
 
    

Chinese communities and eating out 
 
 

The United Kingdom’s main Chinese communities are dotted around the 
country. Cities with ports such as London, Liverpool and Cardiff saw Chinese 
sailors arriving during the 1800s due to the trade in Chinese goods such as silk, 
porcelain and tea. Chinese ports were opened to Western traders following 
China’s defeat in the Opium Wars (1842-60). Manchester’s Chinese community 
has its root in the early twentieth century, with Chinese immigrants choosing to 
settle there instead of Liverpool, though it was only in the 1950s that the 
community there grew more substantially. 
 
For a long time, Britain’s Chinese community remained a small one - before 
World War I it formed 0.5% of Britain’s immigrant population. In London, the 
Chinese community banded together in an area known as Limehouse. Here, as 
in other British cities, they set up businesses to supply basic needs, such as 
Chinese-speaking boarding-houses that offered lodgings, cafés to eat in and 
food shops at which to buy Chinese ingredients unavailable elsewhere. These 
cafés and shops offered a place to meet and exchange news and secure places 
in which to leave letters to be collected or to keep money safe. 
 
Working in the UK 
 
A 1911 census shows that 50% of the Chinese men in the UK worked in the 
merchant navy, and 36% in the laundry trade. Only 35 Chinese men – 4% of 
the total surveyed – worked as cooks or waiters. The rise of the Chinese catering 
trade is really a post-World War II phenomenon. It was partly a response to the 
decline of the laundry trade (a traditional area of Chinese employment in the 
UK) which had been hit by the development of automated washing machines 
and chain laundrettes. In search of a new area of work, enterprising Chinese 
began opening restaurants aimed at the English rather than their own 
community.  Manchester’s first Chinese restaurant , Ping Hong, opened in 1948, 
followed over the next decades  by many others. Following the Blitz, London’s 
Limehouse community, facing a profound lack of housing and employment, 
moved to the area around Gerrard Street in Soho – a move made possible by the 
cheap rents in what was then a down-at-heel part of London. There too they 
began setting up restaurants - the area is now known as Chinatown. 
 
Restaurants 
 
Often, as with many migrant businesses, these restaurants were family-run, a 
way of making the demanding work and long hours economically viable. During 
the 1950s and 60s Britain saw an increase in its Chinese community due to the 
influx of Hong Kong Chinese, mainly from a group of villages known as the 
New Territories where traditional rice farming was facing competition from 
Thailand and Burma. Family, clan or village ties were often essential connections 
in this process. Many of these newcomers went into the restaurant business, 
setting up takeaways across the UK, with much of their hard-earned money 
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going back to Hong Kong to support family there. Several Chinese takeaways 
cleverly adapted to their British customers’ tastes in food by offering pies and 
chips alongside Chinese dishes. The prosperous 1960s, however, also saw a rise 
in eating out and a more adventurous approach to sampling different cuisines. 
Today, Chinese food is very much part of the British diet, widely available in 
ready-meal form, eaten in restaurants  and bought from takeaways, while 
upmarket Chinese restaurants are now winning Michelin stars and glowing 
reviews. Today, eating food at a restaurant, from a takeaway or in a café is 
nothing remarkable: but this was not always the case. Before WWII, eating out 
of the home was rare – men and children returned home from work and school 
in the middle of the day to eat lunch. Only the very wealthy could afford to eat 
at expensive and luxurious eating establishments. This started to change during 
World War II after the government’s Ministry of Food set up factory canteens 
and restaurants to ensure that the nation ate at least one healthy meal a day. 
 
Variety 
 
The trend for eating away from the home has continued to increase ever since. 
But it is not only that we eat out more often than our grandparents did, we eat 
a greater variety of foods than previous generations. There are a number of 
factors that have contributed to the frequency of eating out, including women 
working, greater disposable incomes, as well as increased foreign travel and 
exposure to ‘different’ and new foods. The growing number of peoples settling 
in the UK from abroad has also had a huge impact on restaurant culture - for 
many immigrant populations, owning a food outlet is a way of providing both a 
social club or home from home and a good business opportunity. 
 
Eating the world 
 
The British attitude towards food from abroad has fundamentally changed over 
the last fifty years. In the 1950s and ‘60s, as disposable incomes rose, more and 
more people spent their money eating out and travelling abroad. While holidays 
overseas introduced the British to new foods and flavours, increasing numbers of 
restaurants selling ‘foreign’ foods opened in UK cities. Wimpey bars sold 
‘genuine’ American hamburgers, Italian style coffee bars served cups of hot 
espresso, and pasta restaurants helped the British to forget their fears of strange 
ingredients like garlic and olive oil. As hundreds of thousands of people 
emigrated to Britain, Indian, Chinese, Greek and Turkish restaurants increased in 
number and popularity. Many of these were originally set up to serve newly 
settled communities, creating a home from home. 
 
However, the popularity of foods from abroad soon spread among British 
customers, with increasing numbers of people eating out at restaurants selling 
'foreign' food. However, it is important to remember that while the British were 
happy to accept these new foods, many were unwilling to accept the 
communities themselves - numerous minority ethnic restaurant owners have 
suffered over the years from the racist comments and actions of their customers. 
The famous Goodness Gracious Me sketch ‘Going for an English’ cleverly 
highlights this tendency. 
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