














ABSTRACT

This thesis examines the creation, mainten ce, and functions of social networks at
an Asian grocery store located in Madison, Wisconsin, through an analysis of foodways
and decor. The Oriental Shop is a family-run store that carries Japanese and other Asian
foods, which has served the population of Madison and its vicinity for nearly thirty
years. Like many small businesses, the store owes its success to the support of faithful
customers with whom the owners establish personal relationships.

By describing the uses and functions of foods and store decorations among the
owners and regular customers, I explain how these two aspects of material culture enable
nonverbal communication among those who frequent the store. The objective is to
research how personal relationships at the stor¢  n the part of the owners as well as

that of their customers—is cultivated by such material  :ans.
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CH PTER ONE: INTROI JCTION

The Oriental Shop is a small family-owned Asian grocery store, established in the
1970s, that is located in the central part of Madison, Wisconsin. As its name hints, the
store sells Asian foods of various sorts, from fresh fruits and vegetables to dried and
canned imported goods. This case study, based on ethnographic research conducted from
2000 to 2006, views the store as a place that exemplifies ways in which materials
communicate human experiences. Specifically, illuminates the complex ways in which
people at the Oriental Shop exchange, consume. isplay, and otherwise manipulate food
items and decorative objects for personal and cultural purposes in the cultivation of
human relationships. Ultimately, this study seeks to explain why such a small-scale
community store as the Oriental Shop remains visible and attractive to certain

populations in the era of omnij ¢ :chain stores.

My Introduction to tt Oriental Shop

In January of 1998, having spent three semesters at a small university on the East
Coast, | moved to Madison to begin anew my academic career at the University of
Wisconsin. A 1ough I did not know anyone in town, and my English skills were not
fully developed, 1 was committed to making the best of this fresh start. I felt more

excited than anxious.






cred card that way.” Seeing that I was the only customer left in the store, I gladly
accepted her offer. She then went in back to pour some green tea into a plastic cup for
me, and we introduced ourselves. The woman’s name was Tamaki; she had been born in
Japan before emigrating with her family to the United States as a teen. I learned that the
store was hers, and that she had been running it for about twenty years with her
Taiwanese husband, Kuang.

After making sure that every door on the store’s freezers and refrigerators was shut
tight (something I later learned was one of the closing-time rituals), Tamaki took me to a
bank a few blocks away. We returned ) the store, I paid for my groceries, and then
Tamaki and Kuang drove me to my downtown apartment. As we parted, she said that ]
would be welcome in the store anytime, and encouraged me to make a abit of coming
in, even just to talk and relax.

I had never received such personal attention in grocery shopping, and I was
touched by this display of kindness that went beyond the familiar sort of customer
service based on perfunctory mannerisms. Since that day [ have been a Hyal customer of
the Oriental Shop, and as I befriended Tam a  Kuar I came to discover that their
gene sity is vital to the store’s prosp 'y, and is the key factor that continues to foster

fealty in its clientele.









to react to expectations prescribed by these constituents of their culture, which results in
diverse ways of living despite common cultural knowledge. To understand others is to
be able to feel what they feel, and the kind of ethnography I aim to conduct is a type that
shares what it is like to live the informants’ lives, rather than points o1 differences for
the sake of exposing cross-cultural heterogene ' or championing the uniqueness of a
particular cultural group. Today it m  t seem banal to state that people are people, first
and foremost. Yet this is my stance as an ethnc  ipher. It is my goal in this thesis to
describe the folklore of the Oriental Shop so th: the reader may feel what we, its
habitues, feel.

Given this agenda, it is appropriate fi me to illustrate the folklo of the Oriental
Shop in a way that is holistic and truthful, which means that discussing the Oriental
Shop only as an ethnic grocery store would be too simplistic. People come to the store
not merely to shop. The store is the owners’ personalized place, which welcomes anyone
who finds comfort in its friendly, cozy atmosphere, and who understands this to be the
principal charm of this small Asian enclave.

I analyze two aspects of material ¢ ure in investigating the nature of the Oriental
Shop. One is food, whose circulation feeds the personal relationships cultivated among
the storekeepers and customers. The other is store decor, which—being composed of the
storekeepers’ hobby objects and gifts from their customers—reveals the collaborative
character of the store’s space. Anchored in an exploration of material culture, my
ethnography examines human interactions with and through the objects situated and

circulating inside the store. The objective of this study is to discuss and explain why and






emerged, and a person can belong to mul )le social groups in multiple places, as
discussed by sociologist Ray Oldenbu  In his book The Great Good Place (1997),
Oldenburg calls the public place that fosters human interaction the “th . place,” as
opposed to the home (“first place™) and the workplace (“second place™), arguing that
contemporary society has established its own social environments by developing such
public places as pubs, coffeeshops, and beauty parlours. Times change, yet the fact
remains that humans are social animals; community-building continues.

The Oriental Shop functions as a “thii  place” for n 1y Americans and Asian
immigrants in the vicinity of Madison. The store attracts a variety of customers, both
Asians and non-Asiar \sians because of a desire to maintain ethnic >odways among
the city’s growing Asian population, and non-Asians thanks to the steady popularity of
Asian cuisines in mainstream American cull e. ike other folklorists, I recognize that
the folklife of a small family-owned store is rich, as the Oriental Shop serves as a cel
of community life (see the case studies in Beck 1980; Hunt 1979; Long 1990). Wherever
people gather, gossip and stories are exchanged (see Bauman 1972; Macpherson 1988).
In my observation, the Oriental Shop is a “third place” where people come not only to
shop but to seek human interaction. Fi  many r¢  lar customers, to visit the Oriental

Shop is to visit friends.



Beyond Ethnicity

In North America, running a grocery store has been one of the prominent means of
making a living for immigrants and their descendants (see Dhaliwal 1995; Mankelar
2002). Often these are small-scale fan y-owned businesses that serve as unofficial
communal centres for cultivating and affirming ethnic solidarity (Bonacich and Mod
1980). However, rather than framing my case s 1y of the Oriental Shop simply in light
of ethnicity, | want to shape my research in more general terms because of the following
factors.

First of all, Madison is a mid-sized Midwestern city where the Asian immigrant
population has historically been low, 1 1king it i possible for the people to establish
their own sectors as they have in major cities. TI  has been the norm for Japanese
immigrants throughout the Midwest.” W~ regard to the Madison area, a biography of a
Japanese immigrant’s son tells that in  : -e-w era his was the only Japanese family
in the region, except for a small number of students at the University of Wisconsin
(Rathburn 2004, 12-13). Like other ethnic immigrants to Wisconsin, Toki's father had
left his home country with dreams of ow1 1ga  m, which he indeed fulfilled after
setti  in the Midwest. However, his family was ethnically isolated; there was no
recognizable community, as there was for Japanese immigrants on the West Coast, or for

most European immigrants in Wisconsin. Such a condition of ¢ nic isolation seems

“Most studics of Japanese Americans have been concerned with their experiences during World War I1. 1
find work by Yasuko Takezawa (1995) and Stephen Fugitaand [ id O'Brien (1991) quite informative
on matters of Japanese American ethnicity.
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common among many Japanese immigrants and the Nisei Americans who lived in the
Midwest (see Adler 1998).

Japanese emigrants in the post-war era consist of expatriates: war brides, military
wives, wives of American professionals or stu¢  ts, and sojourners (professionals or
students) and their families.? Statistics from 1980 show that in Wisconsin the number of
Japanese exceeds two thousand, more than half of whom reside in the highly populated
areas surrounding the state’s two largest cities, Milwaukee and Madison (Allen and
Turner 1988, 185). However, there is » specific  strict in Madison for Japanese
business establishments.

In Madison the Asian population, including a number of J. anese expatriates, has
increased as the city has grown. It consists largely of professionals and international
students, who—unlike European imm 's of the past several centuries—do not form
traditional settlements or close-knit communities. Thus the classic immigrant folklore
patterns described in Linda Dégh’s ““Approaches to Folklore Research of Immigrant
Groups” (1966) and Robert Klymasz’s “From Immigrant to Ethnic Folklore: A Canadian
View of Process and Transition” (1973} are not applic le to my case study here. For the
same ason, this thesis does not shape its argument solely around the making and
marking of ethnic identities and boundaries (see Oring 1986; Oring 1989; Stern and

Cicala 1991).

* Japan’s post-war economic growth has enabled many of its corporate employees to migrate to the United
States as sojourners, as stated by John F. Boatman (1992-93, 21-22), as well as by James P. Allen and
Eugene J. Tumer (1988, 301-03). Also, see Goodman, Peach, Takenaka, and White (2003) for
sociological reports on recent Japanese immigrant communitics in various parts of the world.



Instead, the Oriental Shop, along with me ' other ethnic establishments in the
area, fits into the picture of ethnic diversity for which Madison is known. This factor and
the shop’s location on a busy street in the central area of town make the place less
intimidating to non-Asian customers. Moreover, such accessibility characterizes the
nature of the Oriental Shop; the store has thrived because of its inclusiveness. As
Tamaki herself estimates, only about half of the store’s customers are Asian. Although
the regulars who are socially involved with the : »re are by and large Asians, the fact
that the business is supported by members of o 2r cultural groups cannot be ignored.
Without non-Asian customers the store cot | not have thrived as 1t has, and this
differentiates the Oriental Shop from the type ¢« ethnic grocery store primarily supported
by a single ethnic or cultural con 1r !

The fact that immigrants rely on etl ic grocers for the foods necessary to prepare
their daily meals will be recognized and discussed in my observations on Japanese
immigrants who shop at the Oriental ! op. Aware as | am of the cultural and social
significance of ethnic grocery stores in the lives of immigrants, my ethnography focuses
not on describing a particular ethnic folklore, but on modes of  iterial communication
at the Oriental Shop.

My relationship with the Oriental £ p as both a regular customer and temporary

clerk was initially personal, which helped me to develop a microscopic understanding of

the store’s culture. While the Oriental She, is an Asian grocery store, it is not ethnicity

* The case studies of cthnic grocery stores that I have found focus on their roles within single cthnic
communities (sce Mankelar 2002; Stinson 19° . While | 1owledge the potential intraethnic plurality
within such groups, I wish instcad to explore a plurality that is not only interethnic, but that transcends
cthnicity.
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per se that draws people together at the store; rather, it is the compatibility of their
personhoods.”

The sense of a group is developed by the way in which its members understand and
interact with one another on a regular basis (Noyes 1995). Multiple social webs exist
among the regular customers of the Oriental Shop. A shared cultural background
certainly helps to bond them. Yet, embodying Alan Dundes’s d nition of “folk,” the
informants [ introduce are people who consider emselves connected on a more
personal level. The common factor can be an interest, a sense of humc , a set of ethical
principles, or any of the other elements from which one’s personality is constructed.

In my observation, solidarity among the storekeepers and their regular customers
derives from compatible personalities rather than ethnicity. That is, it is not shared
ethnicity and ethnic traditions but shared human values and personal interests that have
helped to forge connections. Although cultural differences in behavioural patterns may
prevent people of different backgrounds from achieving mutual understanding, a sense
of humanity that is grounded in friendship and integrity can trump cult 1l differences
when one chooses to allow it.

To cite two examples: Tamaki has a good Japanese friend (also a )ng-term
customer) with whom she shares an interest in gardening and craft-making, which
appears to be far more essential to their friendship than the fact that they are both from

Japan. A Caucasian regular customer r I Jim has become very close to Kuang

* Elliot Oring recognizes the need to discard the i iework of ethnicity when such categorization would
lead to misrepresentation of a group in his article “Ethnic Groups and Ethnic Folklore™ in Folk Groups
and Folklore Genres: an Introduction (1986).

®Any group whatsoever that shares at least one common factor” (Dundes 1965, 2).
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because of their mutual interests in geology, cosmology, philosophy, and religion, in
addition to their easygoing natures an similar senses of humour; ethnicity is extrancous
to their friendship (Kuang is .uiwanese and Jim is American). As I introduce the key
informants in the following chapters, it will become clear that personal compatibility is
crucial for sustaining the social relationships at the Oriental Shop, however varied the
reasons that initially drew the protagonists to the store.

Looking at the folklife of an ethnic grocery store beyond the framework of
ethnicity allows me to explore a side of ethnic folklore that has long been neglected in
North American folkloristics: the interna nal influence on the constitution of ethnic
folklore. For example, ethnic food research is concerned primarily with the making and
marking of ethnic identity in the light of se  other issues. While food is one
fundamental means by which members ¢ :thnic groups vigorously express and
communicate their ethnicity to both insic s and outsiders, practicing ethnic foodways is
much more complicated than ethnic boundary- iking,” and this aspect of ethnic

foodways will be explored 1n the third chapter.

The laterial Expression of Folklol

Material culture studies should not be mer: / taxonomic but should strive to
understand the human cognition of reality. Mate listic forms offer people a tangible
means of expressing such intangible matters as values, beliefs, and feelings. Although in

the discipline of folklore there seems to be a division between the tar  "ble and the

7 This view forms part of the discussion in Mi  1el Owen Jones’s recent food article as well (2007, 131).



intangible as research areas, the study of aterial culture intertwines the two to argue
that our concrete physical environments reflect abstract elements of our world.

Material culture provides the best way to lustrate the folklife of the Oriental Shop
for several reasons. First, material f 5 of human expression are simply more abundant
and salient within the store scene than are verbal forms. Second, materi; forms are the
primary means for expressing cultural diversity within the Oriental Shop. Third, | can
deliver my findings through photography and precise description with fewer concerns
about translational errors that may affect studies of verbal aspects of culture. Inside the
store, a visitor will find religious charms, handmade objects, stone and wooden carvings,

bonsai plants (%4 4%), and many other decorative objects. These are either items from the

shopkeepers’ collections or gifts donated by their customers, all co-existing in harmony,
contributing to the Oriental Shop’s homey ambience.

As for the foodways, the practic of food exchange—in the form of give-aways
and gifts—nurtures the friendships betw | the shopkeepers and their customers.
Various types of foods—be they Asian or American, traditional or contemporary—are
brought into the store for sharii  The c1  nary experiences cherished by those who
gather at the Oriental Shop are diverse, because, as far as food choice is concerned, the
exotic and the familiar, the old-fashioned and the modem, are simultaneously desired
and consumed.

In order to clarify further what I will present in the following chapters, I should
articulate which aspects of material cu 1re studies this thesis does not cover. Many

studies of contemporary material culture revolve -ound issues of consumerism. For




example, Daniel Miller, among the first ethnographers to research shopping behaviour,
argues that the act of buying is a means of expressing love for, and nurturing social
relationships, with others (1998); Norine Dresser examines dialogues between Jewish
American storekeepers and customers, such as 10se involving bantering and bargaining,
that characterize the performance of a particular ethnic group (1971). Although my
ethnography examines the material culture of a  ocery store, an extensive analysis of
shopping behaviour and oral communication is beyond its scope.

Because I am a native of Japan, many examples in this ethnogra] y are derived
from Japanese culture. Yet my approach differs om a monolithically anthropological
one not because the anthropological s 1y of material culture in Japan tends to focus on
consumerism, but because discussion of is customarily shaped according to
dichotomous viewpoints: cultural homogeneity and heterogeneity, globalization and
localization, West and East, self and other, and so on (see Ashl aziand Cli  mer
2000; Goldstein-Gidoni 2001; Tobin 1977, While such frameworks may help Western
scholars to comprehend Japanese culture, their ways of shaping the discussions
themselves suggest a veiled ethnocentrism (see Appadurai 1986). As a native | find their
models mostly incongruent with my experience.

My interest in material culture has grown within the discipline of folklore, where
the research platform involves investigating v n expressive behaviour throt
objects, secking intangible information in tangible forms, and exploring the ways in

which people ei : with the physical environn 1 hat is, “material behavior,” to



borrow Michael Owen Jones’s locution (1997).% By focusing on the informants’
experiences related to food and decorative objects, I aim to show that the Oriental Shop
is a place that is more than a store for people to obtain groceries and more than a social

hub for particular ethnic groups.

Methodology

1s thesis compiles ethnographic work done over an extended timespan. Primarily
my observation was made possible through personal experience at the store, as both
customer and clerk, beginning in 1998. I worked @ 1e Oriental Shop periodically for
four summers, from 1998 to 2001. After moving into the apartment above the store in
December 2002, my relationship witl aki and Kuang and their customers
strengthened as | frequented the store mc  often than ever. Following my move to
Canada in August 2003, I was fortun:  to have several multi-month stays back in the
apartment until the beginning of 2006.

I conducted my first field research at the Oriental Shop, in which | documented the
store’s history and decorations, for an undergraduate course in the summer of 2000. The
basic history of the store comes from an interview with Tamaki and Kuang at that time,
while more recent customer intervi (¢ orded 2004-2006) and analysis of newly

acquired store decor constitute important additions to the present study. Also

* According to Michael Owen Jones, “material behavior—short for ‘materi  aspects and manifestations
of human behaviors’—refers to activity involved in producing or responding to the physical dimension of
our world™ (1997, 202).






North America as mothers, and the role that the store plays in enabling them to maintain
their ethnic foodways. Then the food culture of the Oriental Shop’s clientele 1s analyzed
in order to elucidate the significance of food-gi* 1g as material communication in
nurturing personal relationships.

Chapter Four explores the way in which the store decor contributes to the
construction and assertion of the Oriental Shop’s character. Decorative objects from the
owners’ personal collections and gifts from their customers are scattered inside the store.
Some key objects are discussed individually tc nderscore their significance in Japanese
folklore as well as their reasons for existing in the store. Ultimately, it will become
apparent that the decor of the Oriental Shop ev ences the fruitful human interactions
enjoyed by Tamaki, Kuang, and their customers.

Chapter Five reviews the highli; ts ol 1y ‘hnographic findings and discusses

possibilities for future research inton erial bel /iour and communication.

&

Located on a street in the city centre, where one notices dashing cars more than a
series of small businesses, this ethnic grocery store has its own  ck that runs ata
different speed from that of the bustling outside world. One need only step into the store
in order to sense the unique atmosphere of is space. It is my hope that the reader will

find the Oriental Shop as fascinating as I do.



Ck PTER TWO: THE MAKING OF THE ORIENTAL SHOP

This chapter covers basic information about the Oriental Shop, such as its location,
work routine, and clientele. Witnessii  the types of services provided, and the business
ethics upheld, by Tamaki and Kuang reveals which qualities of the store attract certain
people and make them want to return, and which characteristics foster the interactions
between the owners and their customers. This fundamental information about the

Oriental Shop will underpin my discussic 3 in subsequent chapters.

Ente¢ ing the Store

The Oriental Shop is located in Madison, Wisconsin, on Park Street, a main
conduit that connects the city centre to the south side. Stores and offices of various sizes
line this wide busy thoroughfare, but those with narrow fronts easily go unnoticed. The
Oriental Shop is one such store thatn / : passed without drivers or pedestrians paying
it any attention. In fact, when I mention the Oriental Shop to people, they often think |
am referring to another larger, more visible Chinese market several blocks away. First-
time customers are either those who spot the store serendipitously; those who, having
driven or walked past many times, finally grow curious enough to step in; or those who
hear about the store from others, and tively seek it out. One customer who once

telephoned the store to find out its location rec: s, “I was confused about where the
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Business History and Work Routine

Birth of the Oriental Shop

ne Oriental Shop is also known among regular customers as “Tamaki’s place,”

because she 1s the one who started the business. amaki came to America with her
family after World War 11, when she was a teen. They settled in the Midwest, and in the
1960s moved to Madison, Wisconsin. After fini ing school, Tamaki worked for a
Chinese man who ran an ethnic grocery store in town, and when he retired in 1979 she
bought his business and re-established it . her own. Immediately she changed the name
of the store from “Oriental Mart” to “Or  tal Shop.” “I wanted the store to be small, a
small store. ‘Mart’ seemed like it’s bigger. So I changed it to ‘S p’.” Being more
knowledgeable about Japanese food, Tamaki started to stock items more essential to
Japanese cuisine than to Chinese. As the busine became stable, she relocated to the
current site by moving several blocks down the street in 1981. Then along came a man
who was to become her partner, Kuang. Ku 2’s life in America began in the South, but
he moved to Wisconsin to be near rel: ves. He started to work at Tanr  i’s store, and
the two eventually married. For over two decades Tamaki and Kuang have been running
the store together.

Among the dozen or so Asian grocery stores in Madison, the Oriental Shop is the

only one run by a Japanese person. Tamaki remembers an older Japanese woman who

kept a grocery store in town, but her business folded upon her retirement without an
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inheritor. By the time Tamaki’s business had m:  ire  hers was the only Japanese-run
grocery store.

Madison boasts a wide range of Asian grocers: Chinese, Korean, Southeast Asian,
and Indian. They are scattered all over town, for 1ere are no clear settlement patterns
that characterize these ethnic groups. While each ethnic grocery store caters primarily to
those of its own ethnicity, these Asian groc  stock basic food items for cuisines other
than their own. This is an important business st egy for ethnic grocers in mid-sized
cities like Madison. The clientele of these stores is not limited to the members of their
owners’ ethnic groups, nor is it even limited to Asians. Asian foods are popular in
mainstream North American culture, and an Asian store needs to know how to welcome
non-Asian customers, or else the business will not survive, especially since nowadays
even chain grocery stores carry Asian food items. Japanese groceries are therefore
available in many establishments other than the Oriental Shop. However, in terms of
variety, Tamaki’s store tops all others in the area, which certainly makes it attractive to

those keen on Japanese cuisine. [ will  1dress tI  point further in the following chapter.

Rot ne of the Store

Like any business, the Oriental Shop operates with its own rhythm. It is open six
days a week, from ten or ten-thirty in the morning to six or seven in the evening. The
day begins with Tamaki and Kuang getting vegetables and fruits from the back
refrigerator, pourit  water (for tea and coffee) 1 o the electric hot pot, and turning on

the lio to play either classical or soft rock music. Then the two set off to do their
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chores: Tamaki does paperwork, takes telephone orders from restaurants, or organizes
the shelves, while Kuang puts items needed for deliveries onto the truck or trims wilted
leaves from nappa cabbages, wrapping them in plastic  :fore affixing the price. It is
very important that the store be ready in the morning because sometimes early birds are
waiting at the door, eager to get inside. After cleaning the vegetables and stocking the
shelves, Kuang sips tea behind the coun  while Tamaki continues her paperwork. The
day goes by sometimes quickly, other mes slowly. The visitors are a mix of familiar
faces and newcomers, their numbers some days large and other days small. Regardless,
Tamaki knows how to keep herself busy, whereas Kuang knows how to take it easy.
Their attitudes toward work contrast yet harmonize in a way that is common in couples
in long-lasting marriages. When closing time arrives, money is counte and stashed in a
safe place. Boxes of vegetables and fruits are returned to the back refrigerator, and all
the freezer and fridge doors are shut tight. The actual closing time is always a bit
amb  10us because Tamaki and Kuang « en stay late to do paperwork or to finish
deliveries to local restaurants. When people peep throv "1 the window or knock on the
door to see if the store is still open after its official closing time, they are let in to grab
what they need in a hurry. When a customer tel hones with a| :ato drop by after
closing time to grab an urgently needed itc "~ maki typically acquiesces.

Every Tuesday Tamaki and Kuar  drive their white truck to Chicago to buy
merchandise. From speciality shops and  keric in Chinatown and the Japanese market
district they pick up fresh produce and Asian-style breads and pastries, reserved by

Tamaki a few days in advance. The store is closed on Tuesdays because of this day-long
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sashimi-sized strips at mealtime. Ready-to-eat kinds of seafood such as shrimp, squid,
and fish roe are packed into small plastic containers. All of these are weighed and priced
accordingly.

Even though it is possible to place an advance order for certain types of seafood,
many customers come to the store on sashimi day and swarm in anticipation around the
kitchenette, where Tamaki prepares the fish. They peek in, asking Tamaki for a certain
part or portion of the fish they want, wh :chati gamong themselves. Waiting around
in the store creates an occasion for customers to socialize. They converse on various
topics: new products, food recipes, ce Hrities, family matters.

It 1s not easy to work in the store when the  ice 1s crowded with people. |
remember carrying, from the kitchenette in the ack to the checkout counter in the front,
plastic trays filled with sashimi chunl to be weighed on the scale. The customers were
so busy talking to each other or looking : the res to kill time that they paid little
attention to the few of us needing to work. There was no time to think; we just moved
around frenetically to get the fish ready on that sashimi day.

Most of what goes on inside the 'riental { op is repetitive. The same routine runs
daily and weekly. Best-selling products keep refilling the shelves, whereas new trial
goods come and go. The store’s routine 1s predictable (and therefore comforting to the
customers), marked by small but signific 1t fez  :d events each week. Customers visit
the store according to its routine, expecting to p  cure what they want, hoping to run

into their friends, while anticipating finc g something new.
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Doing Busine s at “Tamaki’s Place”

The Oriental Shop is a mom-and-pop grocery store. The | ice is small, the space 1s
limited, but chores need to get done inside: opening boxes, pricing items, stocking
shelves, disposing of emptied boxes. It is not a fancy place, yet it exudes a charm and a
sense of comfort, which a person beg  to understand and appreciate once learning what
this place has to offer besides groceries. The Oriental Shop 1s much more than a grocery
store for many of its patrons. One regular customer eloquently describes her feelings

toward the store:

For one thing, this store is very o nic. Now it’s equipped with an up-to-date scale."
But not long ago, if a turnip was placed on the metal plate of the older machine, the scale
nodded gently back and forth till it came to a stop, only then giving an accurate reading. This
was a little annoying and at the same time a bit humorous.

This store has its own pace—not of the computer-run, greedy kind, but a pace packed
with friendliness which humours you even if you have to wait while the “lady of the shop”
runs out the back door talking to a customer or two to show the just-discovered rabbit’s nest
packed with a bunch of wriggling baby bunnies. Perhaps this is a kind of strategy, becausc
you browse while you wait and often find more things you need. Or I may find unusual things
which escaped my attention while running in and out of the store in a hurry."

People may walk into the store, look arour , and conclude that it is just another
Asian grocery store. It may ap; r that the place has no special atmosphere. However, if
they are so lucky as to witness interactions betv n the regular customers and the
shopkeepers, they will learn that the store is in fact an interesting place simply because

of the kinds of people that gather there.

" Several years ago, Tamaki and Kuang replaced an old-fashioned spring-operated scale with a digital onc
capablc of price calculation.
¥ Excerpts from a lctter by Rumi, given to me in June 2004.
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The appellation “Tamaki’s place” is apt because she not only owns the business,
but controls it. She processes all the paperwork in addition to taking and placing orders
and setting prices. On the other hand, Kuang handles the physical work: affixing price
tags with the price gun, stocking shelves, delivering to local restaurants. Some customers
even joke, “It’s Tamaki’s store, and Kuang just works for her.” And Tamaki knows her
business. Although I was told that she sed tonn e many mistakes and lost a lot of
money at the beginning, as far as | have been able to observe, Tamaki handles the store’s
operation quite capably indeed.

In my personal experience, one thing that uck me deeply was the customers’
dependence on Tamaki for acquiring food items. This became particularly noticeable
when | answered the phone while tenc 1g the stc : alone. Often non-native speakers of
English would just hang up, puzzled by a voice unfamiliar to them, or would mutter
s¢ :thing indecipherable before putting )wn the phone upon learnii  that Tamaki and
Kua  were absent. This was understandable since I did not know which items had been
ordered for the following week, or wl  her or not a special request cor 1 be negotiated
through a dealer. There would have been no point for the customers to speak to me, for I
could not have answered any questic  they ight have had.

[ felt inadequate also when restaurateurs ¢ ed to place orders. At that time, the
Oriental Shop delivered to about ten local Asian restaurants (Chinese, J. , mnese, and
Vietnamese). It was difficult for me to understand the English spoken by non-Japanese

Asians. | was not only unaccustomed to th:  iccents, but unaware of the names of
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certain Asian products belonging to cuisines other than Japanese. In such cases, | had to
ask them to call back so that the answering machine could take the order instead.

Since I served as an occasional helper rather than a regular employee, I was only
trained to do basic tasks such as ringing up items and packing them into a bag. No one
but Tamaki makes decisions for the Oriental Shop. She owns and manages this business
essentially single-handedly, and it gt 1s to a halt without Tamaki to steer it. If Tamaki
has not yet fixed the price of an item, no one can purchase it. Customers often must
patiently wait their turns. Such is the pace ¢ this family-owned business. “I wanted to
be able to handle it myself. I didn’t want to have to hire many other people. My husband
and | can work together.”

The two have created a particul  sense of place inside the Oriental Shop by their
behaviours toward customers, adher acer n work ethic and expecting certain
manners from customers in return. People’s behavioural patterns are often monitored by
those who take charge of a place (see ~ :ll 1989), and it is Tamaki and Kuang who set
the standard of courtesy expected in their store. As [ came to understand through
working for Tamaki and Kuang, the Oriental Shop possesses its own moral stance,
which resonates with that of the owners.

When the store was busy, Tamaki always encouraged me to take my time in keying
each item into the cash register, “bec 1se accur y is more important than speed.” By
saying this aloud in front of customers, she publicly asserted one of her business
principles. Watching Tamaki and K1 1g at work, I learned the igh standard of

customer service to which they adhere. ey open the door for customers with heavy
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regulars to bring over homemade sweets or lunch to share, and tea always encourages
sociability.

Customers can also borrow cookbooks on Oriental cuisines, Japanese novels and
magazines, and videotapes of Japanese TV prc¢  ams, all free of charge. This collection
of entertainments has accumulated via donations from people moving away, including
those returning to Japan. One Japanese family has recently assumed responsibility for
building the collection by tape-record 3z Japanese television dramas and sitcoms from a
Japanese cable channel that they receive at home. Videotapes and DVDs circulate most
frequently, and the store maintainsal 1« -to keep track of borrowed items.

The Oriental Shop’s atmosphere ec es the disposition of Tamaki and Kuang, and
many regular customers adhere to the values of  eir store: generosity, »yalty, sincerity,
and compassion. Yet different sorts of people cc e to shop, and the peace can be
disturbed. I have been impressed with Tamaki ¢ | Kuang’s ability to maintain their
level-headed and easy-going attitudes while ttending to various types of customers.
While I am easily irritated by rude shoppers, they do not let such customers get under
their skin.

It is not pleasant for me (and for many other regulars) to see Tamaki and Kuang
treated in an unappreciative manner. Snobbish | ple can take advantage of their
generosity. I once witnessed a female professio  indicate that Kuang should carry a
twenty-pound rice bag to her car outside, with v ite-collar condescension evident in her
spe¢ 1. A sense of annoyance percolated inside me. Kua:  always helps people carry

heavy groceries to their cars, but it was unmannerly of this woman to expect it so
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Fortunately this kind of confrontation does not happen often, unlike shoplifting.
This customer had another incident to share. Tamaki told him that some small sake cups
had disappeared from the display shelf by the front window. “Ones she kept getting out
were stolen, shoplifted. She only had a few left, so she gave me two of them. She
decided not to get them out anymore. She decid  to give them to her ends. She had
about a dozen and she was down to five or six, so half got stolen. Apparently they’re hot
items. Small, fit into your pocket.” Shoplifting seems to happen more often than Tamaki
and Kuang would like, but I know of no cases tl t have been reported to the authorities.

Tamaki is by nature mild-manr :d, butv 2n dealing with business contacts she
assumes a no-nonsense posture. It is inte  ting to watch Tamaki1’s attitude transform
according to the person with whom she is «  ling. One evening a salesman from a
Japanese trading company came in fora 1sine:  1eeting. He was there to negotiate a
contract with the Oriental Shop. He was a very polite Japanese man of middle age. It
appe ed to me that the man had arrai :d an appointment with Tamaki in advance, yet
because the store was so busy Tamaki kept him waiting for over an he . I was helping
in the store that day and I wanted to offer him a seat or at least some green tea, as
Tamr i would typically do for anyone v  ting. But I was shocked by her response to my
proposal. Tamaki told me that he was a busines 1an, and that there was no need to fawn
over him. “We’ll just let him wait. It’s okay because he is here for business.
Businessmen are used to it.” Hence this poor man was left standing with a i : business
bin¢ in his arms, tryi1 (o stay out of the way of shoppers, which meant he had to

shuffle about constantly because every corner was piled with products. This was the first



37

time that I had witnessed Tamaki being so indifferent toward a visitor. Not
understanding why Tamaki was behaving as she was, I just expressed my sympathy to
the salesman. He remained pleasant, and eventually his patience was rewarded.

At last Tamaki called him to the checkout table, and the salesman brought out
sam| s of new merchandise and the list of imports offered by his company. Tamaki’s
tone of voice differed from the one she uses when dealing with customers. She turned
into a sharply assertive businesswoman, making it clear that she was in charge. While 1
busied myself by staring fascinatedly at the photos of all the new products from Japan,
Tamaki peppered him with business que ons Hout his company’s new items, most
popular items, price comparisons with rival companies, the smallest lots in which the
company sells goods, and so forth. In the end, > ordered several new products to try
out in the store. After he had gone, Tamaki mentioned that she knew the manager of the
company for which the salesman worked. From 1iis confession I inferred that she had
never been in doubt about placing an order with 1is salesman, but had merely been
putting him through a sort of good-natured initi. on ritual. That salesman seems to have
passed the test. Since that evenii 1] /e seen m at the store on multiple occasions,
eatit  food or drinking tea in a chair behind the counter, which indicates that Tamaki
trusts him and approves of him as an upstanding business dealer.

Salesmen from trading companies drop by the Oriental Shop periodically to take
orders or introduce new products. Tamaki and Kuang sometimes go to lunch with them,
or Tamaki fixes something for them to eat in the store. When business ssociates

become acquainted with Tamaki and 1ang in such an amicable wayj, it is a sign of















These people, as well as other Asian customers, gather at this store because of the
personality of the proprietors. By being helpful and friendly to the customers, they
eventually ercated a sensc of community in and around the store. Althou, Tamaki, who
came as a child to this country, is much youngcr than I and the ladics I spoke of, shc still
operates the shop in a manner that evokcs the memory of a neighbourhood grocery those

of us older than she were familiar with back home. A small space crammed with
merchandise—no gleaming cash register or tall | te glass windows, just 2 quick
movements of Tamaki herself, running here and there, reaching for merchandise and
accommodating her customers."”

Rumi stresses her belief that the attraction of the Oriental Shop resides in the
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personalities of Tamaki and Kuang. In a mom-and-pop store like the Oriental Shop, the

atmosphere of the place is defined directly by the dispositions of the storekeepers.

The other older Japanese women whom Rumi mentions are presumably those who

visit the store only occasionally to stock ) on basketsful of groceries totalling over a

hundred dollars. Some of these women live outside of the Madison area, and are brought

to the store by either their husbands or their adu children. They speak in some of the

dialects of western Japan, which may sound a bit rough to those from Tokyo like Rumi

and me. However, watching these women enjoy g themselves shopping for Japanese

snacks and other treats like pickles alwa produces a smile. For Rumi and for other

older Japanese women, shopping at the Oriental _.10p provides a glimpse of the

homeland culture they left many years aj

Older Japanese women continue to patronize the Oriental Shop partly because

several decades ago mainstream groc _ stores did not carry basic Japanese food items,

and it has become a habit for them to buy certain foods at the Oriental Shop. Yet being

'S Excerpts from her letter given to me in June 2004.
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able to speak with other Japanese people in their native tongue at the store brings joy to
otherwise isolated individuals.

In addition to their shared ethnicity, Rumi 1d Tamaki have in common the
hobbies of gardening and hand-crafting. Several years ago, Tan i gave Rumi a patch in
the backyard to start her own garden. In the summertime, Rumi can be spotted tending
this garden intently and methodically under the blazing sun. Rumi recounts her
intentions behind her desire to have the flower patch:

I always noticed as I shopped that Tamaki was f d of plants. Onc day I realized that [
had worked hard all my lifc and had rea.  :d a point where 1 had a bit of sparc time
which I could share with other people. Not only I have a little extra tis , but I'm old

cnough to tcach or sharc the knowle -t have accumulated over my  fetime. There
arc many ways to do this as a volunt. t for 1c it came down to making a flower bed
at Tamaki’s. Not only would she enj flowers, but so would the other pcople who
come to shop there. [ like the idea of g thc rden with them. It’s been about three

years, and the flowers are beginning to bloom steadily. Though the customers who come
to the shop are strangers to mc, except for a very few, 1 do feel that I belong to this small
community of cxpatriates.

Rumi 1s also known as a skilled needleworker, : 1 her handmade objects can be spotted
among the store decor (which I discuss further in Chapter Four). Despite the fact that
Rumi visits less frequently than some other Japanese women, her importance to the store

is . rent from the material evidenc  an site.

Hiromi and Mami
In addition to older Japanese women, a group of young and middle-aged Japanese
women forms a prominent part of the cli tele. These women are more recent

immigrants, and are a generation or two younger than Rumi. Because today Japanese
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nice to your customers because they are your customers.” This statement of hers is the
foundation of the store’s principles, and the fo >wing chapters will unfold the ways in
which personal relationships within the store community are developed through material

communication.
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the storekeepers; it extends to other types of cu ymers as well. Discussing food-giving
practices that include non-Asian peoj : not only highlights the diversity of customers
but also helps to explain why it is not shared et icity but personal cc patibility that

sustains the relationships at the Oriental Shop.

The Case of Japar 5 Homemakers in Diaspora

Getting Accustomed to a New Food E vironment

Among the manifold changes that immigr ts undergo in a new country, foodways
is one aspect of their lives that is affected considerably. The absence of familiar food
from the homeland, the sight of new foo  uffs, as well as finding different those foods
expected to be similar are challenges commonly experienced by immigrants (see, for
instance, Lockwood and Lockwood 2000).

In order to examine the experience of recent Ja  :se immigrants, | will
incorporate here a lengthy joint interview with Hiromi and Mami. '" Both homemakers
are natives of Japan who married Japanese men and started families before coming to the
Unite States. Thus they established their hom:  iking skills, including their repertories
of mi s, in Japan, and their roles as fulltime homemakers and mothers have been
constructed in a way that reflects the ideology of Japanese society.

Hiromi and Mami both immigrated to the United States in the 1990s because of

their husbands’ careers, and they considered their families to be “relying on Japanese

' My interview with Hiromi and Mami was conductc in  janese. The translation is mine.
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Not having the variety of seafood available from local markets has caused Hiromi
to restructure her cooking routine:

Because I couldn’t incorporate fish into our meal pattern, I didn’t know what to do.
Because of the variety of fish inJap 1 could have a different type of main dish for each
day of the wee ot even one week, b two weeks. But here we have to have meat all
the time. Meat, meat, fish, meat, meat, fish, like that. I don’t like it. Fish is casy to cook.
You just have to grill it or something. When I w  in Japan, a fish day was tenuki no hi

[ 4k = d : aday to take it easy]. :cause yc ust need to poach it and add vegetables
later or something. You can do it quickly. But now I can’t slack off. So when I want to
[slack off], I cook a pasta dish.

Because the ability to cook an array of recipes is an important part of the
homemaker’s art in Japanese culture, not being able to create a rich diversity of meals
over the course of a week or month could pote  1lly threaten a homemaker’s status as a
nurturer.

However, a bigger compromise comes wt 1 the homemaker needs to alter her
recipes in order to accommodate the preferred tastes of Americans. Talking about their
chilc 1’s American friends who have come to visit, both Hiromi and Mami conceded
that their young guests do not always preciate their homemade cookies and cakes, and
they think that it is because American children are more familiar with packaged sweets.
wenerally speaking, sweets in Ameri  contain large amounts of sugar, seeming
excessively sweet to the palates of most Japanese, and some Japanese believe that this is
why Americans do not care for homemade Western-style sweets attempted by the

Japanese. A Japanese mother once told me, “It’s not like they can tell the difference
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between muffins made from scratch and those from a box, so then you don’t feel like
being bothered the next time.” "’

It becomes necessary for Japanese homemakers to guess, test, and learn the
flavours that please Americans. Mami once told me that she tries to cook something
similar to Chinese dishes for her daughter’s American friends, expecting them to be
more familiar with Chinese food from local Chinese restaurants. She was relieved to see
her fried rice become a hit at her daughter’s last birthday party.

Hiromi also experienced a cross-ct  ural « ference when hosting her daughter’s
birthday party. While birthday celebrations have become important social events in
Japan since being imported as a Western tradition, for many Japanese people, North
American birthday cakes topped with vivid frosting epitomize the marked differences in
the aesthetics of food presentation. When Hiromi went to a store to purchase a birthday
cake, she was astonished to see large cakes with frostings in such bright colours as blue
and green. The excess of garish, artificial m i« cakes is often a turn-off for Japanese
used to sweets decorated with less ostentatious cut fruits, jellies, and marzipans.
However, in order to play the good host, some  ranese homemakers opt for American-
style cakes for their children’s parties.

Foods for special occasions are often encoded with symbolism tI  reflects cultural
values and beliefs. Among the challenges faced y immigrants is the difficulty of

observit aative customs when confronted wit  1e w1 sailability of native foods. In

order, then, to maintain a semblance « tradition, drastic changes must be made to the

" Aninteresti  study of Arab Americans’ perception of “American™ food in connection with the
Thanksgiving 1cast is that by William G. Lockwood and Yvonne R. Lockwood (2002).
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temporarily during their visits to the households, due to the rice cakes’ resemblance to a
mirror, one of the sacred objects in Shinto. On  nuary 11, the day of e “mirror-
opening” (kagami biraki: #5551 %), the deities leave this temporary dwelling, which
family members then consume to digest its blessings, often in an adzuki bean soup
called zenzai (% 5%).

The foods for the New Year’s celebration usually carry positive metaphors that
reflect social values and auspiciousness, enabled by the use of punning. For instance,
mame (3.) is served to wish for diligence because mame denotes both “beans” and
“hardworking.” Kobumaki (EA ) 1s a simmered sardine rolled in kelp, which
symbolizes felicity, from the pun with y« >kobu (5: be happy) and kobu (FAi:
kelp). Other foods represent lingering tr:  tions ad values from olden times. For
instance, fatsukuri (H{E Y ) isthe name of di  consisting of caramel-glazed dried
sardines, which wishes for an ample harvest. In pre-industrial Japan sardines were
considered the most desirable of fertilizers. Although most farmers were not able to

afford them, it became auspicious on the :casion of the New Year to be able to have
food from the ocean due to its rarity in the mor  inous regions, and to have something
that symbolized a good harvest. Kazunoko (317> -f-) is herring roe, the plenitude of
whose eggs symbolizes family prosperity. Another significant value in Asian culture 1s
longevity, which is encoded in shrimp because - :ir bent backs and long moustaches

resemble those of an old man.
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As both mothers acknowledge that coming to a new country has given them new
tasks in preparing special-occasion foods due to the lack of specialty shops, their voices
project a hint of pride, even if their ¢/ dren may not appreciate everything they try to
cook. While being aware that their children’s experiences with foods will not be the
same as theirs, these Japanese mothers attempt to confect what will be childhood

memories for their young ones.

Oriental Shop to the Rescue

Once the Japanese leave their archi  lagic radle for overseas, the continuation of
their foodways is at the mercy of local food su; | ies at their destinations. For
immigrants, the daily activities of cookit and eating are constant reminders that they
are no longer in their homeland, and that their foodways have been affected as a result.
Neve ieless 10se who have settled in N dison can at least seek harbo  at the Oriental
Shop.

And what exactly do selective J; anese patrons of the Oriental Shop seek? Firs -,
they want Japanese-style vegetables such as cabbage, leeks, eggplant, cucumbers,
chives, apples, and Asian pears. Although these types of produce are available in loc:
supermarkets, the flavours of American varieties are sufficiently different for the
Japanese to feel the effects in the dishes they prepare. Hence it is important that Japanese
varieties be made available at the Oriental Shop. When a person makes a specific request
for Japanese-style vegetables, Tamaki will shop for them at the Japanese supermarket in

Chicago. This saves the person a long tt | down  Illinois.
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Seafood is essential to the Japanese diet, and the store’s freezer is always stocked
with items such as mackerel, horse mackerel, sea bream, and eel. Though not nearly as
ample as they would be in a native Japanese market, the Oriental Shop’s seafood
offerings nonetheless are appreciated by customers who wish to maintain this aspect of
their foodways.

Seafood provided by the contracted wholesaler is often a treat of great
consequence. Mami exhilaratingly recounts the occasion on which Tamaki obtained
mongo-ika (& /v T\ > cuttlefish):

Tamaki-san listens to our requests well. 2 oth  day, mongo-ika came in. Did you
know that? [ kept telling Tamaki-san I rc  y wanted it so much. Then she told me she
could get some finally. But only three. So I rescrved one for my family! It doesn’t
become available too often. It’s hard to get it or something. Once beforc Tamaki-san got
somg, but they were so thin. They don’t taste good when they are thin. So I think she
rcturncd them. But this time, they were thick and of good quality. So if we ask, she tries
to arrange things for us.
Mami is one of the customers who i " rly akesrec sts, and she depends upon
Tamaki to obtain seafood only availal :through the wholesaler. The seafood supplier,
who seems to know that Tamaki has good customers, often offers her great deals, and
wh  se dthatis rare or of p: :ularly high quality (e.g., thick flounder) comes to
the Oriental Shop, Tamaki contacts her i 1lars who love such delicacies.
Sashimi day is also looked upon with gre: anticipation by many Japanese

immigrants, both new and old, in the Madison area. As Hiromi says:

I look forward to sashimi day once every other week. I’ve even marked the days on our
mecal schedule. We always get sashimi fr Tan i-san. Actually, I get fish only at
Tamaki-san’s place.






the shelves, shipment after shipment, indicates that multiple brands of Japanese rice are

in demand, which proves the importance of the ore’s carrying specialty rice.
The same can be said for miso-paste and 7ofu. American grocery stores have only
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one or two brands of miso-paste, each of which may offer “white,” “red,” and “mixed”
varieties. As for fofu, they typically stock « ly a “soft” kind and *hard” kind. In Asian
grocery stores, however, one expects to find mult le brands to accommodate a range of
individual preferences. The different flavours of miso result from differences in the type
of grain, length of fermentation, and different combinations of miso. And there are many
regional varieties as well. It is common for a Japanese person to be fussy about miso. For
tofu, the choice between “soft” and “hard” depe s more upon the recipe than personal
preference. The firmness of hard 7ofi withstands simmering, m: ing it desirable for such
a dish as sukiyaki. Soft tofu, on the ¢  er hand, may disintegrate in the cooking process.
Yet it has a smooth texture that may :| )I raw consumption or in soup; it
swims down one’s throat. These aspects of miso and fofu in  panese cuisine need to be
understood by the owner of an Asian  ocery store.

For selective immigrants, made -Japan| »ducts still have adherents. Soy sauce
makes a good example. Before discover: ; the Oriental Shop, Mami had tried a type of
soy sauce whose brand was unknown to zr: “l ught some soy sauce at a Chinese

grocery store, but we didn’t like its 1 sour. 1 made nikujaga [IR) U %> 7*: simmered pork

with potatoes] with it, and it tasted awful.” She eventually learned that Kikkoman soy

sauce 1s available in the Madison area, but: : disliked the varieties made in the United



States.”* Even though Kikkoman has become a ousehold name in North America (or

least in Wisconsin), some Japanese custc 1ers prefer the Kikkoman soy sauces made in
Japan over their North American cousins, as the  Japan-traine palates detect a
difference in flavour. Japanese immigrants with whom | have spoken proclaim that soy
sauce made in Japan simply tastes “better.” In Mami’s household, North American soy
sauce comes in handy for cooking, while a Japa :se type is reserved for pouring directly
on food (rofu, unseasoned boiled vegetables, etc.) because then the flavour is obvious,
and the difference in quality between the two k . becomes apparent.

The immigrants’ faith in made-in- Han products extends to foods that were
originally adopted from other cuisines. Japan’s most famous brand of mayonnaise
provides a good example. Kewpie mayonnaise, a brand first introduced to Japan in 1925
by a Japanese entrepreneur, has long be a hot hold name among the Japanese.™
Although plenty of mayonnaise and mayonnaise-like products are available in North
America, Kewpie mayonnaise is pref ed by Japanese people who want to maintain
their native foodways. None of my info intst . investigated the actual ingredients in
Kewpie mayonnaise and comparable American oducts, yet the difference in taste is

obvious enough for them to cleave to the familiar brand.*®

* Kikkoman is the best-known brand of soy sauce in Japan as well as in North America. Kikkoman is onc

of the first successful Japanesc food companics to have established a North American division. Onc of the
roduction facilities is located in Walworth, Wisconsin.

“* This brand name, Kewpie, which is also thc company’s ime, is taken from the cponymous cartoon

character invented by Rose O’Neill in 1909. As it did in America, Kewpie became a cultural icon in carly-

twentieth-century Japan, frequently appearing in advertisements and as celluloid dolls that captured the

hearts of children.

** According to the company’s website, Kewpie mavonnaise includes only yolks rather than the whole

cggs, which results in a rich and mild flavour. Q  Corporations <http://www.kew .co.jp/world/

history/index.htm]> (accessed on June 22, 2008).
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Japanese-style bread. Japanese food culture has developed its own repertory of breads
whose shapes and tastes differ from those of North American bread. Some buns come |
the shapes of animals or cartoon characters that people remember from childhood (Fig.
11). The aroma and sight of these Japanese-style breads remind people of their home
country.

Similarly, other gairaishoku (fc s adopted from other cultures) have so deeply
permeated Japanese food culture that they cannot easily be replaced. For instance, ready-
made foods such as curry sauce, pasta sauce, an sauce for Chinese foods are steady
sellers. Curry is another acclaimed “national food” (Ishige 2001, 156-57), as beloved in
the Japanese diet as ramen. Initially bror it by British officials living in nineteenth-
century Japan, curry was appropriated by numerous native entrepreneurs and modified to
suit Japanese tastes. On the home-cookit  scene, ready-made curry sauce and curry
sauce mix are sold at stores nationwide. Also, the varieties of ready-made pasta sauce

that incorporate Japanese delicacies such as cured codfish roe (tarako: % 7 =1) or spicy

codfish roe (mentaiko: W] A7) reflect the hybr  ty of the Japanese diet.”” These various
food items available at the Oriental Shop “low a researcher to observe the extent to
which contemporary foodways of the panese have been influenced by other cuisines.
In addition to providing such everyc ' foods of contemporary Japanese culture, the
Oriental Shop plays an important role in enablii  Japanese families to keep ceremonial

traditions. When the times of calendar customs « 1w near, the Oriental Shop gears up for

** For a more comprehensive overview of gairaishoku ar  cir influences on Japanese cuisine, sce
Chapter Six: Changes in the Modern Age, in Ishige’s boc  he History and Culture of Japanese Food
(2001, 141-71).



the celebrations. For Girl’s Day (March 3) and Children’s Day (May 5), certain

confections—sakura-mochi (Ff#: a rice cake with adzuki bean filling, wrapped in a
cherry leaf), kashiwa-mochi (1£)f: a rice cake wrapped in an oak leaf), and chimaki (¥3:

a rice cake wrapped in bamboo leaves  ippear on the counter, reminders of native
customs even for those with no children.

The end of the year is by far the usiestpr  od at the Oriental Shop because of the
New Year’s celebration. About two weeks in advance of New Year’s Eve, Tamaki
hurries herself making mochi with an electric rice-cake maker. Homemade mochi is one
of the featured items at the Oriental Shop during the New Year’s period. Many people
travel to the store only for mochi. This is theti  of year when sales boom. Products
that come only for this once-a-year occasion—such as kobumaki, tatsukuri, kazunoko,
and mitsuba (Japanese parsley)—vist ly genc ¢ 1 auspicious mood. More konbu and
kuromame are ordered because of the demand for these celebratory foods. All kinds
of New Year’s foods become available at thist ¢ of year, prompting many
homemakers to flock to the Oriental ¢ op to place special orders in anticipation of their
family gatherings. In these weeks the Oriental Shop teems with excitement despite the
severity of the Midwest winter.

Other seasonal foods including Fuji apples (5 L), persimmons, oysters, and

flatfish bring excitement as well, sparking the r Hunting of nostalgic stories and the
exchanging of regional recipes remembered from the homeland.
It is not merely for food items that are hard to obtain in mainstream markets that

selective homemakers pi  nize the ( al Shop. T: aki attends well to her
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range chickens raised on California farms, and are packed in cartons with Japanese
labels. This lends them a stamp of approval, and the eggs are presumed to be bred in a
way that ensures enough freshness tl  they can be eaten raw. Likewise seafood must
come from Asian wholesalers for many Japanese customers to feel that it is safe to eat
raw.

Despite the difficulties immigrant home1  :ers may experience in their new
environment, they do not consider such things © be burdens. Instead, they reinvent
the notion of motherhood, and certainly the ex1 :nce of the Oriental Shop helps them
to have peace of mind. It’s a matter of compromise, as Mami says, “At least we can
go to Tamaki-san’s. There are many places where they have much less [Japanese
food] than we can get here. Atleast v can go to Tamaki-san’s.”

Both Hiromi and Mami are aware that more Japanese groceries:  available in
bigger cities like Chicago. However, having s | children to look after does not allow
them to travel a long way on a regular basis. Packages from their Japanese relatives back
home supplement daily meals, yet in general the families must depend on locally
available foodstuffs. And thist n what 1 Hrtant role the Oriental Shop
plays in helping Japanese homemakers maintain their native foodways while providing
their families with the kind of nourishment they value.

Being able to purchase good-tasting familiar products is an important factor that
draws Japanese immigrants to the Orien  Shop, and cooking with products made in

Japan allows them to recapture a sense of their native diet. For a Japanese person to feel
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When a brand-new product arrives, it is ¢ imon for Tamaki to open up a package
for sharing. Snacks are most often shared over tea this way when several familiar faces
gather around the checkout counter. This occas 1 benefits Tamaki for several reasons:
she can taste the new product herself and receive feedback from her close customers,
which will help her to decide whether or not to order more; and those customers who
constitute the informal panel may tell others ab  : it, and through the power of word of
mouth its sales may increase.

To recetve the privilege of spec  deals, ¢ tomers need to show steady support of
the store. Whereas processing special orders and looking out for seasonal foods are
services that Tamaki and Kuang provide to any: e, in order for a customer to be grante
the privilege of enjoying free or heavily discounted foods, he or she needs to
demonstrate the ability to give as much in return.

In response to receiving free food, close customers often bring their homemade
dishes or foods bought from other stores to reti 1 the favour and show appreciation. For
example, people have presented baked goods such as breads, pies, cookies, muffins, and
fruit cakes. These baked goods may ¢t : from Madison’s local Farmer’s Market or
from suburban speciality shops that pe _ ¢ have visited, or from people’s home kitchens.
For instance, a customer brought a loaf of Germr 1-style bread that she routinely buys
because she thought Tamaki and Kua might« oy it as well. Rumi is known as a great
baker, and every autumn she brings o1 of her famous homemade apple pies. Mami once
brought a box of chocolates when she traveled to a chocolate shop on the outskirts of

Madison, and she came to the Oriental Shop b¢ 1ing wheat muffins after trying to bake



them at home for the first time. More commonly, small side dishes (okazu: ¥37>77) such
as tsukudani ({H4:: soy sauce-flavoured preser ) and harusame salad (%[ 4
bean-starch noodle salad) are presented, as are rice dishes like okowa ($37#: steamed
sweet rice) and futomaki (X% X : thick sushi rolls).

Considering my own case, when1 ke n inated tea-boiled pork (kocha-ni: £1.4%
#A.) or simmered green soybeans (hitashi-mame: O\ L t7), Lalways try to cook a large
quantity so that | can take some to Ta aki and Kuang. Both kocha-ni and hitashi-mame
have a light soy sauce flavour, making them nice additions to any meal, as they do not
interfere with the tastes of other dishes. Also, when I bake oatmeal cookies, | make sure
to bring some to Tamaki and Kuang because t| 7 are filling and are easy to pop into
their mouths on busy days.

These foods are not necessarily el: e or luxurtous, nor are they symbol-laden
ceremonial foods. Instead, they are inexpensive every: y foods that are not sold in the
Oriental Shop. People may prepare these foods r a party or an event to which they are
invited, or may make extra when cooking for their f ilies, with some portion reserved
for Tamaki and Kuang.

This kind of casual giving is in fact crucial in sustaining healthy shopkeeper-
customer relationships. Anthropologists  ve st lied the highly systematized and
ritualized gift-giving customs of the Japanese, which are based on a sense of obligation
and solidarity within family, community, and or  1pational groups (Ashkenazi 2000;

Befu 1968; Bestor 1989: 194-207; B n2 ) 224-48; Ohnuki-Tiemey 1984: 203—
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more than a free gift””). The irony embedded in this proverb is that a free gift incurs a
sense of debt, and since a person does not know how to repay it properly due to the lack
of obvious value attached to the original gift, it consequentially costs the receiver more,
both  netarily and emotionally, in looking for 1 appropriate return gift.3 :

Although this sense of debt can be a burden, participants in such fsuide cycles at
the Oriental Shop invest personally in their giving, as though it were natural for anyone
who valued relationships. As a matter of fact, whether or not a customer repays a gift or
favour is a yardstick by which Tamaki and Kuang, as well as fe »w customers, measure
that person’s manners. Tamaki gives a product for free to someone, and if the person
does not return anything, she may choose not to ve the person any more products for
free. This may serve as a means of testing a customer’s willingness to get involved on a
personal level with the storekeepers, which as a result may separate the regulars who are
fully aware of Tamaki’s business principles and routines from those who are not.
Customers who do not establish personal relatic  hips do not receive phone calls from
Tamaki when seafood specials come in, nor do they receive bread leftovers from the
previous week, or occasional discounts or give-aways. Much like Tejano women who
distribute tamales as a means of identifying those who will commit to the community’s
well-being (Williams 1984), Tamaki screens the regulars to determine which ones meet
the criteria for her extended services.

This way of distinguishing the close regul customers from the rest is not a sign «

stinginess; rather, it is a justifiable neces y. A small mom-and-pop store like the

*! In this sense, even tsuide giving does not yield “frce” gifts, as Marcel Mauss argucs in his signature
book The Gift (1990).






One time [ gave Mami a few cups of brown rice (from a bag purchased at the
Oriental Shop) because she told me that she became curious about its texture and flavo
after hearing that brown rice was better for one’s health than white rice. She had been
reluctant to buy a whole bag, for fear that her fa ily might not like it. So I, who had
been eating brown rice since being introduced to it several years earlier by my mother,
offered Mami some of mine so that her entire family could taste it for themselves.

On another occasion, a Japanese mother ¢ ked oseki-han from scratch when her
daughter had her first menstruation. This ce dish was distributed among her friends
from the store, including Tamaki and me. It is customary to celebrate such a hallmark
life event with oseki-han among family members, but since her family had no relatives
in Madison, she wished to share her dai " ter’s e of passage with those whom she
deemed close. A social network is revealed by identifying the people who get a share of
the food. One year Tamaki obtained from a bak 7 in Chicago a chocolate birthday cake
for Jim. They celebrated his birthday several da  in advance at the store when other
regulars who had befriended him arrived. [ was absent at the time, but a small piece of
cake was saved for me in the fric’

Although gifts like boxed chocolates or other fancy foods appear occasionally,
tsuide giving usually involves the sharii  of everyday meals because the relationship |
between giver and receiver is founded not on a sense of obligation but on mutual
friendship. The sharing of everyday food shows that relationships go beyond superficial

politeness.
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As Jim himself summarizes, “Food goes downstairs and food comes upstairs,
depending on the day of the week and w ) has the time.” Jim participates not only in the
storekeeper-customer exchange; he figures prominently also in the giving among the
regulars. Mami, Jim, and I exchange food often, and we learn recipes  ym one another. |
learned how to make casseroles (someth g my mother never made) from Jim, and he
learned how to cook Japanese-style curry from me. Mami and Jim having eaten each
other’s potato salads for some years, fini y exchanged recipes. Mami’s potato salad
recipe follows the Japanese prototype, using semi-mashed potatoes and thinly-sliced
cucumbers, carrots, and ham, mixed with mayc iaise.>” Jim found it quite different an
at the same time fascinating, because it struck h 1 as a foreign dish: “*Mami makes
potato salad, which I really like. It’s ma  with mashed potatoes, which is kind of
unique for Americans.” On the other hand, Mami was struck by the different type of

potato salad introduced to her by Jim»

@ &

2 “Porteto salada™ (RNT kY 7 ) is common in modern Japanese cuisine. often served as a side dish in
both Japanese and Japanese-style “Western” meals. The recipe for potato salad is already to be found in a
cookbook published in 1920 (1shikawa and Ehara 2002, 130; Kosuge 1997, 132). Debuting in Japan in the
nineteenth century, the potato itself was not wid ~const  zd until the early twenticth century, when the
rice shortage during the wars necessitated a carbohydrate substitute. In later years the potato became a
standard ingredient for popular gairaishoku including croquettes. (Croquettes once cpitomized the West in
Japanese home cooking. See the discussion by Cwierka [ 1998, 45-47]).

33 Jim explains his recipe: “Potatoes, of course, onions, and eggs, celery, and kosher dill pickles, cut up
into small pieces, some pickle juice, Miracle Whip, salt and pepper, and paprika to make them look pretty.
Everyone seems to like it. I take it to cookouts and bring back an empty bowl—and it’s a big bow], too!”
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For cultivating human relationships, food sharing serves an important function.
Once a person falls into the vortex of tsuide giving, it becomes a part of his or her
lifestyle. Since the law of tsuide giving encour: s a chain reaction, it occurs repeatedly
over a long period of time. The idea ¢ giving sometimes arises so naturally that
participants no longer care about the order of giving and receiving.

The quotidian nature of this practice is well reflected in the types of containers
used for reciprocation. The frequency of meeting determines the type of container to be
used. When Jim or I give food to close friends  t we see often, we use Pyrex or plastic
containers. And the containers are often returne  lled with something our friends have
made (sushi rolls, salads, cookies, mu ins). Thus a cycle of reciprocation is completed.
On the other hand, this does not happen with { Is we see only occasionally, or when
we go to a potluck party; then we prefer ing disposable containers due to concern over
not receiving them back.

As long as the giving occurs, the participants continue strengthening their ties. Not
returning a favour from Tamaki and Kuang me: ; that a person is not interested in
building a relationship with them. In the cases ¢ Ati and Jim, it is the comy ibility of
personhoods that connects the storekeepers and customers. Despite the large number of
Japanese immigrants who patronize the Oriental Shop, the number of regulars receiving
extra services is limited. Although Ati and Jim 1l not be contacted by Tamaki for squid
or fish roe because of their food preferences, they enjoy friendship with Tamaki and
Kuang just as do Japanese regulars like Hiromi | Mami. This 1s due to the fact that

both Ati and Jim exhibit a level of generosity a manners that match those of Tamaki
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and Kuang. When Tamaki and Kuang initiated  ride giving, Ati and Jim knew it was
courteous to reciprocate—particularly with food.

It is impossible to understand the kind of human interaction that takes place at the
Orier 1l Shop without recognizing the significe e of this frequent food-giving, because
it depicts the most essential way that the people there establish and develop
relationships. Although its ordinariness may m: : it sound insignificant as a social
activity, the tsuide giving of food plays a vital part in nurturing the friendships between
the storekeepers and customers, as well as amo  the customers. And it is not shared
ethnicity or race but a willingness to become et 1ged that drives the people to continue
this voluntary giving practice. The next pter troduces the other important way in

which these people express their mutual atitude: in the giving of more tangible objects.
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CHAPTER FOUR: STOR" DECOR THAT SPEAKS

The interior of the Oriental Shop is decorated with various objects—from religious
to secular, handmade to mass-produced, ceramic to stone to wooden. Together the
objects might seem a cacophony of styles. Yet once one learns the reasons for their
occupying the store space, one comes to under  d these decorations as material
expressions that harmoniously project the store’s character, reflecting Tamaki and
Kuang’s personal tastes as well as their relatior  ips with customers. Unlike ephemeral
verbal exchanges or consumable foods, the decorative objects inside the stc  provide
lasting memories of the values upheld in the Oriental Shop: home-like comfort and
friendship.

Humans rely upon material forms to make sense of the world, as objects are both a
means of engaging surrounding environments and projecting inner worlds. Scholars of
material culture pay particular attention to physical evidence, rather th  speech, as a
venue of human performance and c catic  (e.g., Ames 1984; Jones 1997;
Musello 1992; Prown 1982; Ward 1984). For example, Michael Owen Jones’s study of
the workplace shows that people tend to seek patterns and create routines so as to
maximize efficiency and comfort in their work  vironments; and this includes

decorating their offices (1987, 119-31; 133-57).

* Verbal means of controlling workplace atmosphere are studied by Michael Bell (1989), who discusscs
the verbal lore of bartenders. In addition to servi iks. bartenders play a role of rcgulating customer
behaviours by encouraging them to relax and talk, ana v :n necessary, intervening in quarrels. By
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didn’t want to sell, but he said he would give me the Buddha if I’d give him two hundred
pounds of rice. So I traded him.” This Buddha sits on the top shelf behind the

counter, as if watching over and protecting the entire business. A wooden open/closed
sign that shows the store’s hours came into the fold when Kuang inherited it from the
manager of a local furniture store. He ad known of Kuang’s fondness for the sign, and
gave it to him upon closing down the 1siness.

The numerous figurines of Chinese deities such as Hotei (/i %¥) and Kuan-Yin (18
F7)** were either acquired by Kuang or donatec y customers (Fig. 15). Kuang likes

browsing in antique shops, and his findii : usually end up in the store. Ati has added a
pink crystal Buddha to the store’s collection of religious figures. And: of these are
dispersed in various places: on the shelf by the window, on the small refrigerator (Fig.
16), or atop the radio on the tall refrigerator. W e these deities may bring blessings to
the Oriental Shop, they also retain ornamental value to enhance 1e Asian atmosphere.*®
Displaying one’s hobby collections is a common part of home decoration, and
Tamaki and Kuang both contribute to the store decor in this respect. The plants in and
around the store belo1  to Tamaki. © sel” usually at wo all the time, [ don’t
have a chance to work in the garden at home.” Hence Tamaki tends a small garden
behind the store and keeps some of her bonsai | nts indoors (Fig. 17). As a member of
the local bonsai club, she is very knowledgeable about plants. She has even ministered
to withered plants brought in by her customers. Some years ago Tamaki ventured into

* Both /otei and Kuan-Yin are Buddhist deities, popular in East Asia. There are iconographic diffcrences
among the cultures. For instance, a statue of Hotei in a bon-ui posture is characteristically Chinese.

*® Kuang loves telling stories that involve these deities ar  icmonstrate Buddhist teachings. Sce the

/ . ndix for a story of a man who found en.  itenment.
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This doctor, he always gets tired on Thursdays, but he doesn’t know why he gets tired
on Thursdays. So onc day, hec went to sce acr  al expert. Then the crystal guy asks
him, “What do you do on Thursdays?” The doctor says, ““On Thursdays I always sce
onc patient. This patient always comes on Thursdays.” So this guy told him, because
you have lost some energy to this | t, this 1s why you feel tired.” So the doctor
asked, “What can I do?” Then thc | guy told him, ““You better buy onc crystal and
put it in your drawer. When he cor. 1en put it on the table.” So he do that. And after
that, his tircdness is gone.

Kuang takes good care of his crystals. On sunny summer days, he takes them into
the backyard and hoses them down with water before sunbathing them. According to
him, the rays of sunlight revitalize the crystals so that they can continue generating good
qi. He even tries to coax people into buying cry ils, and in fact e has for sale three
pocket-sized crystals displayed on a shelf by the kitchen. Each costs about five dollars
(he jokes that this is his modest side-business). 1ough unfortunately none of them has
yet found a new owner. Nevertheless, Kuang’s love of crystals: ows no signs of
waning, and he argues that this hobby of his is less costly than golfing, for example.
Even though the store is often referrc ~ to as Tar ki’s place, Kuang’s contribution to the
interior is equal to Tamaki’s. After all, it is his | ice as much as it is hers.

It is natural for humans to eatetl rown sanctuaries by surrounding themselves
with ings they favour. The Oriental 10p is both a workplace and a second home for
Tamaki and Kuang. The store is organi  in the way they like, adorned with objects

they like. They work at a store that __ects a sc e of home-like comfort.
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Objects with Multiple Meanings

As much as the Oniental Shop is personalized according to the likes of Tamaki and
Kuang, 1t is impossible to ignore the contribution made to the store’s ambience by
customer gifts. The Oriental Shop is a special p :e for its devoted customers, and
donated decorative objects serve as material evidence of storeke | :r-customer
relationships that have evolved into fr dships. It has become a source of prestige for
regular patrons to bring in small obje:  to be added to the decor, because this constitutes
a more advanced form of participation in the store’s social network. The giving of
decorative objects usually occurs after the relationships between the storekeepers and the
customers have been solidified through a series of food gifts. It is ther 1at those
customers who want to take a further step will begin to make small contributions to the
store :cor.

Some gifts are presented as tokens of departure or as souvenirs from trips. For
instance, a finely-crafted Japanese doll ina ass case was a gift from a Japanese
professor who taught for a year at the University of Wisconsin—Madison under an
exchange program (Fig. 16). After returning »  Han, in order to show is appreciation
for Tamaki and Kuang’s friendship, ti  professor sent the doll all the way to the store.
“It must have been expensive!” Tamaki ¢ :laimed. Indeed, it is surprising that the large
glass case managed to cross the ocean without incurring any damage. While departure

gifts may never again be seen by the “vers, lo1 term regulars enjoy seeing their own
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Bodhidharma.? Its countenance is characterised by a thick moustache and eyebrows,
and what is more, the doll has no legs or arms, following a legend that tells that
Bodhidharma meditated in place for so many years that his limbs were absorbed into his
body (Fig. 21).*

The Daruma in the Oriental Shop was a Christmas gift from a Japanese woman
who befriended Tamaki while living in I idison during her husband’s studies at the
university. After the two returned to Japan, e woman sent the figurine to Tamaki to
express gratitude for their friendship during her sojourn in Madison. Tamaki placed the
Daruma on the top shelf near the main entrance, making it the first object that captures
the eye of anyone who enters.

Like the maneki-neko, Daruma is one of e most widespread lur y charms in
Japan, but Daruma differs from other charms because of one unique custom. It is a
convention for people to obtain a Daruma themselves rather than receive it as a gift. The
figurines are sold at temples during the New Year’s celebration, and they come with no
eyeballs. When a Daruma is purchased, the owner needs to paint upon it one circular
black eye, making a wish to activate the figurine; only after the wish comes true should
the Daruma receive the other eye. A comici no i behind this practice is that the

Daruma is pressured to work hard to make the v h come true in order to earn the other

** For more details on Japanese folklore surrounding the Daruma, sec H. Neill McFarland's “Feminine
Motifs in Bodhidharma Symbology in Japan,” Asian Folklore Studies 45.2 (1986): 167-91; and Daruma:
The Founder of Zen in Japanese Art and Popular Culture (Tokyo: Kodansha International, 1987). Henry
Punsmann provides a brief description of a Japanese custc  involving Daruma and its makers in

“Dari , a Symbol of Luck” Folklore Studies 21 (1962): 241-44.

* Daruma figurines comes in many different  les, owni o regional variations across Japan. The most
common colour for its body is red (the auspicious colour), though other colours suct  black, white, and
green are available.
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the store just then, and I witnessed Tamaki start ) look for a place to hang it as soon as
she had received it. And finally she found a narrow strip of wall by the kitchen.

Mami never asked for her piece to be added to the store decor, and certainly
Tamaki could have taken it home. Yet this Christmas tree quilting has never been taken
down from that spot on the wall since that win  day. Hanging year-round, it ceases to
function as a Christmas decoration; still this handmade object participates in the
discourse of gifts in the Oriental Shop. Mami has been a prominent customer since
discovering the store in the summer of | )8. SI  comes to the store three to four times a
week, often spending more time than she nee  for opping. Initially her reason for
visiting the Oriental Shop was to talk with Tamaki as much as to buy groceries.
Occasionally Tamaki and Mami go out to lunct  r shop together with other Japanese
women. Moreover, Mami has begun to! p at the store on Wednesdays, and her
sociability contributes to increased sales, 3 she ireads the word about any newly
arrived products.

The Christmas tree quilting is equij :d with a pocket, perhaps to serve as a letter
holder, yet it has never been used for that purpo  the only function this piece assumes

is to make a symbolic statement of the lasting fi 1dship between Tamaki and Mami.

Multivocal and Polysemic Qualities of Gifts

Christopher Musello, in his article “Obje.  in Process: Material Culture and

Communication” (1992), discusses the way ~ which a piece of furniture such as a
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interpretations and appropriations through whic a person gains a sense of self-assurance
in the world (see Jones 1989, 235-63). The goal of ethnographic studies of material
culture is to analyze the way in which people ¢« 1municate through the use of objects,
and this phenomenon at the Oriental Shop is to be understood as “material behaviour”
(Jones 1997).

The communication achieved throi 1 the material behaviour involving decor
articulates the value of personal relation ips in this family-run store. All these items
contain multilayered messages comprise of personal values and cultural meanings that
help demonstrate what the Oriental Shop stands for: quality customer care and a small
homey space managed and operated by Tz aki 1d Kuang, which are the very
characteristics of the store that have touched so many visitors.

At the Oriental Shop, the decoris  leed a collage of human rel  onships, as a
result of such close storekeeper-custc rinter: ion. The interior initially must accord
with the tastes of the storekeepers, which explains why their hobby items adorn the
space. And gifts added to the decor represent r¢  ilar customers who have found
compatibility with the storekeepers and comfort with  the sto s embrace. Tl
dynamics of human interaction are emt lded in the positioning of gift decorations,

cormr 1nicating by eloquently coded non-verbal means.
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counter will be covered with greeting cards sent by regulars and former regulars who
have moved away (Fig. 31). This sight alone reveals the personality of the Oriental
Shop.

The Oriental Shop is an oasis created by Tamaki and Kuang, in which they operate
their own business in their own style. There is no doubt that the Oriental Shop means
much to the recent Japanese immigrants who shop there. The store provides an
immersive environment filled with fz  iliar smells and sights that satisfy these
immigrants’ desire for homeland sensations. Pe dic visits to the store are invigorating
because this is one of the few places in the Madison area that effuses such a sense of
comfort as to transport immigrants’ minds to their home country. This is a place in
which Asian immigrants can become, however nporarily, members of the majority.

Yet there is more than shared cultural background that contributes to the making of
this place. The Oriental Shop treats its customers as people regardless of their
ethnicities. This is a crucial factor in the charac - of the Oriental Shop. While the
sharing of Asian virtues yields a sense of comp:  bility, it is not necessary for a customer
to be Asian in order to enjoy shop; at the O1 1tal Shop, because t!  store welcomes
whomever finds the place comfortable and whc  sver demonstrates personal
compatibility with the owners. What is important in the social network there is whether
or not one’s personality resonates with the atm¢ here of the store.

Because I have been involved with the sor 1l circle at the Oriental Shop as both
customer and employee, | was able to explore ~ meanings of material communication

on a very personal level. My observation of the foodways at the Oriental Shop has
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dividing people in order to stress multiplicity according to biologically or socio-
culturally prescribed features. The role of ethnc aphers, then, will be ) promote a
better understanding of humanity through an approach that describes how people of
different backgrounds can interact with one another in hopes of creating a society that is

more fully whole.
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AP ENDIX

Kuang 1s a philosophical man who is often eager to discuss his latest cosmological
visions as he contemplates religious teachings of Buddhism, Taoism, and Confucianism.
When he deems a customer compatible enough to appreciate his ideas, his humorous
preaching begins. Because of his interest in physics, the status of the universe is often
discussed, as he understands it both s« :ntifically and philosophically: “Everything is
just a phenomenon. You see something, you can touch it, and you think it pretty. And
you believe it. But it’s just an illusion. It doesn’t really exist; that’s the phenomenon.”
While many customers tend to brush off uang lectures, Jim and I are among the few
truly appreciative listeners. Kuang’s views on the universe and the way in which humans
ought to live within it unfortunately do not adhe to the store’s food-oriented mood that
calls rather for gossip and other small talk.

Personally I feel a cleansing effect from Kuang’s preaching because it helps me to
stay anchored to my East Asian backgror 1. Living in North America has required me
to be able to maintain a healthy b * 1ce within my conscience between East and West,
and Kuang’s religious stories have always brot it me solace, allowing me to imbibe
East Asian virtues such as diligence and | itience. Here is my favourite story told by
Kuang:

One guy, he believed in Hotei. So he went intot  mountains to meditatc, trying to mect
Hotei. His namc is Wu Zhe [ litcrally, nob« ). And his purpose was to try to mect
Hotei, and Hotei would teach himsome t cof. idhism—knowledge or wisdom. But
he went into the mountains and meditatea 1or so long: five, six ycars. But : still could
not meet Hotei. So he gave up and came back from mountains, and tricd to go back to

city. But when he was on the way back to the citv. he saw a guy on a big picce of iron. He
[the guy] used the cloth to wipe the iron. @ askc  the guy, “What arc you doing?™” And
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the guy said, “Sincc I don’t have a needle, | try to use this cloth to wipe this big iron picce
into a ncedle.” So Wu Zhe thinks about [it]. “Tl s impossible! Even in your whole life,
you can’t wipe with a cloth, and change an iron [block] to a needle.” The guy continued
to work, never answered him. So Wu Zhe [thou ], “Look, he’s so concentrating on his
work. I only was in the mountains for six years. I don’t have such paticnce. He would
take his whole life to wipe the big iron.” So Wu Zhe went back to the mountain to
continuc on meditation.

So other four-five years passcd. He still cannot mect Hotei. He gave up again and
came back from the mountain. And when he went back to a city, he met the guy ncarby
the lake at the big big stone. He tries to wipc the stone with a feather. Wu Zhe asked,
“What are you doing, sir?” He said, “I try to usc this feather to wash this big big
Jjunkstonc away because the stone blocks the sunlight to my house.” So Wu Zhe started to
think, “That’s impossible! Even if y¢  wipe all your life, you cannot wipc off such big,
such a large stonc like a house.” The guy never  swered. He just continued to wipe the
stone. So Wu Zhe think about this—  guy so concentrates, so paticnt. [ was in the
mountains only for four, five years. Even I lose my paticnee. So he went back to the
mountains again to continue his meditation.

Then after four, five ycars passed, he still+  1not mect Hotei. So he’s so
disappointed, so finally decided *““Let’s forget everything and go back to city.” So when
he went back to city, on the way, he v one sick dog. The dog’s body alrcady had a
worm on the back of his leg.... Wu Zhe tried to help him but saw this worm—so scary.
Then he thought if he uscd a pin to pick the we  out, maybe it would h1  the dog and
hurt the wound. So he thought about [it]. Suddenly his heart said, “Maybe, usc his tongue
to dig the worm out. That may be better.”” So he closed his cyes and used his tonguc to
dig the worm away.... Suddenly, the dog vanished and on the side way, Hotei was
standing there. So he quick bowed to Hotei and asked, “Why? So long, | meditated for so

long, but you never appeared until today.” And e/ said, “I always ap;  , but just you
cannot scc me because you have a very ver  2avy karma. You cannot scc me. Right
now, becausc you have a compassionate he which helped this dog, your

compassionatc heart wiped off all of your karma out, so you can seec me now.” Hotei told
him, “If you don’t belicve me, put me on your shoulder. Let’s go to the city and ask the
people, can they see mc or not.” So Wu Zhe picl  up Hotei on his shoulder then went to
the city. Then, he asked everybody, “Do yousece  net’  gon my shoul 7" Most
people told him, “No, we don’t see anything on - shoulder.” And finally onc old lady,
he asked the old lady, “Do you see s¢  :thing on my shoulder?” She said, “I just scc a
sick dog on your shoulder.” Then, Hc  told him, “Becausc the lady has s karma, not
s0 heavy; so she can see the dog on your shoulder but still she cannot sce me. She still has
a heavy karma to cover me. So she cannot sce me.” So after that, Wu Zhe believed Hotel.

So every night when Wu Zhe sl hc alw . dreamed going up to the heaven to
listen to Hotei's teaching, and every t 1t he went there. So he came back to the human
world and ncxt day when he woke up, he wrote down his [ Hotei’s] ideas.
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Interviews

Hiromi. Interview by author in Japanese,  May 2005, Madison, WI. MiniDisc
recording.

Ati. Interview by author, 24 June 2000, Madisc ~ WI. Tape recording.
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Mami. Interviews by author in Japanese, 11 May 2005 and | June 2005, Madison, WI.
MiniDisc recording.

Jim. Interview by author, 13 January 2006, Ma: ion, WI. MiniDisc recording.

Kuang. Interview by author, 23 June 2000, Ma:  on, WI. MiniDisc recording.

Tamaki. Interview by author, 23 June 2000 and 26 June 2000, Madison, WI.

MiniDisc recording.

Letter

Rumi. Given to author, June 2004.
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Epilogue

On February 22, 2008 there occurred a tragedy that had a wrenching effect on the
folklore of the Oriental Shop. Jim passed away unexpectedly that afternoon. It was a
nice sunny day, following several weeks of severe winter weather. Jim went downstairs
to help Kuang chop the ice in front of e store. He was happy to be at : to get some
exercise under the sun, but within twenty minutes, he had started to experience breathing
difficulty because of the road salt residue coming up from the broken ice (he had weak
lungs, and this had been a recurrent problem for him). He retreated to his apartment, and
when Tamaki and Kuang went upstairs to check on him shortly thereafter, he was
already gone.

The passing of this key figure altered grea ’ the dynamic of the Oriental Shop.
Tamaki and Kuang lost their trusted wat  man. :cessitating the rescheduling of the
wholesalers’ deliveries. No one was to coc lunches and suppers for those who
worked downstairs, and Rumi’s garden lost its «  -et: er. Most of all, we missed our dear
friend, who always bror it humour 1 our lives.

Several months later, Kuang handed ¢ a piece of junk mail addressed to Jim, se:
from a publisher of a magazine to which Jim ha quit subscribing because all the issi
had not been delivered. The mail was in d to solicit re-subscription, which was
obvious from the envelop emblazoned with a red stamp reading “We want you back!™ |
pointed to this, and Kuang and 1 giggled, findir some humour in the timing of this ma

and reminiscing about our friend: Jim would think this funny, too. Then Kuang showed


















