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These Words:
A Century of Printing, Writing,
and Reading in Boston’s Chinese
Community

Boston is a city of neighborhoods, each
shaped by residents’ histories, languages,
and traditions. The Chinese community is no
exception. In the area of Harrison Avenue
around Essex, Beach, and Oxford Streets,
merchants established businesses in the
late nineteenth century that included a very
specific group of patrons: the single men
who operated laundries in the Boston area
and beyond, living without their families
due to the repressive Chinese Exclusion
Act. Many came into the neighborhood on
Sundays—their one day off from work—to
purchase supplies, enjoy familiar food,
and socialize. Over time, as families could
settle here, and women became influential
in commercial and civic life, “Chinatown”
grew to became a dynamic community

of businesses, restaurants, schools, and
local organizations. These Words looks at
this neighborhood through another of its
histories, as it presents examples of the rich
traditions of printing, writing, and reading.
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Oxford Street Community Bulletin
Board

In Boston, the practice of using public wall
posters—primarily in Chinese and both
handwritten and printed—dates to the
early 1900s, and centered on a wall at the
intersection of Oxford and Beach Streets.
Until the early 1970s, this was a primary
place for communicating information such as
employment possibilities, legal assistance,
local and international news, and political
advertisements. On this expanse of wall,
important information on immigration and
residency status was made accessible.
Although the original board has long since
disappeared, photographs preserve a
valuable record of its contents and some
of its readers. Sampan, the only bilingual
Chinese-English newspaper in New England
and in its fourth decade of publication,
currently offers news coverage of many of
the same topics that once populated the
wall.

Political postings and community announcements, 1956
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Shanghai Printing Company

When Henry You Min Wong (1913-

1992) came to Boston in the early 1930s
from southern China’s Taishan (Toisan)
region, he joined a cousin’s small printing
business. Three years later, Wong bought
the press and renamed it the Shanghai
Printing Company. For many years, it

was the leading source for Chinese-
language printing in New England. The
press produced civic documents and social
announcements, laundry tickets, brochures
for Chinese and Chinese-American students
at local universities, and menus for Chinese
restaurants across New England. In addition
to his activities as a printer and publisher,
Henry Wong worked for fair housing and
improved labor practices in Chinatown and
also advised many residents through the
immigration process.
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Laundry tickets, late 1940s

= Menu Cover, Moon Villa
restaurant, c1950
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Boston Public Library Branches

For sixty years, beginning in 1896, residents
of Boston’s Chinese community enjoyed
access to English-language books from the
Boston Public Library. The first location was
a reading room at 202 Harrison Avenue,
with daily book deliveries from the main
library. In 1916, a reading room opened in a
municipal building at the corner of Tyler and
Oak Streets and became a full branch in the
early 1920s. It provided books for adults,
storytelling for children, and sponsored
cultural and literary activities. When the
branch closed in 1938, the neighborhood,
including its children, organized protests.
Thirteen years later, in 1951, a branch
briefly returned to the Tyler Street location,
but permanently closed in 1956. The
building remained there until 1970, when

it was demolished and became part of

the site for Tai Tung Village, an affordable
housing complex owned by the Chinese
Consolidated Benevolent Association.

Chlldren s story hour at the Tyler Street Branch lerary c1930.
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A pop-up library initiative, organized by several neighborhood youth
advocacy groups, June, 2016

Civic Engagement and Library
Advocacy

For the past six decades the neighborhood
has been without this important resource,
but that is not to say that the community
has not worked to have its branch
returned. Since 2001, the community

has advocated for a neighborhood library
through its “Friends of the Chinatown
Library” committee. Through these years,
the Chinese Youth Initiative and other
community groups have sustained the
effort, leading community discussions,
focus groups, and events. Volunteers
operated a temporary “storefront library”
from 2009 to 2010 in a commercial space
on Washington Street and a reading room
at the Oak Terrace complex. Most recently,
the youth group sponsored a series of

library service days for different age groups.

Today, a neighborhood branch would have
many features that extend the resources of
the past: collections in Chinese, computer
terminals and spaces for meetings and
quiet study, and and a broader diversity of
programming.
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These Words is on display at
China Trade Center
2 Boylston Street

Tufts University Health Sciences
Bookstore
116 Harrison Avenue

August 13-September 30, 2016

Visit chsne.org/these-words for more
information and related events.

Related Events
Free and Open to the Public

Reading Oxford Street

Reading Oxford Street returns images of the
community bulletin board (c1900-1970) to
their original site through projections.

Corner of Oxford Street at Beach Street.

Friday, August 26, 7:30-9:00 p.m.
Saturday, August 27, 7:30-9:00 p.m.
Saturday, September 17", 8:00-9:30 p.m.

These Words and
Wen-ti Tsen’s Home Town

In tandem with These Words is a series

of life-size painted cutout figures by
Cambridge-based artist and Chinese
community activist, Wen-ti Tsen. Home
Town: Re-presenting Boston’s Chinatown
as a Place of People, on display from
September 10" through 18" at various
locations in Chinatown, is based on
historical photographs of local residents from
the CHSNE archives. During that period,

at certain sites, Tsen will take portraits

of local people and visitors in front of a
historical Chinatown backdrop. The project
seeks to draw attention to the powerful
threats of development and gentrification
displacing this community. Home Town is
the among the first projects to be awarded
a Creative City Grant from the New England
Foundation for the Arts.
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