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The Tong Wo building is a two-story double wall construction building with
bevel siding sheathing. The gable roof structure with its shed roof extensions
sits on top of a slight slope. Open verandahs surround the building on two floors
and are enclosed by a light balustrade composed of turned balusters. Thin square
posts support each floor and are enhanced by serpentine scroll sawn brackets.

The prescence of these decorative brackets gives the building an oriental feeling
which is enhanced by the calligraphic plaques that frame the doorways. Another
decorative feature is the slight pedimental heads above the windows.

Architectural Interest and Merit:

The building is a well-preserved example of Chinese society house built
in the late years of the 19th century. It is a good example of the period's
architecture with fine details and pleasant proportions.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The Tong Wo Scciety is the best preserved Chinese society building on the
¥sland of Hawaii, and is one of the best preserved in the-State. Ihs site and
general location reflects its importance and function in a rural, agricultural
cnvironment. The site is a major historical element in the history of the Chi-
nese in the area, and in Hawaii, and in the agricultural history of Kohala.

Chinese secret and fraternal societies have a long developmental history in
China, with most serving primarily a political function, dedicated to the over-
throw of the Manchu Dynasty (1644-1911). Societies established by overseas Chinese
served more broadly by filling economic, social, and religious needs.

With the growth of the sugar industry in North Kohala, from 1860 onwards,
labor requirements caused the importation into the district of hundreds of immi-
grant Chiilese laborers. Most of them were from Kwangtung Province, and spoke the
Hakka dialect. The establishment of the Tong Wo Society in 1886 filled the general
needs of most of the Chinese community in North Kohala (see also HRHP 7114). As
many laborers were bachelors or married men wiio left families behind, intending to
return to China after accumulating savings, the Society immediately provided com—
panionship and aid, appropriate to its name, roughly translated as "together in
harmony."

Brides and families soon came to North Kohala, and membership and activities
of the Society increased. Society membership was restricted to those over six-
teen and under sixty. The younger ones were barred because they were unable to
endure initiations rituals and also unable to pay membership dues. The older ones
were barred because they were unable to accrue enough membership payments to provide
for their burial. Elderly men hoped to be buried among fellow Chinese and made
efforts late in life to join societies that would care for them.

Tong Wo originally had six buildings: the main building; living quarters; a
building for entertainment, gambling, or eating, or all of these; another structure
for quarters and for a mortuarv: an outhouse; a cook house. Only the main building
remains.

One of the buildings was used as a Hakka dialect school, probably the multi-
purpose building. On week-ends after being used for educating young Chinese in the
culture of their homeland, the area offered gambling and opivim smoking for adult
males.

(Continued)
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Another of the recently demolished buildings at the rear of the main building
was one which served as quarters for elderly members. Just behind it was a struc-
ture known as "the death house," where a member could die, consoled by being among
friends in his last days and confident he would be buried among fellow Chinese. To
die in one's own home was, additionally, considered bad luck.

Scholars of Chinese customs consider one of the primary functions of these
societies as a place to die and as a place to be buried. There was a strong desire
among immigrant Chinese to be buried in their native villages, . This could be better
facilitated if initial burial were made on the society's grounds. Bones could later
be removed and sent to China for re-burial, once funds were available and arrange-
ments could be made. Burials, in keeping with Chinese tradition, were made on a
hillside adjacent to the Tong Wo building. Today, only 102 of the original 600
grave plots remain filled.

The second floor of the main structure houses two small altars. The older
one is a tribute to Kuan Ti, the Society's patron saint. Often called the
God of War, Kuan Ti actually was more a keeper of the peace, which included war, if
necessary, so that his nature is frequently misunderstood as warlike. A newer
altar honors Kuan Yin, Goddess of Mercy, and perhaps the most famous of popular
Chinese figures. Her compassionate diety met the needs of Chinese women especially.

About 1920, the Society began providing community meetings for members raising
families. Informants who at that time were children estimate the Society fed as
many as 400 people on such special occasions as Chinese New Year.

The nunber of older members began to decrease, and younger members began
moving away from plantations to urban areas, and by 1941-45 the Society was aban-
doned. Ah Fook Ching assumed custodial care for the buildings. In 1966, returning
from the Mainland, James Chai became involved with the upkeep of the buildings and
was one of the first to draw public attention to the value of maintaining the Society.
His efforts and those of many others resulted in the rededication-of the Society in
October, 1971. Prof. William Bonk of the University of Hawaii, Hilo, has studied
Tong Wo and other Chinese society buildings of Hawaii, and plans to publish material
on them.

The history of the Tong Wo Society reveals the ‘early hopes, fears, and customs
of a major ethnic group which contributed significantly to the social, cultural, and
economic growth of Hawaii.



