The Chinese Experience
in Montana

Chinese Restaurants in Montana, by Mark Johnson

In the late-nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Chinese restaurants played a
crucial role in the cultural and culinary landscape of the American West. Chinese
immigrants, primarily arriving during the California Gold Rush of the mid-1800s,
brought with them not only their labor but also their rich culinary traditions.

Facing discrimination and limited employment opportunities, many Chinese
immigrants turned to entrepreneurship, establishing restaurants as a means of
economic survival. These restaurants served as vital social and community hubs for
Chinese immigrants, providing familiar cuisine and a sense of belonging in a new and
often hostile environment.

Despite facing racial prejudice and discriminatory laws such as the Chinese Exclusion
Act of 1882, Chinese restaurants persevered and flourished. They quickly gained
popularity among non-Chinese patrons, attracted by the exotic flavors and affordable
prices of Chinese cuisine.

Beyond merely serving food, Chinese restaurants became sites of cultural exchange
and adaptation. Dishes like Chop Suey, though not traditionally Chinese, emerged
as innovative culinary creations tailored to suit American tastes while still retaining
elements of Chinese cooking techniques and ingredients.

In Montana, Chinese restaurants were found in areas with large Chinese
communities, like Butte and Helena, as well as towns with small Chinese populations,
like Glendive and Glasgow. In fact, Butte’s Pekin Café is the longest continuously
operating Chinese restaurant in America!

The development of Chinese restaurants in the American West thus represents not
only a culinary phenomenon but also a testament to the resilience and adaptability of
Chinese immigrants in the face of adversity. These establishments not only provided
sustenance but also served as symbols of cultural pride and resilience, contributing to
the rich tapestry of multiculturalism in the United States.

Published by the Montana Historical Society, 2025



