




REPRODUCING TRADITION 

Shrine in a Hmong-American house. 

Our study of Hmong households and careful analysis of their behavior and activ'ities in domestic spaces complicate 
our understanding of how Hmong refugees maintain, reproduce, and transform their culture and traditions in 
the New World. Displaced from their homeland, many of the old traditions and practices of Hmong refugees 
are re-establ ished in their new abodes in Washington Park. They reproduce their home in alien buildings built 
by 20th Century German Americans. Duplexes, four-squares, and Victorian cottages become stage sets where 
daily life and practices of Hmong families unfold, where memories and practices from the past are enacted and 
remembered. In the remaking of their homes, Hmong residents don't make dramatic changes to the homes in 
order to reproduce their cultural practices. Rather, they deploy, re-appropriate and adapt via subtle, ephemeral, 
nuanced, ingenious and stealthy acts. 

One such method of re-appropriating the American home is by circumventing conventional boundaries between 
indoors and outdoors, nature and home, or front and back. The plan and images of a Hmong home show 
how interior spaces are filled with indoor plants. The profusion of indoor plants seem to continue the verdant 
outdoor garden into the living room making the boundary between inside and outside very permeable. 

Another method of re-appropriation is to reuse and reclaim spaces in ways not originally intended. Living rooms 
becomes shrines, dining rooms becomes TV rooms, kitchens becomes storage pantries for herbs, and backyards 
and front yards become farms. By changing the use of interior spaces Hmong residents reorder ways in which 
privacy in experienced and practiced in the traditional 20th century American homes. 

But lest we begin to suggest that all Hmong homes are distinctly different we encounter one where the functions 
and interior spaces remain unchanged from the past. An entrance vestibule leads to the main living space of the 
house just like every other home in the neighborhood. The formal front rooms, located in the first floor, are 
designed for leisure, entertainment, and dining. The back rooms are used for family living and cooking, with a mini 
dining table and two refrigerators used for storage. 



Plants filling the interior space. Repurposed TV room. 

Storage room. Kitchen in a Hmong-American home. 

Various items placed in a home for protection. Plants in a transition space. 



EVOLUTION OF A MIXED-USE 
BUILDING 
What can we learn from vernacular architecture? This summer we studied a mixed use building that survived 
for over a century because it is adaptable and has the capacity to accommodate changes in ownership, use and 
lifestyles. In a quest to find how the built form was able to sustain such transformations we mapped the changes 
in the floor plan over time. Is there a blueprint for a flexible building? 

We found three important factors that helped this building accomodate change over t ime. The first factor had 
to do with the organization of the functions in the building. As a two-storied structure, the commercial space 
was located on the ground level and the residential space on upper floors. Having a residence above a business 
provided the owners an opportunity to have their workplace above their residence. The commercial space 
provided the perfect size for a small retail business or an office as circumstances demanded. 

The second factor had to do with access and choreography of movement inside the building. The front and back 
stairs created multiple entrances and allowed the upper floors to operate independent of the lower floors if 
necessary. This allowed the owners to rent out the lower floor in order to help cover costs as well as to make 
additional profit and savings. In addition to producing a front/back, public/private spatial hierarchy this layout and 
dual entrances also allowed the owners to rent out the front section or the back portions of the second floor 
home to multiple renters. 

Finally, on careful examination of the wall additions and changes at the ground floor level, we see a clear pattern 
develop.The back room and stairs remained untouched over the years. However the front room of the commercial 
space has been repeatedly modified by the insertion of a dividing part ition walll in o rder to create a front and an 
intermediate zone (as shown by the red dotted line above). By moving this partition portal a storeowner could 
expand or contract the public front space and the intermediate space as required. A narrow bay defined by the 
front stairs was enclosed in different ways in order to produce a variety of storage and service spaces (as shown 
in grey above). Therefore t he open floor plan on the first floor was not a blank canvas. Rather it accommodated 
a series of formulaic subdivisions that could be adapted to produce a variety of interior spaces and cater to 
different uses. 

Scholars of vernacular architecture (Habraken 1998, Hubka 1979) argue, vernacular designs offer infinite number 
of creative variations and options within the constraints of an overarching thematic grammar.. Understanding that 
grammar is key to understanding the flexibility and power of vernacular architecture. 

Former Occupancies 

(I) - 1911 - Haberdashery (Men's Clothing) Store 
(I) - 1935 -"Schmidt's Bakery" 
(2) - 1948 -Jewelry Shop- Repair and Gifts 
(3) - 1949 - "B&D Fix it Shop" -Appliance Repair 
(3) - 19 52 - "Supreme Venetian Blind Cleaners" 
(3) - 1953 -"Esther's Gift Shop" 
(4)- 1957 - " Dinner Bell Grill" 
(4) - 1964 -"Tine Skillet Ivy Restaurant" 
(4) - 1966 -"Mary's Lunch" 
(5) - 1974 -"Bob's Cafe" 
(6) - 1990 -"Bob's Custard" 
(7) - Present -Vacant 
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1909- 1974 
Storefront Windows 

197 4 - Present 
Aluminum Siding 

T hrough physical examination of the building and researching construction permit records we were able to determine that the 
facade of the building's first floor was originally glazed from floor to ceiling. As shown in this picture, some of the glazing for 
these shop windows still exists today, but it was covered by aluminum siding in 1974. 

1909- 1948 1948 - 1949 1949 - 1957 1957 - 1974 1974- 1990 1990-2007 2007 - Present 

Interior changes over time. 

City of Milwaukee, "Building Inspection and Safety Engineering. Premises Record," file (#73-0 I 0 I), Development Center. 
N.J. Habraken, The Structure of the Ordinary, Form and Control in the Built Environment, Jonathan Teicher, Editor, (Cambridge: MIT 
Press, 1998). 
Thomas Hubka,"Just Folks Designing: Vernacular Designers and the Generation of Form;• }A£ 32:3 (Feb., 1979), 27-29. 
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Oral History sites 
http://www.commonground.org/ 
http:/ /www.exfabula.com/ 
http:/ /www.j asonoh le r.com/storytelli ng/storymaking.cfm 
http://www.portalwisconsin.org/sidewalkstories.cfm 
http:/ /www.streetstori es.netl 
http:/ /www.streetside.org/aboutlindex.htm 
http:/ /www.mu ngos.org/streetstories 
http:/ I storytelli ng.concordia.ca/ 
http://www.hurricanearchive.org/object/3796 

Place Based Story Telling and sites 
http://www.communograph.com/ 
http://www.neptuneseven.com/testing/uwm/ 
http://www.cityofmemory.or?Jmap/index.php 
http://www.placematters.net/ 
http://www.preservationnation.org/take-action/this-place-matters/ 
http://placeandmemory.org)index.php?title=Main_Page 
http://www.preservation.lacity.org/survey 
http:/ /subway-1 ife.com/ 

Maps and Urban Tours Sites 
http://dublincore.org/specifications/ 
http://www.petapixel.com/20 I 0/05/24/museum-of-london-releases-augmented-reality-app
for-historical-photos/ 
http://nolayouth.org/ 
http://oilspill.labucketbrigade.org/ 
http:// download. ushahidi.com/ 
https:/ /womenundersiegesyria.crowdmap.com/ 
http://acl.arts.usyd.edu.au/harlem/ 
http://digitalharlemblog.wordpress.com/digital-harlem-the-site/the-map/ 
http://www.writingtheearth.com/search/labellarchitecture 

Online Museums 
http://www.magiccarpet.hk/saiyingpun/#en_grid 
http://www.florldamemory.com/ 
http://viewshare.or?Jembed-and-share/ 
http://publications.newberry.org/lincoln/ 
http:/ /www.h istorypi n.com/ 
http://wisconsinheritage.org/ 
http:/ /views hare .org/ 
http:/ I clevelan dh istorical.org/ 
http:/ I ch icagoh istory.org/ pla navi sit/exhibitions 
http://mobile.mallhistory.us/ 
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