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 Near the corner of Chrystie Street stands a bustling “hole-in-the-wall” restaurant 

operating from 9AM to 7PM. Wah Fung No.1 Fast Food (Wah Fung), a Chinese take-out 

restaurant, offers the choices of roast pork, roast duck, soy 

sauce chicken, or barbeque pork (char siu) over rice with a 

side of boiled vegetables, topped off with their signature 

sweet soy sauce. The mixture of flavors creates a 

harmonious blend and it possesses a smell so distinct that 

you’ll know you’re approaching this establishment. 

Although Wah Fung is one of the older restaurants in 

Chinatown, it has received more recognition over the years through social media coverage. With 

its increase in social media exposure and low price-point, both New Yorkers and tourists, 

regardless of their age and background, can be seen waiting on line to order. Since I was a child, 

I have been eating at restaurants like Wah Fung, indulging in the sweet and savory dishes and 

affordable price points. I chose this restaurant because it serves one of my favorite Cantonese 

dishes — char siu over rice — and allows me to experience Chinese culture in a different way. 

Chinatown, a neighborhood consisting of thousands of Chinese immigrants, has 

expanded and grown into a space filled with many different restaurants, including ones that serve 

Vietnamese and Korean cuisines, and has become one of the main tourist attractions. Wah Fung, 

located on the border of Broadway and Chinatown, has adopted the role as one of the 
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mainstaying Cantonese restaurants, giving others the chance to taste one of Cantonese’s favored 

dishes and experience a part of Chinese culture. After the Exclusion Act was lifted in 1943 and 

the quota was raised in 1968, an influx of Chinese 

laborers immigrated into the United States, 

causing Chinatown to expand so rapidly that 

shops like Wah Fung, became an integral part of 

the neighborhood (Waxman). These 

establishments gave the neighborhood a sense of 

community through the use and exposure of 

Chinese culture. Chinatown was once called a slum because of the influx of “poor” Chinese 

immigrants residing there, but once restaurants began to open, the perception of the 

neighborhood changed: it now was viewed as an area rich with Chinese culture and cuisine and a 

place for Chinese immigrants to thrive in and for others to experience.  

In this neighborhood, the majority of the residents are Chinese, hence the name 

“Chinatown.” However, over the past few years, many of the residents have moved out as a 

result of gentrification, turning residential buildings into offices and hotels. While many 

restaurants were forced to shut down because of the rising rents, Wah Fung and the shops 

surrounding it, pushed to remain open and continue to 

keep the neighborhood’s older culture alive through its 

offering of traditional Cantonese dishes. Additionally, 

because Wah Fung is located across a park and operates 

near a school, people from the park and students are 

easily able to purchase a small box of their char siu over 
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rice and enjoy it with their friends and family or during their break. This demonstrates that Wah 

Fung is able to foster a sense of community through sharing Chinese culture in a unique and 

delicious way.  

The power of Wah Fung comes from its workers, its customers and its red awning 

storefront sign. Wah Fung needs their workers to operate the restaurant. They apply their skills, 

knowledge and experience into preparing the meats and dishes that originated from China. In 

addition to its workers, locals and people from different parts of New York and the world, help 

keep this business open. Through purchasing their meals and sharing their experiences with the 

public, they help the restaurant generate revenue 

and gain recognition. This power from the people 

helps spread the name of this restaurant and keeps 

“the original core of the neighborhood intact” 

(Sietsema). Another notable feature of Wah Fung is 

their red awning storefront sign. It’s one of the key 

features of this establishment that incorporates the 

culture through its use of Chinese characters and 

choice of color and easy for people to identify this restaurant. This storefront sign helps maintain 

the old Chinatown. 

With Chinatown changing over the years and many mom-and-pop shops closing, Wah 

Fung has managed to stay in business and become a structural part of Chinatown. With its 

affordable food and convenient location, it’s easy for people to purchase this rice box meal. It’s 

affordability allows kids in the school from across the street to purchase a filling meal after 

school, the construction workers from a few blocks away eat a quick and filling meal during their 
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break, Chinese immigrant families to continue to indulge in their hometown cuisine, and others 

to grab a quick meal with friends and family. With its power stemming from its workers, the 

people and its red awning storefront sign, this “hole-in-the-wall” restaurant has managed to help 

strengthen the Chinatown community, spread Chinese culture through its rice boxes, and make a 

name for itself. But, how were they able to accomplish this? How and why did they come up 

with the name Wah Fung No.1 Fast Food? Also, with how much Chinatown has changed, how 

has their vision for Wah Fung No.1 Fast Food changed? To further answer these questions, I 

would conduct my own research on the history of Chinatown and how restaurants like Wah Fung 

have managed to stay open for so long. In addition, I would also conduct interviews with their 

customers and local residents, to get an idea of their perception of Wah Fung and how it has 

impacted the neighborhood, and the employees of Wah Fung to see how their thoughts differ. 

Furthermore, I would schedule an interview with the owner of Wah Fung to get an idea of what 

his vision for the restaurant was when opening Wah Fung No.1 Fast Food.  
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