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Chinese Center
helps young
people embrace
their ancestral
culture

BY KATTI GRAY
Special to Newsday

nside the glass-paneled
studio, Nick Lew, a college
senior from New Hyde
Pa:k. has been demunstmt-
-ing for his yo
es the leaps and uunds of
an age-old dance in which
humans are costumed as a lion,
folkloric protector ag evﬂ
and bearer of good fc
Lew models the jungle c.a.t'
Sfa]thy legs, paws, head and
est, He mimes a eglercing
stare at an imagin ot on'a
wall straight ahead. fi
A trio of teens manages the
percussion. The three pound a
kettledrum, clang als and
a gong as I.ew crouches behind
4 solo dancer under his tute-
lage. He steers her backward
glide. They pounce left, then
right, and her 5-foot frame is
hoisted above the polished
wood floor. The two are'ﬂush-
faced, breathing hard and
laughu:lg at their goof-ups, This
is fun but also part of the Chi-
nese Center on Long Island's
earnest exercise in sustaining
ancient traditions in America.
“A lot of the performances
have meaning behind them,”
said Lew, 22, one in a roster of

Girls and boys at the Chinese
Center on Long Island; in West
Hem) practice the
Ml}m ﬂﬂnce on a recent



center alumni who now are
volunteer instructors.

Among Lew’s favorite chore-

phyisa piece starring a head
of lettuce. The lions “blink at it.
They dance around it," he said.
“Eventually they eat the lettuce,
though at the end they spitit out
at the au:jgce, That is a symbol
of spreading joy and prosperity
to the people around you. My
grandparents had been telling
me about these things since T
was a little kid. Performing these
dances has helped to keep the.
stories stuck in my head.”

The West Hempstead cen-
ter's classes include written and
spoken Chinese, traditional
Chinese dance, martial arts and
Gu instrumental music.
The youth have performed
gutside of the center and taught
their technique at high schoo
among other venues, It is an
atmosphere where just about
everything is used to teach a
lesson. If; say, a center-spon-
sored event{ns Mandarin fare
on the menu, no adult can eat —
and no child enlisted as a waiter
can serve or eat — without
naming the food in Mandarin.

A cultural center

A visceral embrace of Chi-
nese thought and culture has
been the ultimate goal of the
Chinese Center. It is celebrating
its 50th anniversary this year,
which, by the Chinese luinar
c?lt;:;dar, is Ymﬁe Year
ofthe Tiger, Though the cen-
ter's slate of classes, workshops,
lectures and cultural stagings
extends fo adults, its primary
target has been Chinese proge-
ny. These days, they mcreasofng
ly include Chinese-born chil-
dren adopted by non-Chinese
American parents and multira-
cial American-born kids with
one Chinese parent.

“It's just a sign of the times,”

said Patty Chow of Garden City, -

the center’s co-president. “We
have so many cultures represent-
ed in our membership, not just
Chinese people. We have so
many bringing and bler

The Fongs of East Meadow
reflect that trend. Alex Fong is
Chinese-American, and his wife,
Samantha Fong, born in Guyana,
is of African and East Indian
heritage. “We want them to
learn the culture and the lan-
guage, the heritage,” Alex said of
his daughters. “It will also help
them out in the future, especial-
ly with the world's economy
shifting toward China."

Olivia Fong, 4, and Alyssa
Fong, 7, show up for the five
hours of instruction offered on
mys at ti]éle center, *We learn

inese on it,” Alyssa sai
eyeing the computei'ﬂsz'rl s
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Leland Chan clangs cymbals, as percussion is traditional

accompaniment to dance. Sustaining anclent traditions is key.

ment classroom of the two-story
building the center occupies.
More than that, Alyssa said, she
likes the mushroom dance. “Tt
excites her,” her mother said.
“It's how we celebrate the
harvest season,” said Canton-

born Lotus W, who is co-princi-

at the center m%A runs ni;:g
program. (A Beijing-

born dancer runs the dance
program.) The center has 150
children enrolled in its Sunday
classes. Language lessons are
$300 a year, and dance classes
are $325,

‘Chinese-ness’

The first waves of Chinese

s to the United
States were a demurring lot,
co-president Chow said. Refu-
gees from political and cultural
re&esxion-anﬂ the tui]ﬂ.::;
Chinese agrarianism,
were bent on not sﬁ.l:klnguout
in their new land. They dis-
pensed with public display of
China's ways. What was aban-
doned in public often got
ignored in private.

“My father came overin the
'50s," said Chow, whose four
offspring attended the center
and remain active as volun-

54" ‘..'lji s St f

Gianna Burke, 5, takes part in a dance class for petite juniors.
A Beijing-born instructor runs the center's dance program.

Anniversary
celebration

he Chinese Center on

Long Island hosts its

50th anniversary
banquet at & p.m., Satur-
day, March 6, with a live
band, cultural performanc-
es and a nine-course
Chinese meal at East
Manor restaurant in Flush-
ing. For more information
visit its Web site:
ccliny.org

Information about its
Sunday Chinese school for
th is available on that

See CHINESE CENTER ‘o Q&M | 466 as well
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. Learning to embrace their Chinese herltage

CHINESE CENTER from G4

teers, “He came to Baltimore,
anddaédthat time theyfelt you

‘Suppress your Chmese-ness
and assimilate,’ That generation
o!' Chinese-Americans wanted
to succeed in America. And to
achieve that, they thought they
had to learn to do everything
the way Americans did.”
Further into their immi-
grants’ odyssey, however, a
group of Long Island mothers
“got together secretly because
they wanted to keep the tradi-
tions, and also wanted to share
their fteheljngs aboht::vihn;hard
times ey were making
it in America,” Chow said. Like
immigrants before them, |
were outsiders, struggling
the language and &equently
pavice o Home N
paying for household upke
There were othexissu%s o
address. Some non-Chinese
bought into myths about the
Chinese in America, said Ed-
ward Chung of Jamaica Estates,
Queens, who sits on the center's
oa:d of directors:

Asian cu.ltures together,

said. “There's beenwny ton
much stereotyping, this

that everyone of us is either
Bruce Lee or that our girls are
whores.” The latter was rooted
in the reality of Asian prosti-
tutes serving and
Japanese soldiers in World War
IT in the Pacific.

That reality is placed in
context, age-appropriately, for
the center's youth. Unvar-
nished, too, are, for example,
the facts of female infanticide
that persisted for centuries in
China, and abandonment as a
result of China's one-child
policy, Girl babies and handi-
capped boy babies were left in
farm fields or, if they were
lucky, on the doorsteps of
churches and orphanages, said
Helen Chin of Port Washing-
ton, another board member.

Explained, as well, is the
hlstorE of the imperinl courts
and why they were revered:
and how the Year of the Tiger
commences on Feb. 14, usher-
ing in, according to the Chi-
nese Zodiac, a period marked
by optimism and courage.

Growing appreciation
Birthing the center seemed

especiall
compa.ratwely few Chinese-

WINESE GENTER O LONG ISLAND ivC

Americans on Long Island in
1960. *You want your children
to have a sense of identity,”
said Linda Sau, the other ¢o-
president,

“One of the things high-
lighted in the adoption aper~
work is that there sho
definitely be a tie to theu'
culture so they do not lose
that sense of cultural identi-
ty," said Ronnie Dart, of
Williston Park, mother to
Lieren Dart, 12, and Cathe-
rine Dart, 10. The Chinese-

ially helpful, given the, | |k l:px:?,glrla have attended the
ente

r for six years.

Sabrina Cortor, also 12, start-
ed classes when she was 3,
enrolled by a Chinese-Ameri-
can mom and part-black; part-
white dad concerned that a
child of many mixtures might
have an even more difficult
time figuring out who she is, “I
have to constantly say to her
that you’re Chinese but not just
Chinese,” Jennie Cortor, of
Seaford, said. “She does ballet
and tap, and the Chinese danc-
es. Coming to the center has
really helped her appreci.nte

) ﬁﬁas nﬁu;ﬂvgg the tamme for

ril Leong, 15, of New Hyde
ga’irk, a Chinese-American who
has been at the center since she
was 5. She was under instructor
Lew’s supervision that recent
a.fteg}:loon. “The Hlf: is é:l'};ing to
get the orange,” she said, giving
her take on the lion dance. “To
accomplish that, he has to get
some obstacles.. . .I'm
here to learn about Chinese
culture, to get to know a little
more about what it's all about.”
Coming up, Chow said, she
regrettably had no such option.

Center students are exposed

to an array of cultural classes,

Above is a ribbon dance. At far

left, Kelly Ng and Baylee Kilfoil-Greaves
take a break from instruction in the
beating of drums, below,

restaurant and laundry owners,

laborers with lan barri-
ers,” she said, “I didn't know as
a child how to write the Chi-
nese characters. My parents
wanted us to succeed. I woke
up one day and saw that my
generation has all these mas-
ter's degrees from universities,
But I said to myself, ‘Why can't
I read Chinese?"

“I'knew that when I had kids, I
wanted them to keep these
things. Maybe they cannot know
all of it 100 percent, but it's

“Most; of the Chmese-Amarp » 1reallyimportant Lgmigt they know

can families back then were

some aspects of



