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Raining On a Chinese New Year
Parade

by Ben Fong-Torres warch 04, 2008

You know how,
sometimes,
those
meteorologists
on TV get their
weather
forecasts a tiny
bit wrong?

-

Rain? What rain? After the broadcast, Ben poses with (L to R)
KTVU's Lori Darnell, Jim Haman, Julie Haener, and Vicky
McCuaig

Hard to believe, I know, what with all their computers and radars
and satellites and fancy Doppler maps and storm tracking
weaponry.

But it happened big time the other weekend, when every weather
guy and gal and the radio traffic-and-weather people, and the
newspapers, too, issued warnings that the San Francisco Bay Area
was about to be blown off the face of the earth, by a storm that
would rival the January assault that blacked out tens of thousands
of homes, some of them for as long as four days and nights.

I had more to worry about than stocking up on batteries and
Dewars. The weekend happened to include, on Saturday,
February 23rd, the Chinese New Year Parade. I've been
co-anchoring the TV coverage of it (on KTVU, Fox 2) for 11 years.
This would bring me full circle in the lunar cycle, and would be
the 8th year with co-host Julie Haener. Eight is an auspicious
number, just as red is a lucky color, and noodles ensure longevity.

But the forecasters told of how the parade was a target of the
storm; how, despite the parade's 55 year-tradition of going on,
rain or shine, Ma-Ma Nature was likely to wreck floats and knock
marchers off their stilts.

The parade begins at 5:30; our broadcast runs from 6 to 8 p.m.,
as the floats and bands and lion and dragon dancers roll past our
TV position on Union Square, some of them stopping to perform
for our cameras.
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The rains, the prophets said, would begin around noon and build
to a climax in the early evening -- say, 6 to 8 or so -- and
continue into Sunday.

Julie and I, along with the parade's writer, Vicky McCuaig,
prepared to deal, on the air, with the storm. I had a line from the
morning's Chronicle--"Batten down the rats!"--ready to steal. But
physically, there wasn't much we could do. Set up in a crowded
tent on the Union Square lawn, we have our backs exposed to the
elements, so that our camera can show the parade activity on
Geary Street, below and behind us. If we got severe rain and
winds, we were in for a long, wet broadcast.

Saturday arrived, and, by about 1 p.m., so did the rain. Not a lot,
but enough to decide that maybe I should wear a raincoat
throughout the evening, on and off camera. Julie had a nice,
warm jacket, including a faux fur collar, styled and created by
Esther Shih (of Far East Living, in Palo Alto). She'd be fine. All I
got from Esther was a lousy T-shirt. (Actually, she offered an
Asian-styled jacket, but I opted for just a necktie - a brocaded
gold one, to complement the purple in Julie's outfit.)

By about 3 p.m., when I needed to make the trip downtown to
begin preparations, the rain had let up a little. But, as we moved
from rehearsals in our tent to our base hotel, the Westin St.
Francis, I had to fight a strong wind that kept turning my
umbrella downside up. At the hotel, I learned that several
contingents, including my favorite, the girls of the St. Mary's
Chinese School drill team and drum and bell corps, had dropped
out. Although many paraders could simply cover their costumes
(and lion heads) in clear plastic, others chose not to make the trip
from out of town, given the forecasters' dire warnings about road
conditions and possible power outages.

They weren't the only ones who weren't making the drive into Dai
Fow. I looked out the hotel windows, down at the VIP bleachers
across from the TV tent. Usually, by 5, they're jammed. Today,
the seats were barren. A lot of people bought tickets and never
showed up.

As it turned out, neither did the storm. Sure, there was rain, and
it was visible, on the street and when we appeared on camera.
Sheets of rain swept behind us, as long strings of firecrackers
exploded. (In the rain, they were set off by guys wielding
blowtorches.) But instead of building into something fierce, as all
the crystal ball-gazers said it would, it came and went all through
the parade, and never got blustery. Some marchers even doffed
their plastic, if only for the block during which they'd be on TV.
Miss Chinatown USA, Ni Jiang from Bellevue, Washington, and her
court floated up the street, beautiful, beaming and dry.

And so, instead of an evening of chaos and disappointment, we
had -- well, a parade. The brilliant 201-foot long Golden Dragon
slithered as it always does; the stilt walkers walked tall; Mayor
Gavin Newsom glad-handed spectators and laughed at the rain.
"This is nothing," he said to our man on the street, KTVU reporter
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o Harlem in the Himalayas Robert Handa. At one point, Handa made his way inside Macy's
Features The Carl Allen - and hung out with a happily rainproofed party. But, moments

Rodney Whitaker Project

) later, he was back on the street, interviewing Ms. Jiang, and, for
More Articles >> | the finale, setting off a wagon of fireworks, just ahead of the
Golden Dragon.
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) On Monday, the fireworks came out of the executive offices of
. Ra‘"ddl Cga"g's Momofuku KTVU. Jim Haman, the station's broadcast operations director,
=goGeBar b Chal and the man in the truck who called the cues for Julie and me,
. W told me that the parade broadcast had won the ratings for both
- . . hours, in all households. We had all done a good job. But the
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Ben Fong-Torres
AsianConnections Columnist Ben Fong-Torres hosts ‘Backstage,' a two-hour program of music

and personal interviews on Sundays on KFRC in San Francisco.
The show streams live at www.kfrc.com from 7-9 a.m. and p.m.,
and past shows are archived under 'On Demand.' His February 17
program, Hour 2, includes a musical salute to the Year of the Rat.
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New Year Parade: Behind the Scenes

Ben and his Flip video gadget give you a behind-the-scenes look
at the parade--from the first script reading to the explosive
finale--all in 9 minutes!
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