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CHOP SUEY:
FROM CHINESE FOOD
TO CHINESE AMERICAN FOOD

Renqiu Yu

One of the most popular Chinese dishes in America is chop suey,
a delicious dish made of meat, bean sprouts, bamboo shoots, and
other vegetables. Its name varies according to the kind of meat
used for the dish: beef chop suey, chicken chop suey, pork chop
suey, and shrimp chop suey.

What is the origin of chop suey? A very interesting but
questionable story claims that in 1896 Li Hung Chang (Li Hong-
zhang), a special envoy of the Chinese emperor, came to visit the
United States after attending the coronation of the Russian Czar
Nicholas II and touring Europe. He was accorded a grand recep-
tion, honored by sumptuous feasts and banquets. However,
because this high-ranking mandarin had never developed an
appetite for Western food, he preferred to go to Chinatowns to
eat Chinese food. The dish he liked the most was chop suey,
which, after being widely reported by American journalists,
became the best-known Chinese dish among Americans.

This story first appeared in the famous Chinese scholar Liang
Qichao's Xindalu Youji, published in 1904, seven years after Li’s
visit to New York.! In his account Liang simply stated that Li
Hung Chang went to a Chinatown restaurant to have Chinese
food and the Chinese present could not explicitly translate the
name of the dish for curious American journalists, so they vague-
ly labeled it chop suey. Since Liang did not explain the actual
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and served it. The men loved it and asked what the

over

dish was called.®

dish, this left room for other
imagination.
Another account of the origin of

chop suey was given in J i
S. Tow’s The Real Chinese in America, published in 1923, Tow "
said that Lj Hung Chang gave the na

S to fill in the details from their

A

¢ ! i is-

Chinese told them that it was ‘‘chop suey,” meaning a m '
The
cellar;]y.se stories share two similarities. First, f:hgptsge;y was

:1" ?i as a mixture, a miscellany, a pash, as it li)leoc}yi}lese
defm?ﬂ chop suey was a quick invention by humh ese
Sec;on t,o serve a powerful mandarin or to handle hungry
either

: inating that few
in a Cana- impatient white miners. These stone‘s‘ e;lre Sguiils'?lr[:;ans Ot
dian Chinese-language néwspaper), the mayor of San Francisco leople have bothered to check what *“chop
called in all the famous Chinese chefs to prepare a banquet to Eese-
welcome Lj Hung Chang. Much to the mayor's disappointment,.

His doctor had

UEY MEAN?
food on account of his stomach, A WHAT DOES CHOP §

Chop suey is the Cantonese pronuncmzl(‘)‘r(li icégeiz; nstu’l, ;nné’tzt&):yg
i i mean s :
ey (Max?sd?‘gi‘;)c:elsdfferliui)s,’acggpmx%%n phrase in' Chines.e, simply
mearx?iiag entrails (viscera) and giblets.” In China, as ;rrltrg?ngumh-
i ieties, people do not want to waste any p {of butch
o Tive SOClE so, entrails and giblets are a pgrt of the daily die
e ahentoe ;es of Chinese recipes for cooking chop suey, tda
There al‘f; s:ﬁd giblets. However, chow (fried) c}}op suey ant -
lc?o??féj soup are probably the most common dishes in resta
antslghzxsggztt}?eh;n:ﬁle chop suey remains, but the I}I)]a;irlril;ac_
‘are substantially different. Entrails and glblets.nha\;t;,‘ ciop oy
ed with different kinds of meat,. and tpe mteaxﬁlasi.”s chop sye
has been rendered as “to chop .fmely, i.e., "% Fur,thermore, .
mixture, a little of this and a httl.e of that'Ch’nese eiain b gl
has been asserted that chop s—iey is ncr)lts of Chi
i i hinese Americans. o
bmlinalcrz:?igoncﬁgpcsuey was from China, anc} whe(lei;;1 fil:;oth
appeared in thc:, United States, it was a real ihlgfis;:an it
name and content. According to a Chinese 1 mdjsh e
Wong Chin Foo, chop suey had'been a poguf‘are s Hung
York’s Chinatown for:at least eight years el'ohr i 186, Wong
Chang’s visit to America. In an .artxcle publis g o ’Chop
wrote: “A staple dish for the Chmese goqrmaxclis farg: bambos
Suey, a mixture of chicken's livers and glzza.rth ,S ung , o
buds: pig’s tripe, and bean sprouts stewed with spices.

ingredients from ajj the dishes, Since Lj obviously liked it, the
mayor was relieved and he asked the old chef for the name of
the mysterious dish. “It is chop suey,” the old chef replied.
Thereafter chop suey was known throughout North America and
became 2 distinguished dish in banquets.4 _
In C. Y. Chu’s Meiguo Huagiap Gaishi, published in 1975, ,
Chicago was the place where I Hung Chang first had chop suey
and his hosts were Chinese businessmen. Most interestingly, Chu
claimed that he had learned the story from his uncle, who had
served chop suey to I ; Hung Chang in New York 5
While many accounts associate chop suey with Lj Hung
Chang, others do not. After chop Suey was defined as “a mix-
ture of lef tovers,” another version of the story emerged:

In the 1860s, very late on
miners went looking for
was a tiny Chinese resta
Occidentals before. Th

e night, some hungry California
food. The only place still open

urant which had never served

e little Chinese man who doubled
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gravy of this is poured into the bow! of rice with some [sauce
similar to Worcestershire sauce], making a delicious seasoning tg
the favorite grain.”10 Louis J. Beck’s Chinatown, published in
1898, indicates that even in the late 1890s, the real Chinese chop
suey (made of entrails and giblets) could be found in New A
York’s Chinatown. Among the many other dishes listed is Chop
Suey Kiang, which he describes as “Giblets and Pork Fried.”11 .4

These records seem to suggest that when Chinese first opened
restaurants in New York, they used the recipe they brought from

China, and they cooked chop suey in accordance with traditional’
Chinese methods. :

DID LI HUNG CHANG EAT CHOP SUEY IN AMERICA?

Many Chinese American histories repeat the story that Li
Hung Chang ate chop suey in America and the dish became
known to the American public as a result.)? An examination of
relevant historical materials suggests that this legend has no basis I
in fact. ‘ :

First, Li Hung Chang visited neither San Francisco nor Chi-
cago. During his stay in the United States (from the end of Aug- i
ust to early September 1896), he visited New York, Philadelphia,
and Washington, D.C. He then took a special train sent by the
Canadian Pacific from Niagara Falls to Vancouver.!3 Sailing y
from Vancouver on September 14, he returned to Tianjin (Tient- 3
sin) on October 3, 1896.1¢ Accordingly, the stories that Li Hung
Chang had chop suey at the San Francisco mayor's banquet or
with the Chinese businessmen in Chicago are not based on fact.

Second, there is no documentary evidence to support the
story that Li Hung Chang popularized chop suey among Amer-
icans. One version of this story is that Li Hung Chang ordered
his cooks to prepare American foods in the Chinese manner.
“That is, American meats and vegetables, chopped up, and
served with appropriate sauces. And he named it chop suey,
because it was a combination of mix[ed] foods.”'® Another
version of the same story says that

The world-renowned kitchen and chefs of the Waldorf
Astoria were ready to serve Li all manner of delicacies,
and although he was invited to sumptuous feasts and
banquets, he would partake of nothing but the food
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. ared by his own cooKks. When his linqu‘i‘sitive hosts
:sfl(zgd him what he was eating, he replied, ‘'chop
suey."18
] it was actually Li Hung
ing to the New York Tm'zes, i )
Accor(i‘llh% held a dinner reception in the Waldorf cén tl;se;v;an
C_hangf August 29, 1896 for U.S. diplomats wt_xo had ser o
v Li ate his own food with ivory chopstxcks,‘ leaving -
Chmf;' to enjoy themselves. Newspapers the.followmg :ay reu% ‘
ggeii's meals in detail, but mentioned nothing about chop suey.
e

to the viceroy's apartm.ems‘ are gen-
:;il;n:igusgimfsrptwo, and are eaten in his prnxvate r}c:ofr:
As a rule the dishes sent up by Fhe Ch}nese c eta—
:are simple, the staple elements being fish, chfnc:;;n;n;;:‘
toes, and @ fow other vegeiobion - Fieh and chicken
ight was be , Wit |
::c;levdegl:i;t?legand tea, about the making of \.vl:ch tf}::r
cooks are very particula‘r.‘. .. I tasted flh?\ dxéa:ls:saage
the repast. They are suited to a man O ht t‘;e arls ot a,re
but everything is done to death, althoug

taking.!?

it is doubtful that detail-hunting

If Li had mentioned chop suey, orful event of the

journalists would have missed the most col

_reception.

Finally, the story that Li missed Chinese food so much that

he went to Chinatowns seeking hqmem.ade fo(;)c:fxss ;\i:[ol sc%Z(;;ous.
Li brought three Chinese chefs with him, anh f; o o ton,
made Chinese meals for him eyeryday. His c(:i ew Drough el
rice. and condiments from China, but they dre or e
fror;\ their hosts® larders.}® His own chefs could satxsﬂyl,'e s
craving for the food of his hor.nel.and. _Furtherhmorg‘,wy et
paper accounts indicate that Li dx(} not haye c (;)pio o
York’s Chinatown either. Li was indeed 1r‘1V1(t:eh. 0 allen hants
banquet in Chinatown given by New York’s | 1? o onda
Club on September 1, 1896. But he canceled 1t rE;) Rt
because one of his fingers was smashed by a clagr W%\en ! ’arr‘w—
though he did visit Chinatown that afternoon. o ad by
ed in Washington, D.C., on September 3, he v:anese comed 2%
the Chinese'legation with a banquet and Canto
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the banquet the Chinese legation mobilized all its cooks, who
labored for eight hours. The American journalists commented

that it was probably the first satisfactory dinner Li had during
his American trip.20

WHY LI HUNG CHANG?

No evidence can be found in available historical records to
support the story that Li Hung Chang ate chop suey in the
United States. Then why did Americans and Chinese Americans
attach his name to the dish? There is good reason to suppose
that Chinese Americans intended to exploit Li’s reputation in
developing their restaurant business.

In his visit to the United States in 1896, Li Hung Chang
probably attempted to build a special Sino-American relation-
ship, hoping to obtain American assistance to strengthen his
effort to contain the Japanese threat to China, He failed to get
any such help from the U.S. government, and his famous diplo-
matic strategy of “Yi-Yi-Zhi-Yi" (“playing barbarians against
barbarians™) proved a complete failure at that time, the heyday
of imperialism.2! Nevertheless, quite ironically, Li’s visit to the
United States aroused tremendous curiosity among American
citizens about Chinese people and culture, eventually causing his
name to be associated with the dish chop suey.

As the governor-general of Zhili (Chihli) and the Beiyang
Tongshang Dachen (Minister-Superintendent of Trade of Beiyang
[Northern China]), Li Hung Chang had been an important figure
in handling China’s foreign affairs since the 1870s. He had had
extensive contacts with American politicians, diplomats, and
missionaries. Just a few years before his visit to America, sev-
eral articles appeared in American magazines introducing this
important Chinese policymaker to the American people.??

Under pressure from those businessmen who were interested
in investing in China’s railroads and mining and developing the
China market, the Cleveland administration arranged sumptuous
receptions for Li’s visit. When Li's ship sailed into New York
harbor on August 28, 1896, the North Atlantic Squadron paid
him “naval honors.” On August 29 Cleveland came up to New
York from Washington, D.C., to hold a presidential reception in
ex-Secretary of the Navy William C. Whitney’s palatial town
house at 57th Street and Fifth Avenue. Secretary of State Rich-
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ard Olney took part in most of Li's activiti_es in New Yor}< City.
There was a grand military parade dO\yn Fifth Avem_xe with L1
and Olney riding an open carriage. Li also took a trip up .the
Hudson River in Cleveland’s own boat.23 The New York Times
inaccurately described Li as “the virtual ruler of more people
than are governed by all the monarchg of the continent of Eur-
ope” and as “the greatest man the Chinese race has ];)‘Eoduced
since Confucius.”?4 It further stated that he was an absolutely
unique figure in the history of the world that ha's :mrred curios-
ity to its depths.” The paper asserted that “‘no living man, save,
possibly the Czar and the Kaiser, could arouse such popular
enthusiasm.”25

One result of the curiosity about the Chinese produced t?y
Li's visit was that thousands of New Yorkers flocked to China-
town, which for most of them was probably the_only place
where they could feast their eyes on “exotic Chmese? cultl.lre.” As
a result all the Chinese stores did good business dupt}g Li's stay
in the city. Even the mayor of New York City, William L.
Strong, paid a visit to Chinatown on August 29‘, 18963 probably
for the first time during his term of office. His carriage was
surrounded “by hundreds of demonstrative Chinamen of a.ﬂ
castes, who were anxious to evince their gratitude for festival
privileges. The carriage had to be driven away quickly to escape
a kindly mobbing.”?6 .

Moreover, to many ordinary Americans what was most inter-
esting was the Chinese mandarin’s cooks and, in tt}rn, Chinese
food. The New York Times's report is worth quoting:

Li Hung Chang has transformed the Waldorf into a Chi-
nese inn that might be called “The Sign of the Drago_n”

The idea of a Chinese inn is carried out even 1n
the kitchen, where the Viceroy’s cook and his two assis-
tants have taken up their quarters. For the first time in
the history of the Waldorf, Chinese chefs have prepared
Chinese dishes in Chinese pots, pans, and skillets. _Aqd
the dishes they have cooked have created more curiosity
and consternation than the presence of the great Viceroy
himself .27

93

n



Chop Suey

THE INVENTION OF CHINESE AMERICAN CHOP SUEY

Shrewd Chinese American restaurant owners did not fail to
capitalize on the golden opportunity presented by Li’s visit.
They borrowed Li's name and advertised chop suey as Li's favor-
ite dish. Although Li Hung Chang never had chop suey in
America, his visit to the United States indirectly helped the
development of the Chinese American restaurant industry. Avail-
able historical materials reveal that in the late 1880s there were
“eight thriving Chinese restaurants” in New York’s Chinatown.2?8
About ten years later the number increased to eleven, of which
seven ranked as first class, “four others of the second or lower
class.”2® Only a few years after Li’s visit, in 1902 and 1903,
Chinese “Chop Suey houses” flourished in New York, Boston,
Philadelphia, Washington, D.C., Chicago, Pittsburgh, and other
cities. In New York City alone there were about three to four
hundred such “chop suey houses.”3? The American curiosity
about Chinese food created by Li’s visit was perhaps a major
contributing factor to this blossoming of Chinese restaurants.

It has been mentioned earlier that when Chinese American
restaurants first appeared in the United States, they offered
authentic Chinese chop suey, using giblets or entrails as primary
ingredients. However, at least in the late 1890s, they also pre-
sented another kind of chop suey, using meat as a primary ingre-
dient. This version is similar to the chop suey dishes available in
today’s Chinatowns. In addition to Chop Suey Kiang (fried
giblets and pork), Louis J. Beck’s Chinatown also listed a dish
“Chop Suey,” defined as a “a hash of pork, with celery, onions,
bean sprouts, etc.”3! Why did Chinese Americans change the
recipe of chop suey but still keep the name? The following
story may be helpful in understanding the riddle:

As a friend and guide, I have introduced many to the
delights of chop-suey, a standard dish that stands the
test of time much as does the roast beef of Old England.
It can be eaten once every day, and it is a wonder how
the desire for it manifests itself in the man who lives
principally on French cookery.

Take a friend to Chinatown for the first time and
watch his face when the savory chop-suey arrives. He
looks suspiciously at the mixture. He is certain it has
rats in it, for the popular superstition that the Chinese
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eat rats is in-bred: He remembers his schoolboy history,
with the picture of a Chinaman carrying around a cage
of rats for sale.

He quickly puts aside the Chop stickes [sic], which
are evidently posséssed of the devil, and goes at the
stuff with a fork. It is a heroic effort, but it is not
sustained. The novice gets a mouthful or two, turns
pale, all the time declaring that it is “‘great.”

It is a long time before he can be persuaded to go
again, but he is sure to surrender eventually to the en-
chanting decoction, and soon there are times when the
knawing [sic] hunger for chop-suey, and for nothing
else, draws him to dingy Chinatown, alone and solitary,
if he can find no one to accompany him. For a while he
half believes there must be “*dope™ in the stuff. He is
‘now certain there are no rats in it. He is a confirmed
chop-suey eater.32

It is not clear what kind of chop suey the ‘‘confirmed chop-
suey eater” had tried, but this story vividly shows that although
the “enchanting decoction’ chop suey tempted some Americans
to go to Chinatown restaurants, they demonstrated reluctance
when confronted with the actual dish. Real Chinese chop suey
probably bothered some Westerners because it contained giblets
and tripe. It is plausible to suppose that expressions of distaste
from customers might have inspired Chinese cooks to modify the
recipe. Once giblets and entrails were replaced by meat more
familiar to Westerners, Chinese American chop suey was born.

Chinese cooking had been known, admired, and patronized
by many white customers from the very beginning of Chinese
immigration to the United States.3® In the 1880s in New York
City alone, “At least five hundred Americans take their meals
regularly in Chinese restaurants in orthodox Chinese fashion,
with chopsticks. . . . Many of these Americans have acquired
Chinese gastronomical tastes, and order dishes like Chinese.”34
Nevertheless, it was Li Hung Chang’s visit to this country that
supplied an unprecedented opportunity for the expansion of the
Chinese restaurant business.

Chinese Americans not only invented Chinese American chop
suey dishes but also concocted the legend of Li Hung Chang
chop suey to help publicize their invention. Chinese Americans
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borrowed commercial techniques of American businessmen and
exploited Li’s reputation to develop their own business.3® Consi-
dering that these Chinese still wore queues and followed old
Chinese customs and traditions even in America, their practice
of attaching such a VIP's name to a common dish suggests crea-
tive imagination. They probably discovered that Americans had
a tendency to follow fads and wasted no time in making use of
the American curiosity about Chinese food that Li Hung Chang’s
visit stimulated. They were obviously very successful in spread-
ing the legend of Li Hung Chang chop suey, for even the fa-
mous scholar Liang Qichao believed it and repeated it to the
Chinese people in China.3® They were also apparently so suc-
cessful in adapting chop suey to American taste that a Chinese
anecdote tells of American GIs during World War 1l searching
around Chongqing, the wartime capital of China, for ‘‘real San
Francisco Chop Suey.”37 After World War 11 in Shanghai, the
biggest city in China and the city where many American busi-
nessmen and Gls stayed until the late 1940s, a neon sign in a
main street proclaimed: GENUINE AMERICAN CHOP SUEY
SERVED HERE 38

Finally, there is a special irony to the use Chinese Americans
made of Li Hung Chang’s name to develop the restaurant busi-
ness. As an important government official involved in Sino-
American diplomacy since the 1870s, Li Hung Chang had done
little, if anything, to protect the interest of Chinese Americans.
In fact, as a diplomat of a weak country, he often made conces-
sions to the U.S. government at the expense of the Chinese in
the United States, though he vocally protested American mistreat-
ment of Chinese Americans.3® When asked by American jour-
nalists, “the viceroy gives as one of his reasons for not returning
to China by way of San Francisco that he is ashamed to meet his
countrymen who have heretofore petitioned him to protect them
in their treaty rights and whom he has failed to protect.”40 If
Li had known that his name would help develop the Chinese
American restaurant business for decades to come, his guilt feel-
ings might have been slightly relieved.

L
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