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BUSINESS DESCRIPTION
The Yu family opened Yuet Lee Restaurant (“Yuet Lee”) on January 1, 1977, at 1300 Stockton Street on the
same corner of Stockton Street and Broadway where it is today. It was established by husband and wife
team Chi Yuet Yu and Mee Hun Lee. The restaurant name, Yuet Lee, is a combination of both their names.
The Yu family ran a neighborhood restaurant in Hong Kong – also called Yuet Lee – for a number of years.
When they immigrated to San Francisco, they brought the family recipes with them. Yuet Lee is famous for
their Hong Kong style seafood dishes.
When Yuet Lee Restaurant first opened in San Francisco, it had a difficult time being accepted by its North
Beach neighbors. They had located their restaurant on the north side of Broadway, which was the
demarcation line separating Chinatown and North Beach. Everything south of Broadway was Chinatown;
everything north of Broadway was North Beach. Yuet Lee Restaurant, located on the north side of Broadway,
was infringing on the Italian section of North Beach. Despite the neighbors' initial disfavor with the restaurant,
the family overcame the adversity and won support of local patrons. In 1998, Yuet Lee transferred to Chi
Yuet Yu and Mee Hun Lee’s three children: Jane Yu, Sam Yu and Wing Tim Yu. In 2016, following Jane’s
withdrawal due to health reasons and Wing Tim’s passing, Sam took over the entire operation of Yuet Lee
Restaurant.
Yuet Lee Restaurant, originally located in North Beach, is an important contributor to the Chinatown
neighborhood. The distinctive green color of the building and its bright interior lighting have made the building
an icon and a beacon to those natives and tourists seeking delicious seafood. According to Sam Yu, the
distinctive green color has made it a landmark in Chinatown. Although the restaurant can serve only 47
people at a time in the main dining room, they serve 300-500 customers a day.
The business is located at the northeast corner of Stockton Street and Broadway on the border between
North Beach and Chinatown.
CRITERION 1: Has the applicant operated in San Francisco for 30 or more years, with no break in San
Francisco operations exceeding two years?
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Yes, the applicant has operated in San Francisco for 30 or more years, with no break in San Francisco
operations exceeding two years:
1300 Stockton Street from 1977 to Present (42 years)
CRITERION 2: Has the applicant contributed to the neighborhood's history and/or the identity of a
particular neighborhood or community?
Yes, the applicant has contributed to the North Beach and Chinatown neighborhoods’ history and identity.
The Historic Preservation Commission recommended the applicant as qualifying, noting the following ways
the applicant contributed to the neighborhood's history and/or the identity of a particular neighborhood or
community:
•

Yuet Lee Restaurant is associated with the Cantonese cuisine.

•

Yuet Lee Restaurant has contributed to the history and identity of North Beach and Chinatown
neighborhoods and San Francisco.

•

The Planning Department has no information related to potential historical associations with significant
events, persons, or architecture. However, the property has a Planning Department Historic Resource
status of “A” (Known Historic Resource) as it was identified as part of a historic district in a 1984 North
Beach historic resource survey. The building was constructed in 1906.

•

There have been many articles and reviews written about the restaurant that have appeared in the San
Francisco Chronicle (June 2018), AAA Via Magazine (Feb. 2013), SF Weekly, San Francisco Magazine
(Nov. 2005), California Magazine (Feb. 1982), Continental Magazine, and a book titled, "Restaurants of
San Francisco - The Definitive Guide to the Bay Area's Best" by former SF Chronicle Restaurant Critic,
Patricia Unterman and Stan Sesser. Recently, the restaurant owner was interviewed by reporter Angelina
Wong and featured on KTSF Channel 26 TV.

CRITERION 3: Is the applicant committed to maintaining the physical features or traditions that define
the business, including craft, culinary, or art forms?
Yes, Yuet Lee Restaurant is committed to maintaining the physical features, craft, art form and traditions that
define the business.
HISTORIC PRESERVATION COMMISSION RECOMMENDATION
The Historic Preservation Commission recommends that Yuet Lee Restaurant qualifies for the Legacy
Business Registry under Administrative Code Section 2A.242(b)(2) and recommends safeguarding of the
below listed physical features and traditions.
Physical Features or Traditions that Define the Business:
• Cantonese cuisine
• Seafood specialties
• Bright green exterior color
• Brightly-lit interior
• Fish tanks
• Interior design and layout.
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CORE PHYSICAL FEATURE OR TRADITION THAT DEFINES THE BUSINESS
Following is the core physical feature or tradition that defines the business that would be required for
maintenance of the business on the Legacy Business Registry.
• Restaurant featuring Chinese fare.
STAFF RECOMMENDATION
Staff recommends that the San Francisco Small Business Commission include Yuet Lee Restaurant currently
located at 1300 Stockton Street in the Legacy Business Registry as a Legacy Business under Administrative
Code Section 2A.242.

Richard Kurylo, Program Manager
Legacy Business Program
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ADOPTING FINDINGS APPROVING THE LEGACY BUSINESS REGISTRY APPLICATION FOR YUET
LEE RESTAURANT, CURRENTLY LOCATED AT 1300 STOCKTON STREET.
WHEREAS, in accordance with Administrative Code Section 2A.242, the Office of Small Business maintains
a registry of Legacy Businesses in San Francisco (the "Registry") to recognize that longstanding, communityserving businesses can be valuable cultural assets of the City and to be a tool for providing educational and
promotional assistance to Legacy Businesses to encourage their continued viability and success; and
WHEREAS, the subject business has operated in San Francisco for 30 or more years, with no break in San
Francisco operations exceeding two years; or
WHEREAS, the subject business has operated in San Francisco for more than 20 years but less than 30
years, has had no break in San Francisco operations exceeding two years, has significantly contributed to
the history or identity of a particular neighborhood or community and, if not included in the Registry, faces a
significant risk of displacement; and
WHEREAS, the subject business has contributed to the neighborhood's history and identity; and
WHEREAS, the subject business is committed to maintaining the physical features and traditions that define
the business; and
WHEREAS, at a duly noticed public hearing held on February 25, 2019, the San Francisco Small Business
Commission reviewed documents and correspondence, and heard oral testimony on the Legacy Business
Registry application; therefore
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BE IT RESOLVED that the Small Business Commission hereby includes Yuet Lee Restaurant in the Legacy
Business Registry as a Legacy Business under Administrative Code Section 2A.242.
BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED that the Small Business Commission recommends safeguarding the below
listed physical features and traditions at Yuet Lee Restaurant:
Physical Features or Traditions that Define the Business:
• Cantonese cuisine
• Seafood specialties
• Bright green exterior color
• Brightly-lit interior
• Fish tanks
• Interior design and layout.
BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED that the Small Business Commission requires maintenance of the below listed
core physical feature or tradition to maintain Yuet Lee Restaurant on the Legacy Business Registry:
• Restaurant featuring Chinese fare.
______________________________________________________________________________________

I hereby certify that the foregoing Resolution was ADOPTED by the Small Business Commission on
February 25, 2019.

_________________________
Regina Dick-Endrizzi
Director

RESOLUTION NO. _________________________
Ayes –
Nays –
Abstained –
Absent –
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Application Review
Sheet
LBR-2016-17-058
Yuet Lee Restaurant
1300 Stockton Street
District 3
Sam Yu, Owner
January 20, 2017
Supervisor Aaron Peskin

CRITERION 1: Has the applicant has operated in San Francisco for 30 or more years, with no
break in San Francisco operations exceeding two years?
X
Yes

No

1300 Stockton Street from 1977 to Present (42 years)
CRITERION 2: Has the applicant contributed to the neighborhood's history and/or the identity of a
particular neighborhood or community?
X
Yes
No
CRITERION 3: Is the applicant committed to maintaining the physical features or traditions that
define the business, including craft, culinary, or art forms?
X
Yes
No
NOTES: N/A
DELIVERY DATE TO HPC: January 10, 2019

Richard Kurylo
Program Manager, Legacy Business Program
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YUET LEE RESTAURANT
Section 4: Written Historical Narrative
CRITERION 1
a. Provide a short history of the business from the date the business opened in San Francisco
to the present day, including the ownership history. For businesses with multiple locations,
include the history of the original location in San Francisco (including whether it was the
business's founding and or headquartered location) and the opening dates and locations of all
other locations.
The Yu family opened Yuet Lee Restaurant (“Yuet Lee”) on January 1, 1977, at 1300 Stockton
Street on the same corner of Stockton Street and Broadway where it is today. It was established
by husband and wife team Chi Yuet Yu and Mee Hun Lee. The restaurant name, Yuet Lee, is a
combination of both their names. Yuet Lee Restaurant was established as a sole proprietorship
with Chi Yuet Yu listed as the owner.
The Yu family ran a neighborhood restaurant in Hong Kong – also called Yuet Lee – for a
number of years. When they immigrated to San Francisco, they brought the family recipes with
them. Yuet Lee is famous for their Hong Kong style seafood dishes.
The fresh shrimp are steamed for half a minute, just until they turn pink. They are served
unadorned in their shells on a platter with a little bowl of soy sauce and fresh chilis, a
condiment that accompanies many of the dishes. The preparation is of the simplest nature. No
sauce or oils are used. The natural sweetness and juicy, tender texture of the fresh shrimp is
what you taste. Or sometimes the whole shrimp are quickly stir-fried with hot red chilis, ginger
and garlic. Either way they are superb.
The lobster and crab also get the briefest of cooking in the wok. It is cut into pieces, shell and
all, and is sauced with one of the most delicate black bean preparations you can taste. The
presentation on a large platter looks like an illustration for a Chinese cookbook, the red lobster
pieces garnished by strips of black mushroom, green scallion and coriander dotted with shiny
black beans. The lobster, perfumed by the vegetables in a sauce thickened only by the lobster’s
tomalley and enriched by minced pork, remains the undisputed star of this accomplished dish.
The clams are the best you could ever eat in any style of preparation. They are juicy and tender
and made all the more wonderfully by a succulent, spicy black bean sauce that includes
coriander, hot red peppers and green onions.
When Yuet Lee Restaurant first opened in San Francisco, it had a difficult time being accepted
by its North Beach neighbors. They had located their restaurant on the north side of Broadway,
which was the demarcation line separating Chinatown and North Beach. Everything south of
Broadway was Chinatown; everything north of Broadway was North Beach. Yuet Lee
Restaurant, located on the north side of Broadway, was infringing on the Italian section of

North Beach. Despite the neighbors' initial disfavor with the restaurant, the family overcame
the adversity and won the hearts and stomachs of patrons from around the Bay Area and
beyond. Their food was too good to deny, and eventually the neighbors acquiesced and let
them be. After all, their good food brought more people to the area and helped the overall
economy of that section of North Beach. Nowadays, there is no clear demarcation of
Chinatown and North Beach.
In 1998, Yuet Lee transferred to Chi Yuet Yu and Mee Hun Lee’s three children: Jane Yu, Sam Yu
and Wing Tim Yu. In 2016, following Jane’s withdrawal due to health reasons and Wing Tim’s
passing, Sam took over the entire operation of Yuet Lee Restaurant.
b. Describe any circumstances that required the business to cease operations in San Francisco
for more than six months?
The restaurant has never ceased operations since its opening in January 1977.
c. Is the business a family-owned business? If so, give the generational history of the
business.
Yuet Lee is a family-owned business that has been run by the Yu family for two generations.
Husband Chi Yuet Yu and wife Mee Hun Lee were in the restaurant business in their native
Hong Kong. When they arrived in the United States, they decided to bring authentic Cantonese
cuisine to San Francisco where there were many Cantonese Chinese people.
When Yuet Lee was established by Chi Yuet Yu in January, 1977, it was a sole proprietorship
under the ownership of Chi Yuet Yu. Regardless, the entire Yu family have all have worked in
the restaurant: husband Chi Yuet Yu, wife Mee Hun Lee, daughter Jane Yu, oldest son Sam Yu
and youngest son Wing Tim Yu. In 1998, Chi Yuet transferred the business to his three children.
Following Jane’s withdrawal due to health reasons and Wing Tim’s passing, Sam took over the
entire operation of Yuet Lee Restaurant in 2016.
d. Describe the ownership history when the business ownership is not the original owner or a
family-owned business.
The ownership history of Yuet Lee Restaurant is as follows:
1977 to 1998:
1998 to 2016:
2016 to Present:

Chi Yuet Yu
Jane Yu, Sam Yu, Wing Tim Yu
Sam Yu

e. When the current ownership is not the original owner and has owned the business for less
than 30 years, the applicant will need to provide documentation of the existence of the
business prior to current ownership to verify it has been in operation for 30+ years. Please

use the list of supplemental documents and/or materials as a guide to help demonstrate the
existence of the business prior to current ownership.
Documentation of the existence of Yuet Lee Restaurant for 30+ years is included in this Legacy
Business Registry application.
f. Note any other special features of the business location, such as, if the property associated
with the business is listed on a local, state, or federal historic resources registry.
The historic resource status of the building at 1300 Stockton Street is classified by the Planning
Department as Category A, “Historic Resource Present,” with regard to the California
Environmental Quality Act. Constructed in 1906, the building appears to be eligible for listing on
the California Register or the National Register.

CRITERION 2
a. Describe the business's contribution to the history and/or identity of the neighborhood,
community or San Francisco.
Yuet Lee Restaurant, originally located in North Beach, is an important contributor to the
Chinatown neighborhood. The distinctive green color of the building and its bright interior
lighting have made the building an icon and a beacon to those natives and tourists seeking
incredibly delicious seafood. According to Sam Yu, the distinctive green color has made it a
landmark in Chinatown. All you have to say is, "Where's that crazy green building?" and anyone
who knows Chinatown can tell you where it is. Sam's father originally painted the building that
color to attract attention and awareness for the restaurant, and it worked.
The restaurant is considered an icon in Chinatown and on any given day you will see tourists as
well as Chinese diners enjoying the delicious authentic Cantonese seafood. Over the years,
thousands of family holiday celebration banquets, especially around Chinese New Year have
been held there.
The restaurant, although not fancy, lets the food speak for itself. The restaurant is well-known
for its lobster, crab, calamari, salt &pepper squid, clams with black bean sauce and traditional
Cantonese chow fun dishes and is highly sought after as a destination to visiting tourists. They
may laugh at the odd green color of the restaurant's exterior and overly bright interior lighting,
but once they taste the food they know it was worth the trek to this special corner in
Chinatown.
Although the restaurant can serve only 47 people at a time in the main dining room, they serve
300-500 customers a day. That’s quite an achievement for such a small restaurant. The
restaurant is also one of the few that is open until 1:00 a.m. every night.

Many of their employees have been with Yuet Lee Restaurant for a very long time because they
are made to feel as though they are part of the family. Three employees had worked for Yuet
Lee for over 40 years, and they just retired recently. Among current employees, two of them
have been working for over 20 years. Sam's father started the restaurant in 1977 and
eventually brought over other members of their family from Hong Kong to work in the
restaurant.
b. Is the business (or has been) associated with significant events in the neighborhood, the
city, or the business industry?
The restaurant has not be associated with any significant events associated with the city or the
restaurant industry but Sam is an advocate who always takes a proactive role by voicing out
issues that impact the business community or Chinatown as a whole.
c. Has the business ever been referenced in an historical context? Such as in a business trade
publication, media, or historical documents?
There have been many articles and reviews written about the restaurant that have appeared in
the San Francisco Chronicle (June 2018), AAA Via Magazine (Feb. 2013), SF Weekly, San
Francisco Magazine (Nov. 2005), California Magazine (Feb. 1982), Continental Magazine, and a
book titled, "Restaurants of San Francisco - The Definitive Guide to the Bay Area's Best" by
former SF Chronicle Restaurant Critic, Patricia Unterman and Stan Sesser. Recently, the
restaurant owner was interviewed by reporter Angelina Wong and featured on KTSF Channel 26
TV.
d. Is the business associated with a significant or historical person?
Many celebrities have enjoyed meals at Yuet Lee Restaurant, including actor and Hong Kong
and Hollywood Kung Fu Master Jacky Chan, Emmy Award-winning radio and TV personality
Liam Mayclem, Travel Channel host Samantha Brown, actor Mikey Roe, as well as celebrity
chefs Guy Fieri, Emeril Lagasse and Adam Gertler.
e. How does the business demonstrate its commitment to the community?
The owner, Sam Yu, has been a long-time member of Yee Fung Toy Family Association. The
purpose of the organization is to make friendly contacts among clansmen, work for their wellbeing by pooling wisdom and uniting forces, advance clan affairs, and support public welfare.
Apart from the headquarters in San Francisco, 13 branches have been established: New York,
Sacramento, Detroit, Boston, Southern California, Chicago, Phoenix, Seattle, Cleveland, Salt
Lake City, Houston, Stockton and Columbus. The association conducts myriad events and has
established a scholarship fund to award and encourage students with excellent academic
performance.

Sam is also a long-time member of the Ying On Merchants & Labor Benevolent Association. The
association is a historical Chinese American association that was established during the 19th
century for the purpose of promoting, fostering and encouraging the spirit and practice of
sociability, fraternity, charity and benevolences among its members and the Chinese
community.
Yuet Lee Restaurant is always ready to offer help when there is a need in the community. For
instance, on February 3, 2017, which was also the fifth day of the Chinese Lunar New Year, a
fire broke out early that morning from one of the commercial units at Golden Plaza which is a 2story mixed use building located at 1199 Stockton Street in Chinatown. It took the firefighters
more than 6 hours to contain the fire. Seven businesses located on the first floor and at least 25
residents living on the second floor were affected and had to evacuate immediately. Most of
the residents are seniors. They were provided shelter by Salvation Army Corp Chinatown
Community Center on Powell Street. Yuet Lee provided dinners for the first two nights to at all
those residents who lost their home from the fire.
In addition, since Sam’s restaurant is located at the busy intersection of Stockton Street and
Broadway, he has provided help to numerous pedestrians who gotten injured from auto
accidents and the elderly who have fallen or tumbled by offering a resting place for the injured
while awaiting the paramedics.
Sam is also a big supporter of schools and nonprofit organizations in Chinatown and the
neighborhood community. Whenever they have special events or festival celebrations, Yuet Lee
Restaurant is always happy to donate food to the make the events more joyful. To name a few,
these institutes include:
• John Yehall Chin Elementary School
• Jean Parker Elementary School
• Saints Peter and Paul Catholic School
• (The former) St Mary's School
• The Salvation Army
• Self Help for the Elderly
• SFFD Station 2
• SFPD Central Station
Sam is very concerned with all the developments in Chinatown and wellness of Chinatown
businesses. He has always been proactive in participating in various community meetings in
Chinatown and speaks up on issues affecting the business community, including the Central
Subway construction that began in Chinatown in September 2013 and the Broadway Chinatown
Streetscape Improvement Project that began in January 2017.
The restaurant received a Certificate of Honor from the San Francisco Board of Supervisors on
July 1, 2002, recognizing “Yuet Lee Restaurant as one of San Francisco’s great late-night eating
establishments, well known for its outstanding seafood, and to honor its achievement in

winning the SF Weekly’s annual ‘Best of San Francisco 2002’ award.” The Board of Supervisors
extended its highest commendation.
f. Provide a description of the community the business serves.
Chinatown is a crowded, bustling neighborhood with hundreds of tiny mom-and-pop shops and
restaurants. To the experienced traveler, it resembles Hong Kong or Singapore. It primarily
serves the large Chinese and Asian population that live and work in San Francisco, although
many Asian families travel into the city on the weekends to purchase goods they can only find
in the tiny shops in Chinatown. It is a sought-after destination by both young and old who often
frequent the shops and restaurants.
Since Chinatown is situated close to the city's financial district, it also has an influx of local
business people seeking quick, cheap food where they can eat during their lunch hour.
Besides serving the local population, Chinatown is one of San Francisco's top tourist attractions.
Tourists want to have an authentic food experience, unlike what they may have in their
hometown mall. The bustling neighborhood attracts not only tourists from China but other
Asians as well from Taiwan, Thailand, Laos, Cambodia, Vietnam, Japan and Malaysia. Chinatown
is also a destination for American, South American, Canadian and European tourists who want
to taste "real" Chinese food. With exposure to TV shows like Anthony Bourdain's Parts
Unknown travel food show and Guy Fieri's ventures into exotic foods, people are more open to
trying food they've never had before. The hanging ducks and the unidentifiable exotic fruits,
vegetables, and spices are not as forbidden to the naïve palate as they once were. More people
are open to trying new things.
With the help of websites like Yelp and a variety of food and restaurant mobile apps like
Instagram and Twitter, good restaurants like Yuet Lee are being promoted by the public
through word of mouth.
g. Is the business associated with a culturally significant
building/structure/site/object/interior?
What makes the building distinctive is its bright chartreuse color. You can't miss it! The interior
lights that appear really bright at night also help to make it noticeable and draw a lot of
attention.
h. How would the community be diminished if the business were to be sold, relocated, shut
down, etc.?
Yuet Lee is a cornerstone within the community. Residents and tourists alike would miss its
quirky colored building as well as its delicious seafood if it were to close. Located on the wellknown Stockton (#30 bus) corridor, the restaurant is a staple within the community and seen by
thousands of people every day while walking, driving, or commuting by bus. This restaurant is

by far the best place to get great tasting seafood that is melt-in-your-mouth good. The only
other places that offer the variety of seafood dishes that Yuet Lee does are on Fisherman's
Wharf and they are prepared very differently than Yuet Lee's. Yuet Lee’s distinctive Cantonese
seasonings and preparation are unsurpassed.

CRITERION 3
a. Describe the business and the essential features that define its character.
Yuet Lee is a no frills, no reservations accepted kind of place. It's down home Cantonese
Chinese food is made from three generations of family recipes. The small footprint limits the
number of customers to only 47 people at a time. This causes it to have a long line of customers
waiting outside the entrance and alongside the front of the restaurant. The long wait to get in
makes people think, "What's so great about this place? I think I should try it!" They are not
disappointed.
The restaurant serves authentic Cantonese food. In the United States, this is sometimes called
the “Hong Kong style” because of the many immigrants from Hong Kong, originally from the
Canton province, who have settled here. Real Cantonese food is cooked differently than the
Cantonese food Americans know. The wok is smaller, lighter, and one-handed. Cantonese chefs
“throw the wok” when they cook. Also, Cantonese cooking involves more spices than
Cantonese American food, especially garlic, and the spices are kept in the wok unlike the
American style in which the spices are removed after they have flavored the oil. And in
authentic Cantonese cooking, seafood is far more important than in the American version. As
the food is cooked, it acquires “wok chi,” or wok energy. Fast hot cooking – 30 seconds or less
for some dishes – forces the taste out of the ingredients and gives them wok chi.
The odd bright green color and lighting of Yuet Lee make it very distinctive and adds to the
quirkiness and the character of the restaurant.
b. How does the business demonstrate a commitment to maintaining the historical traditions
that define the business, and which of these traditions should not be changed in order to
retain the businesses historical character? (e.g., business model, goods and services, craft,
culinary, or art forms)
Sam Yu, the owner, has been told many times that he should repaint the outside of the
restaurant a more conservative color to be more tasteful. He has adamantly refused. "No, I
intentionally painted the building that color to attract attention. I like it!" he'll say to anyone
that makes that recommendation. As long as Yuet Lee remains within the Yu family, the
building will remain that special color green.
The restaurant takes great pride in its time-honored family recipes that have been handed
down from one generation to the next. The current food trends of less fat, less oil, and no carbs

don't apply at this establishment. This is traditional Cantonese Chinese food from the
homeland. It will not change despite the trends that come and go.
The restaurant's interior might be renovated from time to time, with new furniture added, but
the fish tank and bright lights will always remain. It's part of the charm of the restaurant.
c. How has the business demonstrated a commitment to maintaining the special physical
features that define the business? Describe any special exterior and interior physical
characteristics of the space occupied by the business (e.g. signage, murals, architectural
details, neon signs, etc.).
The restaurant hasn't changed its façade, exterior color, or interior design and layout for over
20 years. Their customers like the familiar — it's like home and family. All that matters is that
the food remains as good as it was when it first opened 41 years ago. Sam, his family, and staff
are committed to providing the best traditional Cantonese food in San Francisco. That
commitment honors the memory of its original founders, Yuet and Lee. Sam would have it no
other way.
d. When the current ownership is not the original owner and has owned the business for less
than 30years; the applicant will need to provide documentation that demonstrates the
current owner has maintained the physical features or traditions that define the business,
including craft, culinary, or art forms. Please use the list of supplemental documents and/or
materials as a guide to help demonstrate the existence of the business prior to current
ownership.
Documentation demonstrating that Yuet Lee Restaurant has served authentic Cantonese
cuisine since it was founded in 1977 is included in this Legacy Business Registry application.
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The Culinary State of San
Francisco’s Chinatown
They may not be trendy or pushing the boundaries, but the
traditional restaurants of Chinatown remain true to their purpose
Mike Walker
Mar 15, 2018

Illustration by Mike Walker

P

eople love to suggest that the “authenticity” of Chinatown has

evaporated—that Chinese Americans have moved out in droves and that the
best dim sum can now be found elsewhere, in places like the western Sunset
or the East Bay. But those naysayers, who choose to paint an entire
neighborhood as no longer of relevance, couldn’t be more wrong. While
there’s no doubt that Chinatown has changed over the past few decades, it’s
far from a relic.
I’ve lived in Chinatown for the past 20 years, getting to know the restaurants
and the markets, the neighbors and the shopkeepers, the quirks and the
charms. The sense of community and tradition run deep here; it’s not hard to
see just how crucial of a role the neighborhood still plays in the local Chinese
American community. Pick any day to take a stroll down Stockton Street, and
you’ll see floods of Chinese people from the neighborhood and elsewhere in
the Bay milling about, ducking in and out of shops like New Luen Sing Fish
Market and Dong Hing Supermarket, plying their way through bags of bok
choy and Chinese greens like yow choy and tong ho. It’s not just the older
crowd either—teens continue to fill places like Uniq Salon and S & P
Fashion Design Hair Studio, getting their hair done in the latest trendy K-pop
and C-pop styles.
Yes, you may be able to find more innovative and trendy Chinese restaurants
around the Bay Area, but those new establishments don’t take away from the
authenticity of Chinatown’s own eateries, many of which continue decades of
service and uphold a tradition of a neighborhood restaurant serving neighbors
food they crave.
When it comes to food, Chinatown has always been a culinary destination in
SF, with longstanding restaurants serving up affordable, delicious regional
cuisines of China. Some may complain about their environments, but they
remain as busy and beloved as ever even as new, fancier ones have popped
up, like China Live. Yes, you may be able to find more innovative and trendy
Chinese restaurants around the Bay Area, but those new establishments don’t
take away from the authenticity of Chinatown’s own eateries, many of which

continue decades of service and uphold a tradition of a neighborhood
restaurant serving neighbors food they crave.
San Francisco’s Chinatown arose in the 1850s due to the need of immigrants
from China — mostly from Guangdong in the southern part of the country —
to have a place to live. The construction of the Transcontinental Railroad
especially drew in such immigrants to San Francisco, along with the gold
rush. The City of San Francisco permitted the area to welcome Chinese
immigrants and allow their property to be deeded to them and passed down to
future generations. With these incentives, Chinese people gravitated to the
area, and many businesses, including restaurants, sprung up here to cater to
them.
While the vast majority of Chinatown restaurants serve Cantonese dishes
(including dim sum), it’s home to at least eight major cuisines of China —
Anhui, Cantonese, Fujian, Hunan, Jiangsu, Shandong, Sichuan and
Zhejiang — as well as many more lesser known cuisines.
Of course, much of what we encounter now across United States as “Chinese
food” is a cousin a few times removed from authentic Chinese food. In any
Chinatown, whether in SF or New York City or elsewhere, people expect to
eat more authentic food, food that Chinese people want to eat and not the
Americanized version. At their smartest, SF Chinatown restaurants have done
just that, creating food for their peers and staying close to their roots.
SF Chinatown is special for the sheer number of regional fare available here.
While the vast majority of restaurants serve Cantonese dishes (including dim
sum), it’s home to at least eight major cuisines of China — Anhui, Cantonese,
Fujian, Hunan, Jiangsu, Shandong, Sichuan and Zhejiang — as well as many
more lesser known cuisines. It can be hard to know where to look for the best
fare, but there are dozens of both well-known and lesser-known places
serving up incredible food, places like the following:
•

Hong Kong Clay Pot Restaurant, a bastion of the type of comfort
food Cantonese Americans have depended on, including savory
chicken, lamb or seafood clay pots; Shanghai-style spare ribs; West
Lake beef soup; and Kam Lok’s signature steamed ginger chicken and
fish dishes.

•

Yuet Lee Seafood, which serves up Cantonese-style seafood — think
salt-and-pepper squid, garlic crabs, clams with black bean sauce and
sides of steamed bok choy — into the wee hours of the night, drawing
lines of club-goers, students and police officers on the night beat—an
experience similar to late-night Hong Kong snacks.

•

Hang Ah Tea Room, the oldest purveyor of dim sum in the city and
possibly the country, along with Yank Sing, which reigns supreme for
a nice sit-down dim sum meal in an atmosphere appropriate for
business lunches or visiting relatives, and Delicious Dim Sum, a good
spot for quick to-go dishes like har gow, shumai and other dumplings.

•

Good Mong Kok Bakery, a Hong Kong–style bakery known for its
steamed pork buns, steamed rice rolls and dumplings, as well as sweet
and savory baked goods (hot tip: get the pineapple buns).

•

Z & Y Restaurant, a bulwark of Sichuan in the neighborhood. It may
now be a bit overly trendy since president Barack Obama and other
luminaries have paid a visit, but it’s still a tasty spot serving classic
Sichuan spicy dishes such as lamb with peppercorns, Hunan-style
chicken, Dongpo pork and dandan noodles. The much newer Chong
Qing Xiao Mian focuses on Sichuan noodle dishes, a staple of the
regional cuisine.

•

Bund Shanghai, featuring Shanghainese cuisine with the famed
xiaolongbao, or “soup dumplings,” plus yang chun noodles, lion’s head
(beef meatballs) and a variety of plump steamed buns both large and
small.

I could go on. As you can see, with such delicious fare continuing to be
served, I don’t fear the importance of Chinatown restaurants slipping. Both
tourists and locals are still drawn here, a historic and vibrant place where they
can taste a variety of Chinese fare in one walk, whihc is much easier to do in
Chinatown than in the Inner Sunset or Outer Richmond. If you’re still
skeptical of Chinatown, you should go and hang around, observing for
yourself someone trying to carry an impossibly large rice cooker out of a

housewares store or people wandering in and out of Louie Bros Book Store
clutching magazines from Hong Kong or rare Chinese books on special
order. They’re all the daily signs of a very vibrant community at play and at
work — and certainly out and about for lunch or dinner, when the time comes.
With so much talk of Chinatown “not being what it used to be,” it’s as if the
chattering class would prefer that the neighborhood succumb to a loss of
authenticity and be little more than the vast collection of tacky stores selling
Asian-themed gifts and furnishings to tourists over on Grant Avenue. But that
hasn’t—and won’t—happen.
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U.S. Yee Fung Toy Headquarters - A Brief Introduction
The first ancestor of Yee Clan is the Revered Yee
Chung-Sheung, a prominent personage of the North
Sung Dynasty, named Jing as a child, On-Doh when
grown up, and Moo-Kai as a form of address. Fung
Toy (elegant demeanor), a beautiful name, originated
from a congratulatory line of poetry by his
contemporary Choy Sheung: " Surely your strategies
benefit the Emperor's reign, and your elegant
demeanor uplifts spirits of court ministers."
Yee clansmen immigrated into the U.S. years ago. In
1886 (the 21st year of Gwang-shui Emperor, Ching
Dynasty), early clansmen organized the Sheung-Shin
Hall Hundred Person Association, to cherish memory
of ancestral virtues and promote clansmen relations.
Funds were collected to purchase the property at 131
Waverly Place in Chinatown of San Francisco, to
establish the Yee Family Association, whereby
clansmen could offer ancestral sacrifice and enjoy
family happiness, The April -1906 S.F. earthquake
burned down the property.
In winter of the same year, clansmen reorganized the
association under the name Sheung-yik Hall
Hundred-Person Association. They reconstructed the
Fung Toy House, which exists as the four-story
building as seen today, with the name Yee Fung Toy
Moo-kai Headquarters. The building went through a
renovation in 1958. A resolution was also passed at a
general meeting to adopt the standard name the U.S.
Yee Fung Toy Headquarters there after.
Apart from the Headquarters, 13 branches have been
established in New York, Sacramento, Detroit,
Boston, Southern California, Chicago, Phoenix,
Seattle, Cleveland, Salt Lake City, Houston, Stockton
and Columbus respectively. Branches conduct clan
affairs and connect members within areas of
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jurisdiction. The Yee clansmen in the U.S. number
over 10,000, which includes, registered or not, new
and old immigrants, the U.S. born, both genders old
and young.
Yee Fung Toy Headquarters' purpose is to make
friendly contacts among clansmen, work for their
well-being by pooling wisdom and uniting forces,
advance clan affairs, and support public welfare. All
U.S. branches meet every three years at a general
meeting, to discuss reform, revise the constitution,
and elect the grand president. This general meeting is
Yee Fung Toy's highest organization.
The Headquarters conducts myriad clan affairs:
Spring events -- New Year's Eve Reunion, New Year
Opening, Offering Ancestral Sacrifice, Spring
Banquet; other yearly events -- Dragon Boat Festival,
Mid-autumn Festival, Winter Solstice Party; other
meaningful activities --Ching-ming and Chung-yang
tributes to ancestors' tombs, the fall outing party,
Christmas gifts for children, winter visit to elderly
clansmen in nursing homes. Clansmen participate
well.
As to overseas Chinese public welfare and charitable
causes, we always try our best. Since 1958, the
Headquarters has established a scholarship fund to
award clan juniors with excellent academic
performance and encourage them toward goals to
benefit the multitude. This educational undertaking
of decades wins loud applause from the overseas
Chinese sector. In 1996, the U.S.-Five Tong
Associations Liaison Committee got the Hong Kong
Five Tongs to agree to a one-time appropriation of
US $1,000,000 for establishing the Hong Kong Five
Tong Associations Scholarship Foundation in the
U.S. Annually, $35,000 of the interest earned will be
set aside to continue the U.S. Five Tong Associations
Scholarship Program. Of this $35,000, $3,500 is to
go to the Canada Yee Fung Toy Headquarters for
scholarship awards throughout Canada. Also, as of
2004, on a yearly basis, Yee Fung Toy Headquarters
allocates US $4,000 from the Moo-kai Education and
Welfare Funds, for scholarships to distribute to Yee
clan juniors back in the native village, four middle
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schools, through the help of Hong Kong Yee Family
Associations. This is to implement the equitable ideal
that we care about all Yee juniors, inland or overseas.
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Multiple Cases
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January 10, 2019
2019-000705LBR
Yuet Lee Restaurant
1300 Stockton Street
CCB (Chinatown Community Business) Zoning District
65-N Height and Bulk District
0146/011
Sam Yu, Owner
1300 Stockton Street
San Francisco, CA 94133
Supervisor Aaron Peskin, District 3
Shelley Caltagirone - (415) 558-6625
shelley.caltagirone@sfgov.org
Tim Frye – (415) 575-6822
tim.frye@sfgov.org

BUSINESS DESCRIPTION
The Yu family opened Yuet Lee Restaurant (“Yuet Lee”) on January 1, 1977, at 1300 Stockton Street on the
same corner of Stockton Street and Broadway where it is today. It was established by husband and wife
team Chi Yuet Yu and Mee Hun Lee. The restaurant name, Yuet Lee, is a combination of both their
names. The Yu family ran a neighborhood restaurant in Hong Kong – also called Yuet Lee – for a number
of years. When they immigrated to San Francisco, they brought the family recipes with them. Yuet Lee is
famous for their Hong Kong style seafood dishes.
When Yuet Lee Restaurant first opened in San Francisco, it had a difficult time being accepted by its
North Beach neighbors. They had located their restaurant on the north side of Broadway, which was the
demarcation line separating Chinatown and North Beach. Everything south of Broadway was
Chinatown; everything north of Broadway was North Beach. Yuet Lee Restaurant, located on the north
side of Broadway, was infringing on the Italian section of North Beach. Despite the neighbors' initial
disfavor with the restaurant, the family overcame the adversity and won support of local patrons. In
1998, Yuet Lee transferred to Chi Yuet Yu and Mee Hun Lee’s three children: Jane Yu, Sam Yu and Wing
Tim Yu. In 2016, following Jane’s withdrawal due to health reasons and Wing Tim’s passing, Sam took
over the entire operation of Yuet Lee Restaurant.
Yuet Lee Restaurant, originally located in North Beach, is an important contributor to the Chinatown
neighborhood. The distinctive green color of the building and its bright interior lighting have made the
building an icon and a beacon to those natives and tourists seeking delicious seafood. According to Sam
Yu, the distinctive green color has made it a landmark in Chinatown. Although the restaurant can serve
only 47 people at a time in the main dining room, they serve 300-500 customers a day.
The business is located at the northeast corner of Stockton Street and Broadway on the border between
North Beach and Chinatown. It is within the CCB (Chinatown Community Business) Zoning District and
within a 65-N Height and Bulk District.
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STAFF ANALYSIS
Review Criteria
1.

When was business founded?
The business was founded in 1977.

2.

Does the business qualify for listing on the Legacy Business Registry? If so, how?
Yes. Yuet Lee Restaurant qualifies for listing on the Legacy Business Registry because it meets all
of the eligibility Criteria:

3.

i.

Yuet Lee Restaurant has operated continuously in San Francisco for 42 years.

ii.

Yuet Lee Restaurant has contributed to the history and identity of North Beach and
Chinatown neighborhoods and San Francisco.

iii.

Yuet Lee Restaurant is committed to maintaining the physical features, craft, art form
and traditions that define the business.

Is the business associated with a culturally significant art/craft/cuisine/tradition?
Yes. The business is associated with the Cantonese cuisine.

4.

Is the business or its building associated with significant events, persons, and/or architecture?
No. The Department has no information related to potential historical associations with
significant events, persons, or architecture.

5.

Is the property associated with the business listed on a local, state, or federal historic resource registry?
No. However, the property has a Planning Department Historic Resource status of “A” (Known
Historic Resource) as it was identified as part of a historic district in a 1984 North Beach historic
resource survey. The building was constructed in 1906.

6.

Is the business mentioned in a local historic context statement?
No.

7.

Has the business been cited in published literature, newspapers, journals, etc.?
Yes. There have been many articles and reviews written about the restaurant that have appeared
in the San Francisco Chronicle (June 2018), AAA Via Magazine (Feb. 2013), SF Weekly, San
Francisco Magazine (Nov. 2005), California Magazine (Feb. 1982), Continental Magazine, and a
book titled, "Restaurants of San Francisco - The Definitive Guide to the Bay Area's Best" by
former SF Chronicle Restaurant Critic, Patricia Unterman and Stan Sesser. Recently, the
restaurant owner was interviewed by reporter Angelina Wong and featured on KTSF Channel 26
TV.

Physical Features or Traditions that Define the Business
Location(s) associated with the business:
• 1300 Stockton Street
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Recommended by Applicant
• Cantonese cuisine
• Seafood specialties
• Bright green exterior color
• Brightly-lit interior
• Fish tanks
• Interior design and layout
Additional Recommended by Staff
• None
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Historic Preservation Commission
Draft Resolution No. ###
HEARING DATE: FEBRUARY 6, 2019

Case No.:
Business Name:
Business Address:
Zoning:
Block/Lot:
Applicant:

Nominated By:
Staff Contact:
Reviewed By:

2019-000705LBR
Yuet Lee Restaurant
1300 Stockton Street
CCB (Chinatown Community Business) Zoning District
65-N Height and Bulk District
0146/011
Sam Yu, Owner
1300 Stockton Street
San Francisco, CA 94133
Supervisor Aaron Peskin, District 3
Shelley Caltagirone - (415) 558-6625
shelley.caltagirone@sfgov.org
Tim Frye – (415) 575-6822
tim.frye@sfgov.org

ADOPTING FINDINGS RECOMMENDING TO THE SMALL BUSINESS COMMISSION
APPROVAL OF THE LEGACY BUSINESS REGISTRY NOMINATION FOR YUET LEE
RESTAURANT CURRENTLY LOCATED AT 1300 STOCKTON STREET, (BLOCK/LOT 0146/011).
WHEREAS, in accordance with Administrative Code Section 2A.242, the Office of Small Business
maintains a registry of Legacy Businesses in San Francisco (the "Registry") to recognize that longstanding,
community-serving businesses can be valuable cultural assets of the City and to be a tool for providing
educational and promotional assistance to Legacy Businesses to encourage their continued viability and
success; and
WHEREAS, the subject business has operated in San Francisco for 30 or more years, with no break in San
Francisco operations exceeding two years; and
WHEREAS, the subject business has contributed to the City’s history and identity; and
WHEREAS, the subject business is committed to maintaining the traditions that define the business; and
WHEREAS, at a duly noticed public hearing held on February 6, 2019, the Historic Preservation
Commission reviewed documents, correspondence and heard oral testimony on the Legacy Business
Registry nomination.

www.sfplanning.org

Resolution No. ###
February 6, 2019

CASE NO. 2019-000705LBR
1300 Stockton Street

THEREFORE BE IT RESOLVED that the Historic Preservation Commission hereby recommends that
Yuet Lee Restaurant qualifies for the Legacy Business Registry under Administrative Code Section
2A.242(b)(2) as it has operated for 30 or more years and has continued to contribute to the community.
BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED that the Historic Preservation Commission hereby recommends
safeguarding of the below listed physical features and traditions for Yuet Lee Restaurant.
Location(s):
• 1300 Stockton Street
Physical Features or Traditions that Define the Business:
• Cantonese cuisine
• Seafood specialties
• Bright green exterior color
• Brightly-lit interior
• Fish tanks
• Interior design and layout
BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED that the Historic Preservation Commission’s findings and
recommendations are made solely for the purpose of evaluating the subject business's eligibility for the
Legacy Business Registry, and the Historic Preservation Commission makes no finding that the subject
property or any of its features constitutes a historical resource pursuant to CEQA Guidelines Section
15064.5(a).
BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED that the Historic Preservation Commission hereby directs its
Commission Secretary to transmit this Resolution and other pertinent materials in the case file 2019000705LBR to the Office of Small Business. February 6, 2019.
Jonas P. Ionin
Commission Secretary
AYES:
NOES:
ABSENT:
ADOPTED:
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