The Chinese Store as a Social Institution
By BUNG CHONG LEE

The Chinese merchandise business
and the rice industry in Hawaii have
been closely inter-related during the
greater part of their history. During
its peak, the rice industry employed
over 5,600 Chinese laborers, and it
was largely operated and controlled
by Chinese proprietors. The rice
planters depended on' the merchants
for the supply of capital, merchandise,
and equipment, while the stores look-
ed largely to the rice plantation
workers for the purchase of their
goods. The store served also as a
market for the produce of the plan-
ters. In 1896 there were in Honolulu
118 Chinese general merchandise es-
tablishments and 35 retail grocers,
of which 72 were located in China-
town and presumably catered chiefly
to Chinese. Gradually, however, the
rice industry has declined, the Chi-
nese population have largely concen-
trated in Honolulu,* a Hawaiian
born generation have supplanted the
immigrants, and the Chinese stores
have changed and slowly lost their
once unique functions.

The foremost function of the Chi-
nese stores was to serve as a bank.
Chinese immigrants had been largely
of the: illiterate class. Very often
letters were written and read for
them by the store keepers. A postal
system was developed by the stores
whereby large sums of money and
bundles of letters were sent to agen-
cies in Hongkong, relayed to inland
cities and then distributed to the
designated parties in the villages. On
each envelope the amount to be re-
mitted, the district, the village, the
names of the sender and receiver were

written. The immigrants were charg-
ed a small fee for every letter sent
to China. In former years the fee
was as low as forty cents for sending
a ten-dollar gold piece. This was the
only way by which the immigrants
could send their money and letters to
the village. In the first place, there
was no postal system service between
the villages. If money was sent
through the banks to Hongkong, the
villagers could not afford to take a
trip to the city to receive it.

In many instances the stores serv-
ed as depositories. The immigrants
because of their inability to use Eng-
lish and their unfamiliarity with the
American banking institution often
deposited their earnings without in-
terest with the store-keepers and
frequently borrowed money from
them. The store-keepers were persons
who had status and commanded the
respect of the immigrants.

The stores became social centers
whenever a boat came to Honolulu
from China. Hundreds of letters
would be disposed of within a few
hours after their arrival. The store-
keepers did not deliver the letters
but the immigrants came in for them.
Bach receiver contributed what gen-
eral news there was in the letter for
the information and discussion of
the many immigrants. The letters
brought joy as well as sorrow. They
revived cherished memories from
home. The life of the village was re-
lived in Hawaii. The reputations of
villagers were discussed and their
morals were gossiped about.

The appearance at the store of an
immigrant who had been home to

#Nearly 75 percent of all the Chinese in Hawalii, resided in Honolulu

in 1930.
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