you'll continue to see the vibrant community that's very multi-

ethnic. And if you do a good job of maintaining this vibrant 

community for the better, not necessarily adding another liquor 

store, bars, but if you could make this more attractive to families, 

and see better schools, whether it be charter schools, whether it be 

working with the LAUSD to make the schools better and make the 

streets a little better, who knows? You'll attract a lot more Korean-

Americans to live here in Koreatown. 

CLINE 

01:09:22 

But, in the meantime, you foresee a continued need and role here 

for KYCC. 

SONG 

01:09:28 

KYCC. Yes, I do. And I think, as long as this community's still very 

low-income, it's very dense, there's a lot of needs for children and 

families. There's a lot of disadvantaged families here that are recent 

immigrants, and they're not necessarily Koreans. I think non-

profits, the KYCC included -- if you can't change to meet the needs 

of changing communities that you're serving, it will be very difficult 

for the organization to be successful in the future. And I think so 

far, we have changed to adopt the need of the Korean-American 



community and beyond. And I think we'll continue to evolve, to 

meet the evolving needs of this particular community. And it'll be a 

continuing mix of Koreans and Latinos here in this community, 

mostly. 

CLINE 

01:10:45 

Is there anything else that you'd like to share with us before we 

wrap this session and this entire interview up? 

SONG 

01:10:54 

No. I'll let you know, Alex, but it's been very challenging to think 

about the past, and trying to articulate what I'm doing today, and 

also to see a future. It's been a very challenging and very exciting 

that I spent with you. Thank you, Alex, for the opportunity. 

CLINE 

01:11:19 

Well, thank you. I'm really going to miss these sessions. And on 

behalf of UCLA and the Center for Oral History Research, and the 

community in general, thank you very much for your time, and for 

sitting down and talking to us about all you do here, and about your 

life as a Korean immigrant. Thank you. 

SONG 

01:11:41 

Thank you. Go Bruins. (laughter) 
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