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Boston's Chinese 
Restaurants: 1900-1960 

By Kenneth Wong 

On September 14, 1998, at the China Pearl Res
taurant (9 Tyler Street, Boston) the Chinese Historical 
Society ofNew England, in co-sponsorship with the 
Chinatown Business Association, presented Boston's 
Chinese .Restaurants: 1900-1960. Featured were re
searcher Todd M. Stevens and restaurateurs William 
"Billy" Chin, Larry Wing, Madeline Wong, and Will
iam Seam Wong.• Stevens, a Ph.D. candidate at Princeton 
University, presented his findings from a research project 
on the history of Chinese restaurants. Chin, Wing, 
Madeline Wong, and William Wong, long-time mem
bers of the Chinese community and comprising prob
ably at least 200 years (in this reporter's guess-estimation) 
of successful restaurant experience, shared their reflec
tions on what it was like to be involved with a business 
that was run as a family affair. 

Piecing together evidence gathered from old res
taurant menus and advertisements, photographs of pre
World War II Chinatown street scenes, Boston newspa
per articles from the 191O's to 1930's, and oral inter
views with Neil Chin, William Chin, Anita Chue, and 
William Seam Wong, Stevens told a fascinating story of 
how Chinatown from 1900 to 1960 was transformed 
from a dingy place of garment factories and tenement 
houses semi-isolated from the greater society of Boston 
to a colorful lit-up restaurant district serving predomi
nantly non-Chinese customers. Reflecting changes in 
attitudes in both the Chinese and non-Chinese commu-
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