
The Taxi Dance Hall in Honolulu 
By VIRGINIA LORD and ALICE W. LEE 

THE TAXI DANCE HALLS 

Clustered in a rectangle, two by 

eight city blocks in size, in the less 

elite business district, are Honolulu’s 
seven taxi-dance halls. “C.L.” is most 

popular with slumming parties, 

groups of people out to see the sights 

of the “underworld,” and often stu- 

dents, who like to feel they are doing 

something they should not. “C. L.” ca- 

ters almost exclusively to service trade, 

its patronage being made up mostly of 

sailors. It prides itself in being a 

“high-class joint,” and excludes such 

people as Filipinos, on the grounds 

that they are not properly dressed. 

It is a hall upstairs, with a wide 

straight, well-lighted stairway con- 

necting it with the sidewalk. Around 

the entrance sit sellers of leis, cor- 
sages, and boutonnieres. The ballroom 

is just a large room, whose floors are 

heavily painted, varnished, and oiled, 

and beginning to show signs of wear. 

Lining the walls are benches where 

the girls sit and wait for dances, or 

chat with the men. In one corner is 

a counter and an ice-box, where soda 
pop is sold. A peek into the ice-box 

reveals about a dozen leis and cor- 

sages, presented to the girls by ad- 

mirers. They are not worn because, in 

the stuffy smoky room, they wilt 

quickly, and because they offer too 

much incumbrance to the hopping 

around of the girls. On a raised plat- 
form, decorated with a gay, orange 

moon, tinsel, silhouettes, and palm 
trees, the orchestra, numbering about 

seven, holds sway, blazing forth old 

and tried melodies, in a blatant and 
yet compelling fashion. When a lull 

occurs, the customers are scarce, the 

girls pair off, and rather than let the 

music go to waste, dance together, 

displaying an amazing series of in- 

tricate steps, slides, dips, twirls, and 

backbends. Because they have to be 
able to follow anyone, they display 

rare ability and grace. They are 

marvelous dancers! 

Even when a cop, happens to 

drop in, discovers a sailor pouring a 

little ‘oke” into a cup half-filled with 

coca-cola—to pass around to his 

friends, and delivers a reprimand, 

good-natured humor still prevails. 
The air is more that of a private 

dance than that of a commercialized 
institution, where feminine friendli- 

ness is for sale. 
Very similar to “C. L.” in atmos- 

phere, but with a more varied trade, 

is the “C.” Here one buys his tickets 
in a cubby-hole in the wall on the 
level of the street. A clock is in plain 

sight on the wall; there is a balcony 

from which one may view the sights 

of an alley, or hide to sneak a sip 

from a flask, the lights are a little 

dimmer, the floor feels a little more 
as if it had sand on it, there are no 

garlands of crepe paper festooned 
from the chandeliers to the wall, but 

otherwise in general aspect—the “C.” 

and the “‘C. L.” are very much alike. 
Dance halls that cater to Filipinos 

waste no money on overhead. The 

Filipinos have a need for feminine 

companionship, and accept it under 

any conditions. They are _ offered 

partners, room to dance, and ex- 
ceedingly “hot”? music. These halls 

are smaller, darker, more crowded, 

and to a considerable degree, more 
odorous. 

“1).”, is one of these—and across 

the street, down a cobble-stoned al- 
ley, is the “L.”—patronized by Fili- 

pinos only —and probably the most 

picturesque of the halls. 
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The Taxi Dance Hall in Honolulu 

From within the walls of a rough- 

ly built, and unpainted, one-story, 

wooden structure, behind the corner 

stores of a busy intersection comes 
bizzare music—American’ jazz with a 

Filipino accent. No other sound—no 

laughing or shuffling of feet — as is 

heard from the streets around the 

other dance halls—can be distinguish- 

ed, Located over a Swamp—this, one 

can easily discover for himself from 

the peculiar odor—it has a series of 

hazardous steps, rickety, unpainted, 

gaping, and literally besprinkled with 

sputum and tobacco juice, leading to 

the hall. Sitting on the benches a- 
gainst the walls, hanging out the win- 

dows that extend all around the room, 

are the patrons—Filipinos who are 

smcking, idly scratching their heads, 

or picking their noses. Four painted 

Filipino and Porto Rican girls, each 

one with dangling earrings, consti- 
~ tute the dancers. In the background, 

four older women slouch—the mothers 

of the girls, who accompany their 

daughters every night to their em- 
ployment. Of the old school, they be- 

lieve in chaperones and are wary 

and watchful. 

Even though the orchestra—on a 

platform decorated with faded 

streamers and bunting, and a picture 
of President Roosevelt—is banging 

away most noisily, few pay much at- 
tention—neither dancing, nor smiling, 
no> speaking. The gloomy, sullen ex- 

pressions of the men, numbering 

about thirty, do not change even 

when the proprietor bellows “free 
dance.” There is a rush toward the 

girls at this cry and the twenty-six 

who have no partners dance with 

each other. There seems to be some- 

thing sinister in the atmosphere—for 

those blank, immobile expressions 

conceal strong emotions and fearful 

purposes. Down at the police station 

(47) 

is an array of metal implements— 

brass knuckles, knives, and guns— 

most of which were “lifted” from the 

Filipinos of this particular district. 
They even include a harmless cap 

pistol and a queer wooden instrument 

arranged to eject a bamboo dart, 

powered by the winding of a heavy 

rubber band. Here is where most of 

the knifing affrays take place, with 

lots of serious injuries. 

Half way between these two ex- 

tremes—the “C. L.” and the “L.” is 

the “R.”’—with its heterogenous pa- 

tronage—composed of every class— 

from soldiers to Filipinos. It is on the 

ground floor of a building having 

several chop sui houses and_ beer 

“joints.” A narrow passageway leads 

from the street to it, covered by a red 

and yellow striped canvas. With its 

lei sellers squatting in the passage- 

way, and its crowds of all nations— 

Portuguese, “haoles,” Japanese, Ha- 

waiians, Porto Ricans, Koreans, Chi- 

nese, Filipinos,—it has a sort of car- 

nival air. Hanging from the ceiling 

is a large ball made of metal and 

brass which catches the light and 

sparkles. The windows are always 

lined with people, peering in from 

the alley that flanks one side of the 

_ building. 

The remaining two halls are the 

“Vv.” and the “R.”, both very dirty 

and crowded, both cater to all na- 

tionalities. 

THE TAXI DANCER* (1) 

The taxi-dancers are all much alike 

in appearances. The average age is 

twenty-two years, with eighteen as the 

lower limit and thirty-eight as the up- 

per, most girls being around eighteen 

years. Out of about three hundred 

girls,*(2) forty are Portuguese, thir- 

ty-one are Filipino, twenty-eight are 

*(1) The writers interviewed girls for this term project for the in- 

troductory course in Sociology. 

*(2) See table on page 50. 


