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            Note to Diners

         

         This is a memoir. It’s how I remember and believe things happened. Sometimes, I changed names and descriptions. Other times, I reordered or combined events and reconstructed scenes and dialogue to the best of my recollection. Please be kind. It was a long time ago and my Cantonese was never very good.
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         “Welcome to Chung’s. Is this for here or to go?”

         Armed with a smile and a red waiter’s jacket with the perpetual plum-sauce stain. That’s how my dad greeted any new face who entered the lobby of our popular Chinese restaurant in Detroit. Interestingly, my great-great-grandpa Gong Li had faced this same question in the late 1800s as he stood cold and alone on a rickety dock in Guangzhou, China, trying to decide his future and that of his young, impoverished family. For here or to go?

         For here or to go? As I got older, it was a question I asked myself.

         Starting in our restaurant’s long and open back kitchen, where my family made some of our most popular items, including the tangiest barbecue pork and best-smelling almond cookies, my mom taught me my first lessons. Before diving into math, English, and geography, she began with a little American history, tales of elders and ancestors, our family as prologue.

         Over endless cups of oolong (or orange pop, if my siblings and I behaved ourselves), I learned how drought, famine, and the Opium Wars—when the British Empire forced the addictive opioid on the Chinese—pushed Gong Li to pack and leave for America. I giggled whenever my mom repeated how he first traveled from Canton, China, to Canton, Ohio, expecting to find hordes of other Chinese immigrants but seeing few.

         When he heard about jobs and a slightly larger community in Detroit, Gong trekked north. Auto factories were revving up, but due to his limited English, he could only find manual labor in one of the city’s few hand laundries. After a decade of scrimping and sending money home to his wife and family, he saved enough to open a dry-goods store, selling to his fellow Chinese memories and links to home—clothes, medicine, and prayer beads.

         Gong hoped to expand his business, but there were barriers. No one in Chinatown uttered the words Chinese Exclusion Act, but they all knew what it was and how it ended many of their dreams. With America limiting the number of Chinese who could enter the country, the Chinese American population remained small, even shrinking. Only after congressional legislation introduced an exception for merchants could Gong sponsor his oldest son, Joe, now a teenager, allowing him to join his father.

         From the three or four black-and-white photos that survived, worn edges and all, I could tell that Joe had Motown swag. According to my mom, he was the one who opened the gambling den beneath the family store and, if the other rumors are true, made whiskey runs from Canada during Prohibition in the 1920s.

         By the start of World War II, Joe’s two children born in China, one of whom was my grandpa Tom, had immigrated to America too. Now, under increased pressure from its new Chinese ally, the United States further loosened its anti-Asian immigration policies, and Tom was able to bring over his own young wife and daughter. They could even apply for citizenship.

         This development coincided with another game-changer: Chinese restaurants. With plentiful high-wage factory jobs and women joining the workforce, Detroit’s new middle class sought affordable dining options outside the home. Expanding beyond its original immigrant clientele, chop suey joints were suddenly all the rage. Chow mein and lo mein were now mainstream.

         In 1940, Joe, with the help of his two oldest children, Tom and Tui, and their spouses, opened Chung’s Cantonese Cuisine on Third Avenue, in the city’s old Chinatown. With its ample portions and late-night hours, the restaurant was an instant smash. It was one of the rare places in the segregated city where everyone felt welcome. Black or white, rich or poor, Christian or Jewish—the restaurant took anyone’s money.

         Featuring Americanized versions of Cantonese dishes as well as new American fare like chop suey and egg foo yung, the menu appealed to Jewish customers, who appreciated the absence of dairy ingredients (mixing milk and meat isn’t kosher) and the fact that we, as fellow non-Christians, were open on Christmas Day. Black customers, who faced discrimination elsewhere, could stay and enjoy dining-room service. The white customers admired the “exotic” dishes that whisked them far from the grime and sweat of the factory floor. Our cheap-cheap prices? That was for everyone.

         After two successful decades, due to eminent domain and an incoming highway, Chung’s relocated a few blocks north to an area known as the Cass Corridor. Squeezed between the skyscrapers on the riverfront and the world headquarters of General Motors in the New Center area, the neighborhood was a mix of poor Black and white residents, nicknamed Little Kentucky. The merge made sense since we were hillbillies too.

         At the same time, my family, who had been living above the store, hoped to move out of the city and into a better-funded school district. They found a nice plot of land near Eight Mile Road, just beyond the city’s northern edge, but the white developer wouldn’t sell to them. My grandpa had to ask for help from one of his Jewish customers, who ended up buying the land and reselling it to my family at cost. They repaid the man’s kindness with free egg rolls for years. Mazel tov!

         The restaurant’s move to 3177 Cass—its location when I was growing up—doubled its size, but Chinese workers were still hard to come by. My paternal grandma, or Ngin-Ngin, tried to solve two problems at once. She had already asked her third-born son—my dad, then a twenty-something playboy—to drop out of community college to join the business; now she sent him across the ocean to find a nice Chinese wife, one who would also fold dumplings for free. No surprise, Ngin-Ngin even had a specific girl in mind.

         When my dad arrived in British Hong Kong in 1964, he discovered that Ngin-Ngin’s draft pick had a secret boyfriend. Desperate not to disappoint his mom by returning home empty-handed, he hired a local matchmaker, who presented him with a binder full of pretty girls.

         Enter my seventeen-year-old mom, whose picture, according to her, so captivated my dad, he agreed to marry her on the spot. She had big dreams of being a Canto-pop star or, if that failed, an accountant. But raised to be an obedient daughter like her two older sisters already in North America, she agreed to marry my father, and she dropped out of high school with one semester to go. The only thing she knew about her future home of Detroit was that it made great cars and even better music.

         For generations of Detroiters, our ninety-four-seat dining room was the happiest place on earth. Chung’s had it all: ferocious dragons flying across the walls, mosaic lanterns spinning from the rafters, the familiar sounds of Motown soothing the air. For sweets, there were tubs of fortune cookies, a display case full of Wrigley’s gum, and a minifridge stocked with bottles of Coke and Faygo. It was like Disneyland Detroit. We even had a mouse or two.

         But in the summer of 1967, as the Supremes prepared for the release of their greatest hits and the Supreme Court welcomed one of its greatest stars, Thurgood Marshall, racial tensions erupted across the country. On the morning of July 23, my parents were cooking in the back kitchen when customers burst in, alarmed. After another overnight altercation between the majority-white police force and the Black community, the city was on fire. Like many of the Chinese business owners, our family put a sign in the window—WE ARE YOUR BROTHERS—then shut down for five days, the longest Chung’s had ever been closed.

         My parents and my two older brothers sheltered in the tiny home they shared with my grandparents and my dad’s younger siblings. Somehow, my American-born dad, nicknamed Big Al for his girth, and my immigrant mom, Shui Kuen, the prettiest girl in Chinatown, were able to, in the immortal words of Marvin Gaye, “get it on.” Nine months later, I was born, the family’s riot baby, otherwise known as “Number Three.”

         As the third child in a house filled with four brothers, a sister, two parents, two grandparents, and the occasional cousin, second cousin, and family of Vietnamese refugees who my dad took in, I often felt overlooked and overwhelmed. The 1980s in Detroit were tumultuous times. Trying to understand, accept, and establish my own identity by race, class, and sexuality was difficult, especially when these intersections contradicted and collided.

         The important lessons that guided me through my childhood came served like a big Chinese banquet, from the highs of cooking with my mom and dad to the lows of waiting on some of the rudest customers: a chorus of sweet and sour, salty and savory, sugary and spicy flavors that counseled me toward a well-led, and well-fed, life.

         With so much love, family, friends, and delicious Chinese food at our table, this time, I was glad we decided to stay.
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