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Changing spaces 
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Saturday, May. 14 2005 

The past has a way of bleeding into the present. 

Look south from the corner of 8th and Market streets these days and you’ll see a pair of Busch Stadiums. In the foreground sits the soon-to-be-demolished original. Just behind, its rapidly rising successor. 

The same downtown street corner offered a similar view four decades ago, one of a Busch Stadium emerging at a quick pace. The demolition back then helped make room for the new stadium and its parking garages. But something was different 
in that particular scene. In the construction rubble lay the last, faded remnants of the city’s Chinatown. The former ethnic enclave and its epicenter, 
Hop Alley, had literally and figuratively bitten the proverbial dust. 

Such a disappearance was hardly the first for the area, and it’s unlikely to be the last. The history of the ethnic enclave often seems to follow a certain arc: It comes; it goes; it slowly fades from the collective memory. 

Not always, of course, as is evidenced by the Hill, the enduring and endearing Italian neighborhood in the southwest corner of the city. And who knows what will become of some of the more recent additions to the area, such as the Bosnians in the Bevo district or the Hispanics along Cherokee Street, in pockets of north St. Louis County or in Southern Illinois. Perhaps they’ll be around, stronger than ever, a century from now. 

Or perhaps they’ll fade away, saved from extinction by history — both oral and written. Just last year, historian Huping Ling’s new book, "Chinese St. Louis: From Enclave to Cultural Community," put a spotlight back on the hustling, bustling days of the Chinatown that many of us never knew or had forgotten. Four years earlier, John A. Wright’s "Kinloch: Missouri’s First Black City," did the same for the St. Louis suburb that has dwindled and declined to a shell of its former self. The book was a reminder that things weren’t always as they are. 

Or what they will be. While stadium construction excavates — however briefly — our faint memories of Chinatown, planned development in Kinloch may offer a similar revival of that community’s history. Change has a way of kick-starting nostalgia. The past has a way of bleeding into the present. 

At the same time, the $500 million, 600-acre business park that will eventually spread across Kinloch (as well as parts of Berkeley and Ferguson) will forever change the landscape of the state’s first black city. One of our historic ethnic enclaves will slide further into history. 

But as Arie Wilson will tell you, such change has been happening for decades. 

Wilson, 79, moved to Kinloch in 1948, the same year that the city officially incorporated. She stayed until 1999, and now resides in Dellwood. Having lived in the Ville neighborhood — another famous ethnic enclave — Wilson was surprised to find that her new community of Kinloch had plenty of horses, pigs, chickens and cows when she arrived. Outdoor toilets were the norm. A few of the fortunate had running water. 

"But it was pretty much booming when we moved out there," she recalls. "We had businesses, restaurants, a Tomboy grocery store." At its height, about 5,000 people called Kinloch home, with well-kept ranch houses eventually springing up in planned subdivisions. "Almost everyone went to church," Wilson adds. "There was a real sense of community." 

Then things began to change. Local businesses began to die off, the high school closed and younger people tended to move out to other communities — ironic results of an increasingly desegregated society. Meanwhile, nearby Lambert Field experienced a growth spurt. The runways moved closer, the planes zoomed down lower. As part of noise-abatement program, large sections of Kinloch were bought out and the houses leveled. 

Today, a good portion of the city resembles either a wild prairie or a ghost town. The last census figures put the population at just under 500 residents. 
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only one house left," Wilson says. "The post office closed, my church (Holy Angels) finally closed. It seems that a lot of people just wanted to move on." She feels that the office park can only be good for the struggling city. Much of the history is just that — history. And that, Wilson concludes, is never easy to completely erase. 

"I think people will be talking about Kinloch for a long time," she says. "I don’t think it will die out. Because when someone passes away, when something happens, it gets all over to where we are now scattered about." 

Bremen and Kerry Patch 

Drive northwest from downtown on Highway 70 and to your right you’ll soon see a large sign for Bremen Bank. Ask the average area resident about the origins of that name, however, and he or she probably couldn’t come close to telling you that Bremen (now a part of north St. Louis) was once an independent, thriving German community in the 19th century. 

Ask that same local — especially those from younger generations — to tell you the history of Irish neighborhoods in the area, and the list will probably start and end with Dogtown. The famous Kerry Patch of the late 19th and early 20th century, the Irish enclave just northwest of downtown, seems to have become less famous as the years pile up. Ditto the numerous ethnic enclaves that once dotted the area, distinct areas formed by factors including familiarity, racism, restrictions, language, economics and xenophobia. Many came. Many went. Time, as it often does, works well as an eraser. 

The Hill, as noted before, is our biggest exception to that rule. If you want games of bocce, plates of gnocchi and tales of Yogi, you know exactly where to head. The Hill is even getting some major face time on the big screen as one of the backdrops for the soccer film "The Game of Their Lives." Viewers watching the film in other cities are likely to think, "Hey, St. Louis has its own Little Italy." 

What they don’t realize is that we once had an ethnic enclave with that very name. Then again, many area residents probably share that lack of knowledge. 

Not Vince Bommarito. He remembers that the mostly Sicilian enclave of shops and housing could be found just a few blocks from his family’s business, Tony’s Restaurant, then located at 826 North Broadway. The area is currently covered by office buildings, a hotel, parking lots and America’s Center. The last Italian family moved from the declining neighborhood in 1974. Two years later, the lone remaining Little Italy business, the Italo-American Importing Co., moved to the Hill. 

Earlier in the century, one of Bommarito’s grandfathers owned a spaghetti factory at 10th and Carr streets; the other operated a bakery just three blocks south. Most of Bommarito’s aunts and uncles grew up in the enclave. 

"I remember going to visit my aunts and cousins, and it was a good, solid area," he says. "There was a bathhouse next to the police station. There was Columbus Park, where the guys played ball. There was a lot of business around there, an olive-oil store, a fish market. I used to go to the icehouse and buy ice for the restaurant." 

In its early days, much of the restaurant’s foot traffic came from workers around the neighborhood. Bommarito adds that his relatives, like many in the enclave, would walk to their nearby jobs just a few city blocks away. Such an urban community mirrors the type that civic leaders are trying to revive in the downtown area. 

Now 73, the owner of Tony’s (now at 410 Market Street) gets a warm, soft tone in his voice as he recalls the liveliest years of the now-departed Little Italy. 

"You look back and you go ‘Wow, that was a really neat time and place,’ " he says. "You really didn’t realize at the time what you were seeing." 

Revolving door 

Brenda Whitaker knew what she was seeing. 

The Granite City native grew up six blocks from the town’s Lincoln Place neighborhood and was always conscious of its place in history. Five years ago, Whitaker left her job at a steel plant and opened the Garden Gate Tea Room on Niedringhaus Avenue, the main artery that runs through the heart of Lincoln Place, an ethnic enclave that garnered the nickname Hungary Hollow nearly a hundred years ago (and, during an economic depression, Hungry Hollow). 

To Whitaker, Lincoln Place was an area primed to promote its ethnic history. She admired how the Hill had long done just that across the river. 

But if the Hill was known for its concentration of Italian-Americans, Lincoln Place should be known for its role as a revolving-door melting pot. The neighborhood not only housed Hungarians, but thousands of Bulgarians, Armenians, Macedonians, Poles, Serbs and other Eastern European immigrants who arrived to work in the mills and factories. During World War I, a labor shortage resulted in a large Mexican migration to the neighborhood. 

Vestiges of all those ethnicities remained in Lincoln Place. For the most part, they remained in the background. 

Whitaker went before the City Council in 2002 and pitched the idea of increased awareness. She came up with a slogan, "Honor the Past, Imagine the Future," that now adorns the banners that hang throughout the streets. Her enthusiasm won the neighborhood a Madison County community development grant. As special projects coordinator for the Lincoln Place Heritage Organization, Whitaker helped to organize September’s inaugural Heritage Festival. 

"Credit goes to all of the people in the city, especially the business and community leaders," says Whitaker, who just recently won election as alderman for the ward that contains Lincoln Place. Since opening the tearoom in the heart of the neighborhood, she has lived in the same building, a historic structure that once served as a boarding house for scores of immigrant workers. 

With enthusiasm, Whitaker mentions that a next phase of the betterment project, historic gaslights, will soon be installed. Turning off of Route 3, visitors to the area now receive greeting from a sign that reads: "Welcome to Granite City’s Historic Lincoln Place Neighborhood." Whitaker describes the transformation as "ongoing" and "multiphase." 

"Sometimes people equate something old with having no value," she explains. "People tend to just move on. Those who are committed, however, can make things better." 

"To preserve things is good," she concludes. "But it’s nice to bring them a little more forward as well." 

Reporter Jeff Daniel 
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Figure � SEQ Figure \* ARABIC �1� The area around 8th and Market streets was home to a fading Chinese neighborhood, which had once centered on its bustling Hop Alley.  (PD)





Figure � SEQ Figure \* ARABIC �3� According to Harry M. Hagen's This is Our SAINT LOUIS, in 1842 the Irish immigrants of St. Louis settled in what is called "Kerry Patch". Located in north St. Louis, this area was bounded by 20th on the west, 17th on the east, Mullanphy on the north, and Biddle on the south.





Figure � SEQ Figure \* ARABIC �2� Bremen- 19th Street, just north of Hyde Park





Figure � SEQ Figure \* ARABIC �4� These are a few of St. Louis' former ethnic enclaves (approximate locations).








