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[Begin Monica & Tony Li Interview] 

 

00:00:01 

Kevin Kim:  This is Kevin Kim for the Southern Foodways Alliance. And today is Thursday, 

August 12, 2010. I'm here with Mrs. Monica Li of Wong’s Food Land on Anderson Boulevard in 

Clarksdale, Mississippi. So Mrs. Li, to begin can you state your name--your name, your name, 

your age, your date of birth and your occupation? 

 

00:00:32 

Monica Li:  Okay; my name is Monica Li. I’m a Chinese female. I was born in Hong Kong. I 

was born in 1956, August 6th and right now I’m 54 years old and I own the Wong’s Food Land 

Supermarket in Clarksdale, Mississippi. 

 

00:00:45 

KK:  Thank you. So I guess just to get started, you said you were born in Hong Kong. Can we 

start from the beginning and sort of talk about growing up in Hong Kong? 

 

00:00:55 

ML:  Yeah; I was born in Hong Kong and I got married when I was 22 years old and I married 

Tony Li, my husband right now, and we applied to immigrants to the United States after we got 

married; uh-hm. 

 

00:01:10 

KK:  And I remember yesterday when we were talking you said you--that both your husband and 

you had an office job in Hong Kong, or that you both were--I think you said you were an 

Engineer? 
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00:01:24 

ML:  Monica, myself is working in the Charter Bank and my husband is working--working on 

the Modern Terminal as an Industrial Engineer. 

 

00:01:33 

KK:  And so let’s see; so just going--so going back in life in Hong Kong, did you--did you have 

plans to come here all along or did--come to the United States? Was that sort of a dream of yours 

or did that just sort of happen? 

 

00:01:56 

ML:  This is a dream of ours since we met and we already tried to make opportunity for our next 

generation but we did not plan how many children [Laughs] we got but we really want to get our 

next generation a better opportunity in USA. 

 

00:02:11 

KK:  Uh-hm; and when did you immigrate to the United States? 

 

00:02:16 

ML:  Okay; my husband come in December 1984 and me is in 1985 in March. 

 

00:02:24 

KK:  Great; and I remember you said that--did you have family here before that you relied on 

when you got here? 

 

00:02:34 
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ML:  Tony got a husband--no, Tony got a family in here; the store Wong’s is owned by her--by 

his aunt and her husband, Mr. Wing Ti Wong and Tony’s mother and Miss Wong are sisters, so 

we are the first cousin. 

 

00:02:51 

KK:  All right; so I guess why don’t we talk a little bit about the store. How old is the store? 

 

00:02:59 

ML:  The store was built in 1959, so far as we know, maybe 1953--we’re not sure, just between 

this period of time, yeah 1953 or 1959; I’m not sure. 

 

00:03:10 

KK:  And was it always this big or was it--did it start off small? 

 

00:03:13 

ML:  It’s not that big before. This is--it’s a body shop; it’s like a car body shop owned by Dr. 

Ellis. Dr. Ellis and our great-grand-uncle, Frank Wong--Frank Wong, Wing Wong’s daddy 

bought this and he enlarged the--the better--the latter part; yeah. 

 

00:03:32 

KK:  And let’s see; so who first started it again, I’m sorry? 

 

00:03:41 

ML:  Mr. Frank Wong; Mr. Frank Wong is our--our grand-uncle--grand, yeah he’s Mr. Wing 

Wong’s daddy; yeah. 
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00:03:47 

KK:  And do you perhaps know when he first came to the United States and perhaps how? 

 

00:03:56 

ML:  I am not sure when he come to the United States but they both are veterans I think. They 

both are veterans, yeah; but we’re not. We’re not. 

 

00:04:04 

KK:  Okay; and so you said it expanded in--so when did it become bigger? 

 

00:04:08 

ML:  Yeah; it become bigger. At first they did not have this warehouse part. They’re only up to 

the meat department. Later on they--they expand this part; yeah. 

 

00:04:17 

KK:  Um, so let’s see--. 

 

00:04:22 

ML:  This part I’m not very sure because we just bought the store and--and heard from our aunt. 

So the real--the real story we’re not very sure. We bought the store in 1995.  

 

00:04:36 

KK:  Okay; so you bought the store from your--? 

 

00:04:38 

ML:  From the Wong(s), from--from Wing Wong, Wing Wong, our uncle; yeah, uh-hm. 
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00:04:44 

KK:  And so when you first came here did you come directly--back in 1984--’85, did you first 

come to Clarksdale or did you--? 

 

00:04:54 

ML:  No; we first go to Rosedale, Mississippi. We bought--we bought a little store from Steve 

Wong. Yeah; he retired, so we--we’ve been in Rosedale for 10 years--for 10 years running a 

grocery store, a little grocery store, very little, uh-hm. 

 

00:05:10 

KK:  And that was in Rosedale, Mississippi? 

 

00:05:11 

ML:  In Rosedale, Mississippi, right; uh-hm. 

 

00:05:15 

KK:  And what happened to that store in Rosedale? Did you sell it to someone else or--? 

 

00:05:17 

ML:  Yeah; we sell(ed) it to our other cousin. Yeah; but he--he moved back to Hong Kong. Yeah; 

so we--we get our first bucket of money from Rosedale. We’re working real hard from 8 o'clock 

to 10 o'clock at night yeah with the partnership is with our--another uncle. That’s Tony’s mom’s 

brother but he passed away in 2007. 

 

00:05:41 
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KK:  Sorry to hear that. 

 

00:05:42 

ML:  Uh-hm; 2006--John, John passed in 2006, yeah he passed away, yeah.  

 

00:05:49 

KK:  And back in the beginning at your store in Rosedale did you--you said it was really small, 

so--so it was much smaller than this store? 

 

00:06:01 

ML:  Much more--. 

 

00:06:02 

KK:  What--what sort of things did you sell at the--at the Rosedale store? 

 

00:06:06 

ML:  At the Rosedale store almost the same thing but just potato chips, drinks, beer, penny 

candy, something like that; yeah. 

 

00:06:15 

KK:  Did you have meat there as well or no meat? 

 

00:06:18 

ML:  Yeah; we have meat--yeah meat--meat and produce, yeah. 

 

00:06:22 
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KK:  I’m curious; I saw your husband back there in the Meat Department cutting the meat both 

today--just now. I think I saw him wrapping some pork chops that looked really good. 

 

00:06:32 

ML:  Yeah. 

 

00:06:33 

KK:  And as well as yesterday. Did he--where did he learn to butcher meat? 

 

00:06:38 

ML:  He learned from our--my uncle Wing Wong and somebody by him is telling, yeah because 

we always talked about we were determine for dedication. Everything we learn by ourselves 

because we’re from a different world. From Hong Kong we sit in the office [Laughs]; yeah from 

here we--you have to work long hours but one thing we keep in mind and talk to ourselves 

because this is our business, so we learn by our own talent and with dedication. 

 

00:07:05 

KK:  And so that gets to another sort of thing that I was curious about. How did you learn to--and 

who and where did you learn to sort of know what to stock in the grocery store? Was it from I 

guess your uncle? Did your uncle tell you, you should buy this and this? Did the customers tell 

you? I mean how--how did stocking work in the beginning? 

 

00:07:28 

ML:  Yeah; the internal administration of course, a tutor, you know a mentor by our own family. 

Yeah; the other it just depends on how the market the customer wanted. We learned both sides; 

yeah. 
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00:07:42 

KK:  So I guess I’m kind of curious what a typical day is like here at the market. You said you 

have long hours.  

 

00:07:51 

ML:  Uh-hm. 

 

00:07:52 

KK:  And could we sort of go through and sort of--can you tell me what sort of a typical day here 

at the market is from morning to night? 

 

00:07:58 

ML:  Okay; when we first started we opened Monday through--Monday through Friday from 8 

o'clock to 9 o'clock--Monday through Thursday 8 o'clock to 9 o'clock; Friday and Saturday up to 

10 o'clock. Sunday is 9 o'clock to 8 o'clock. But right now because I have children so I changed 

the times and besides the neighborhood, the population of the town, I open Monday through 

Thursday--Monday through Friday 8 o'clock to 7 o'clock Monday through Saturday, 8 o'clock to 

7 o'clock; Sunday is 9 o'clock to 8 o'clock. So we do not have a very long hour because one is 

aging and the other is the population is not too many--not too many neighborhoods in here, yeah--

and dangerous [Laughs]. 

 

00:08:45 

KK:  So the business opens at 8:00 but I assume you get here a little earlier than that.  

 

00:08:53 



Monica & Tony Li   9 
 

© Southern Foodways Alliance                www.southernfoodways.com 

 

ML:  Yeah; yeah, sometimes earlier, sometimes a little bit but never--never late, always earlier, 

yeah, uh-hm. 

 

00:08:59 

KK:  So and then so you get here earlier and set up shop and then when you close do you--I 

assume you leave later too? 

 

00:09:07 

ML:  Right, right; yeah, we leave later. We close at 7:00, maybe get out of the store around 7:45. 

I need to clean up and put some merchandise back to the freezer yeah and check everything 

before we left--around 7:45 we’re leaving, yeah. 

 

00:09:21 

KK:  So I guess you were telling me a bit about the neighborhood now. Sort of--could you sort of 

tell me how--what the neighborhood around here is like? I think I remember yesterday you first 

said so--sort of historically the Chinese grocery is sort of opened up in African American 

neighborhoods but yesterday I think you said you get predominantly white customers now. Can 

you just sort of tell me a little bit about the neighborhood and sort of the customers that come in 

here? Are they customers from just around the neighborhood or do they come from different parts 

of Clarksdale or can you tell me a little bit about the neighborhood and the customers? 

 

00:10:02 

ML:  Okay; Can you turn off... 

 

00:10:09 
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KK:  All right so we’re back and so Mrs. Li, you were going to talk a little bit about the 

customers and the neighborhood? 

 

00:10:15 

ML:  Yeah; the customers, we have a lot of long-time customers, they’re very loyalty, they--they 

don’t care just to buy anything, just look like good friends, old friends stop by to see us every 

day, talk a little bit about their family and--and we provide hospitality service and just like family 

and friends. But the new customer, they need to adjust to it because we’re an independent store. 

The price is a little bit high [Laughs] and cannot compete with the big Giant you know 

surroundings, but--but it’s okay. Everybody was very happy with our store.  

 

00:10:57 

KK:  So I guess let’s see; so I guess you mentioned some of the competition that’s out there. 

How is--I’m wondering if--how you stay competitive with those large supermarkets because I 

guess that’s the reason why there aren't very many you know small grocery stores out there 

anymore. I think you said you’re basically the only sort of small Chinese run grocery store here in 

Clarksdale. 

 

00:11:35 

ML:  Yeah; tried to fight for the competition and the big Giant, we only get our--our store neat 

and clean and hospitality service and we have a very good group of a working team. All my staff 

have been working for so many years, just like the old-time customers, like friends, and besides 

my husband is the butcher and cut fresh meats. We try to do our best to provide the community--. 

 

00:12:02 

KK:  So you were mentioning staff; how many people work here altogether? 
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00:12:09 

ML:  I have eight people working here, three cashiers, two full-time and three package boys.  

 

00:12:16 

KK:  And I guess we’re sort of jumping around here but I’m kind of curious about the things that 

you sell here at the grocery store. I’m curious where you--who your suppliers are, where you get 

your meat and--and if you’ve been with those suppliers for a long time or how that end of the 

grocery store works. 

 

00:12:40 

ML:  Oh we have a lot of different suppliers. The main grocery wholesaler is from Super Value. 

For a long time since this store opened and the big company changes every once in a while; 

Metro from Memphis, Cisco from here, and just--just it’s a lot. They always change and we never 

know but the main--the main supplier is Super Value—Super Value, I think from Minnesota. 

The--the main office is in Minnesota but they have distributor in here; yeah. That’s all--that’s all 

we order from. 

 

00:13:08 

KK:  And so as for the meat you--do you get like the whole side of the pig and butcher it yourself 

or--? 

 

00:13:16 

ML:  Yeah; my husband do everything by himself and sometimes he uses his talent to decide the 

way of cut and what--what pattern and what style, the market, and the customer like it. 
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00:13:29 

KK:  Can you tell me what sort of the popular cuts of meat are right now, what--what customers 

are going for today? 

 

00:13:38 

ML:  Okay; most--the best meat in our store is filet mignon because it costs a lot and that is the 

best meat. The next is--the next brand that we suggest is rib-eye but everything he cuts by 

himself, fresh cut, and most of the--most the customers even from Tunica, Jackson, Memphis--

everywhere, they come here--even some of family. They have friends come over from New York 

over this; they buy me from here, yeah, yeah. 

 

00:14:05 

KK:  Interesting. 

 

00:14:06 

ML:  Very interesting; yeah. 

 

00:14:09 

KK:  So let’s see; I’m wondering if you could sort of go back--we’ll come back to the store but 

for now I kind of wanted to go back to your personal history and your family history as well. So 

I’m wondering--so back in Hong Kong did you--what sort of food, what sort of food did you 

cook back in China? Did you cook traditional Chinese food or could you tell me a little bit about 

what some of your favorite dishes were that you would cook in Hong Kong? And yeah-- 

 

00:14:42 
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ML:  Yeah; in Hong Kong we just--of course Oriental, the Chinese traditional food, gravy, rice, 

steamed chicken and stir-fry the greens, steamed fish. Most of our family eats steamed stuff 

[Laughs]; yeah.  

 

00:14:59 

KK:  Did you go out for dim sum? I know dim sum is a pretty popular tradition in Hong Kong. 

 

00:15:03 

ML:  Yes; we did in Hong Kong but in here we don’t--we don’t get none--a few--a long time ago 

we go to Memphis but right now we don’t have time and my children all born in here. They’re 

not very crazy about that; they don’t care, yeah, but they like it too. They like it too. 

 

00:15:19 

KK:  So I guess while we’re on this subject of food, you said--you were telling me yesterday that 

now at home that you cook mostly American food now here. Where did you learn how to cook 

American food? Did you watch on TV, did you read books, did you learn in Hong Kong or did 

you sort of learn it here all--when you came to the United States? 

 

00:15:43 

ML:  Yeah; I--I start learning here. I--I start letting my customers look at the recipe, look at the 

cookbook, and look at the Food Channel and try to cook American food. Yeah; that’s where I 

learn from--the recipe, the cookbook, and the--and Food Channel; yeah. 

 

00:15:58 

KK:  Are there any particular dishes that you like and you like to cook? 
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00:16:05 

ML:  Chicken rotel [Laughs]--chicken rotel, spinach--I forget the name, spinach dip or 

something like that and roast chicken and my--my children--hamburger. I try to learn a lot of 

American food because me and my husband, the goal to come here just to try to go into--in the 

America, yeah. Whatever--whatever you take your life to go to somewhere you need to be 

pleased over there. So we try to learn everything we could; yeah tried to adjust our life in 

America. 

 

00:16:42 

KK:  So I think you were telling, so for the most part you cook American. Do you still cook you 

know Hong Kong or Cantonese food at home or is that something that you sort of gave up? 

 

00:16:55 

ML:  Yeah; I still cook Chinese food in here but I’m not a good cook but I’m cooking. [Laughs] 

I cook steamed rice, gravy, pop top gravy with rice and sometimes I stir-fry the broccoli and stir-

fry the--the beef and the chicken, yeah--just simple; uh-hm. 

 

00:17:12 

KK:  And where do you get sort of your Chinese--I’m curious to know where you get your 

Chinese ingredients from like things like soy sauce and things? Do you sort of make do with what 

you could find here or do you go out to like maybe Memphis to go to the--the--the Chinese 

supermarkets there? 

 

00:17:28 

ML:  There is no Chinese supermarket in here. We go to Memphis, but used to get the 

ingredients from Memphis. Yeah; there is a--a Hong Kong Market in Summer Avenue in 
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Memphis. We just buy some soy sauce, oyster sauce, chili sauce and stuff, yeah to cook; yeah. 

But--but it cannot compare with Hong Kong [Laughs]. 

 

00:17:49 

KK:  Yeah; yeah. So at home I’m curious to know if you’ve seen any patterns where you mix 

American and Chinese food together. I know when I was doing some of my research that a lot of 

families--Chinese families in the South would sort of mix Southern food and Chinese food and 

come up with things like fried rice with ham and fried rice with bacon or things like that. Have 

you ever tried experimenting with like fusion cuisine where you mix Chinese and American food 

together? 

 

00:18:21 

ML:  I talk to myself--I’m not a good cook and I don’t like to cook but I will cook because I have 

a big family and I don’t like to go out to buy fast-food. So I’m not very interested to get the--to 

create some Southern food meld together with the Chinese food. But I would like to learn; I’m 

not a good cook yeah and I don’t like to cook. [Laughs] I keep saying I don’t like to cook, yeah; 

because I don’t have time to cook. Yeah; in Hong Kong I am a working--working person. I like--I 

don’t care about to eat--just simple. But I like to dedicate--devote to my job; yeah that’s why we 

can adjust in here.  

 

00:18:58 

KK:  Yeah; I guess we haven't spent very much time with your personal history and I probably 

should go back and sort of ask you about your personal history. 

 

00:19:08 

ML:  That’s fine. 
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00:19:08 

KK:  So you grew up in Hong Kong; you went to school in Hong Kong, yes? 

 

00:19:11 

ML:  Yes; we did. Yeah; we--under the British education so we grew up in Hong Kong, yeah, 

uh-hm. 

 

00:19:16 

KK:  And I guess is--I guess you had it when you came to the United States--you’ve had some 

English education because-- 

 

00:19:25 

ML:  Yes. 

 

00:19:25 

KK:  --of the British system, right? 

 

00:19:26 

ML:  Yes; we are under the British--we learn English uh-huh during the high school, yeah from 

elementary to high school. 

 

00:19:33 

KK:  Did you have any education beyond high--because I assume your husband and--? 

 

00:19:38 
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ML:  We had high school. We both in high school only yeah. 

 

00:19:42 

KK:  All right; and you said you worked for the Charter Bank of Hong Kong? 

 

00:19:44 

ML:  I worked for the Charter Bank; yeah uh-huh. I worked for the Charter Bank and he worked 

for the Modern Terminal Containers--MTL in Hong Kong called MTL. He’s an Industrial 

Engineer, uh-hm. 

 

00:19:55 

KK: And how long did you guys work in--how long did you work at the Charter Bank for? 

 

00:20:00 

ML:  Ten years; ten years, since I graduated from high school--10 years and he working more 

than 15 years, yeah uh-hm. 

 

00:20:07 

KK:  And what--what part of Hong Kong did you live when you were--? 

 

00:20:12 

ML:  Kowloon--Kowloon; yeah we lived in Kowloon, yeah. 

 

00:20:16 

KK:  And do you have any family members still in Hong Kong or are they mostly here in the 

United States? 
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00:20:23 

ML:  Yeah; my parents already passed away but I still have some nieces and nephews there and 

Tony still have one brother and one sister over there. And most of them are--one sister is in Los 

Angeles, two brothers and one sister in Texas. 

 

00:20:38 

KK:  And do you know what they do for work, the family members in Texas and Los Angeles? 

 

00:20:46 

ML:  The Texas people, Tony is the oldest, so he got a brother, his second one; he’s a Pharmacist 

and then the sister opened a restaurant and the baby brother is a salesman in an antique store. The 

name called Oriental X in Dallas. Yeah; the Hong Kong is--one is the banker in the Hong Kong 

Bank, Hong Kong Shanghai Banking Corporation; the other sister is a housewife. The one in Los 

Angeles is a cashier at a Japanese grocery store. 

 

00:21:16 

KK:  Let’s see; what was I going to ask?  

 

00:21:23 

ML:  My family is no more. My family is very simple--no more. My parents are deceased; I’m 

the only child. But Tony is--have seven brothers and sisters; he is the oldest, so no--I have 

nobody just nephews and nieces so we--we’re not talk a lot yeah. 

 

00:21:39 
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KK:  Do you--does your family ever go back? Do you and Tony go back to Hong Kong any--

because I assume you guys are busy but have you had a chance to go back and visit? 

 

00:21:49 

ML:  So far 25 years, Tony never go back to Hong Kong. I go back to Hong Kong when my 

children were small and since my parents passed away and that’s all--less than 10 times, because 

it’s a long, long way around--let me see around 20 hours because from--from here to Memphis, 

from Memphis to Los Angeles or to change flight at least six hours. And then from Los Angeles 

go back to Hong Kong another 11 hours, so almost 20 hours to go back to Hong Kong so we 

didn't go a lot. Myself, less than 10 times for 25 years, and Tony never go back. [Laughs] 

 

00:22:27 

KK:  So could you tell me a little bit about raising a family here? You said you had four kids. 

Could you I guess--I’m kind of curious to know their names and how old they are and yeah, and 

sort of raising a family here, you know balancing the market and raising a family. 

 

00:22:55 

ML:  We have four children. The oldest one is Tiffany; Tiffany right now is 24 years old and she 

just get married in May and married to Justin McElroy. They right now live in Memphis and 

Tiffany is a third year student in Southern Optometry College and one is working and he is 

working in South Haven Eye Care as a--as a Clinic Manager. But he said he will start back--go 

back to school to--to further his studies. And they both graduated in Mississippi State. He got a 

Masters Degree in English and that is--and Justin is from Natchez, Mississippi. 

00:23:33 
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 Okay; my second child called Priscilla Li. Priscilla is--is a senior here at Mississippi 

State. She majors in Biochemistry and right now she’s getting ready to go to Medical School and 

so still studying hard. 

00:23:48 

 And my third child called Daltria Li. Her name is a little bit pronounced and everybody 

say huh? And her name is Daltria--D-a-l-t-r-i-a--Daltria Li. And this is a little story because when 

I have a Daltria, the OB say he will be--she will be a boy because I have two girls and then when 

it came out and it’s a girl. [Laughs] So I cannot change the name from Dalton so I changed it to 

Daltria. So every time everybody asks me her name and I say Daltria. Everybody say huh; so she 

need to correct the pronounce. And Daltria is a sophomore--is a Mississippi State in Biochemistry 

and they have a happy life in Mississippi State and they both joined a Sorority, Delta Gama and 

they are very happy in Starkville, Mississippi. 

00:24:43 

 And my baby boy is Dalton--D-a-l-t-o-n--Dalton Li and he’s a junior in Lee Academy 

and right now it’s just a school. One thing is my four children all go to private school. I cannot 

help it; yeah. So the--when they’re small we already talked--keep reminding them better 

education can improve their life, not because of money. We cannot save money at first, but just 

for their life and you don’t want--you don’t want like your parents--have long hours working. 

And you--the only way you can improve your life is education, so they--they very--they very 

focused school and they have all good grades. And my girls have a scholarship in Mississippi 

State; uh-hm. 

 

00:25:31 

KK:  And I think you were telling me yesterday that they’re all sort of here still in Mississippi. 

They didn't move away to another state or to another city. Was that--was that their choice or did 

you want them close to you or did they just choose to stay in Mississippi? 
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00:25:54 

ML:  Okay; Tiffany is my first child. When she go to college and we--we pick up Baylor in 

Waco, Texas and she don’t want to go but we want her to go because we want her to go outside to 

see the outside world. But she don’t like it, so she come back. And after that the rest of the girls 

is--they don’t say; they don’t say they want to go outside Mississippi. And every time I try to tell 

them if they want to; they said not right now, yeah. So I don’t--I don’t know, they might want to 

go but they didn't--they tell me they don’t want to go, yeah. There may be one thing, they love 

home; they love home and they don’t want to leaving home, yeah. But they--because they all born 

in here and they--they say they really love Mississippi; yeah. 

 

00:26:46 

KK:  Have you--so when you were raising your kids you were telling me about how you would 

you know try to cook American food for them and you wanted them to be American. It--did you 

try to teach them any sort of Chinese? Did you ever teach them--did you ever try to teach them 

how to you know speak Cantonese? Or, did you try to instill any sort of Chinese heritage in them 

when you were--when they were growing up? 

 

00:27:15 

ML:  Okay; when we first started the business I had four children. Tony’s mom, Miss Li, helped 

me watched the kids. When grandma was here, grandma don’t know how to speak--don’t know 

how to read, don’t know how to listen; it’s hard to--to start to learn. So they--they speak both 

languages. So all my children can speak and listen but they cannot read and write, just their name 

only or some simple word, one, two, three--just simple writing but not--cannot read any Chinese 

newspaper. And cooking, grandma just cooked fried rice, some kind of noodle and--and they’re 
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cooking. They know how to cook it. But most American food they look at the recipe and you 

know all the American canned food, they all have recipes there. They--they look; yeah.  

00:28:03 

 But my girls--my--the two oldest like to cook; yeah they--they like to learn to cook, yeah 

but they don’t care what kind of food. They like it but when grandma is cooking they--they are 

happy to eat that, yeah. 

 

00:28:16 

KK:  And did you have any particular recipes that you brought back from China that were in your 

family or was there an effort to sort of look--sort of save any sort of old Chinese recipes--

anything like that? 

 

00:28:34 

ML:  Not really. I keep saying I don’t like to cook so I’m not--I’m not very care--about in the 

kitchen. Yeah; I spend most of my time in the store; yeah. So I don’t care to--I can eat everything 

just scraps--something to eat simple in here, yeah. So no [Laughs]; the cooking part is zero yeah, 

so I just try to spend all my time to make the store--yeah better and of course if you want running 

business you want to make money, yeah, get to--try to face the competition every day, yeah. 

 

00:29:07 

KK:  Going back to when you were talking about where you learned how to cook when you first 

got here I’m curious to know what sort of recipe books that you looked at. Did you go out and 

buy cookbooks or did you sort of just pick up magazines or--? Do you remember where you first 

learned how to cook American food? 

 

00:29:31 
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ML:  I think I asked a customer [Laughs] and my cashier and yeah; at first I’m not cooking in the 

cooking book. Yeah; I just learned from--sometimes a customer real nice gave me a piece of 

paper, write down the recipe something like that yeah. But I did not cook special stuff. I don’t 

have time. You know when my children come home for holidays my store was busy so we didn't-

-we most go out to eat when the times--I have four children plus her husband, almost seven to 

eight people we go out to eat. We didn't cook. But sometimes my children during my birthday, 

my husband’s birthday, they would bake a cake and make some special stuff. That’s all. And they 

learned from the--the box of the cake--the cake box, the cake flour, they buy(ed) it and that’s all 

yeah. That’s all we--we do it yeah. 

 

00:30:17 

KK:  So do you have any special holidays that you cook for or do you mostly go out? So I think 

you said you mostly go out to eat during holiday season right? 

 

00:30:27 

ML:  Yeah; when grandma was here she cooked--she cooked and she followed the tradition and 

cooked steamed chicken, shrimp. They said chicken in Chinese is wealthy and shrimp is happy 

and some mushroom. Mushroom is money, something like that and that’s all--some like the 

tradition in our family, yeah some fish, it means--fish it means that you have some leftover yeah--

not losing, something like that yeah. 

 

00:30:54 

KK:  So was that during Chinese New Year’s that she would cook all the special stuff? 

 

00:31:02 
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ML:  Yeah; it’s the Chinese New Year or some kind of big festival, the Chinese big festival. 

Yeah; that’s all we--we do it yeah. 

 

00:31:08 

KK:  What are some of those festivals? 

 

00:31:11 

ML:  Mid-Autumn Festival or the Dragon Boat Festival but there is no rice--no rice dumpling in 

here, so I did not cook yeah. I don’t--yeah. I did not cook that, so--. So not very--just the Chinese 

New Year’s and Christmas--my children right now love Christmas; they care about Christmas. 

They all come back but maybe the holiday, Chinese New Year’s they need to go to school. So the 

Christmas time they come back; we just do--do--do American style Christmas--baked ham, baked 

turkey, yeah, something like that; yeah. 

 

00:31:48 

KK:  That’s great. I’m trying to think if there’s anything else. Hmm; well I guess--I’m trying to 

think of things to ask you. So going back I’m curious to know if you--being here if you sort of 

know any other Chinese grocers or what the Chinese American community is like here in 

Clarksdale. Before we started recording we talked about the Chow family and how they’ve been 

here for a very long time. Do you interact with any other Chinese Americans here or--yeah; I 

guess do you--can you talk a little bit--I guess we should start that conversation about the Chinese 

American community here.  

 

00:33:12 

ML:  Yeah; when we first come to America in Rosedale there is the--not too many Chinese but 

we--we because we would have long hours working we never go out to hang out or parties, just 
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come to Clarksdale to see our aunts, the Wong family and after we purchased the store in 1995 

because we have long hours and have four children, so we never go out partying with the other 

Chinese in here. Just when--when seeing them in town, in supermarket, or on the streets--

something like that and we are not the party people; we like to stay at home. So we just know the 

name and be nice--be friends and not very know each other. That’s our living habit; yeah we--we 

like to go home and--and because we don’t have too much time with our children. So after we 

close around go home at 8:00 and then we need to you know to--to talk to our children, see their 

homework and talk about--we try to communicate because we don’t have time to see them--have 

any free time because we work seven days a week. So we--we don’t go out to dinner with other--

other families, no matter Chinese--white or black we do not; no. We do not have--have any 

parties. We never go out to parties; no. 

 

00:34:31 

KK:  But there are--but there are other Chinese Americans here that do get together and is there 

like a formal association or like a group that--that meets for these parties? 

 

00:34:44 

ML:  No; we did not. We did not. I think the Chow(s) they born in here and they go to church a 

lot and we don’t have time to go to church so we just know each other and the other--the Wong(s) 

or whatever, they play Mahjong and we don’t know how to play Mahjong so we--we did not go. 

And besides we keep saying that because we don’t have time with our children, so after we close 

the store we go home and--and communicate with our children, look at their homework, see what 

they’re feeling at school, so whatever they--they--just try to make friends as nowadays parents 

can be. Yeah; that’s what we want, yeah, so we--we not go out--even go out to eat, we never go 

out just me and Tony. We go out the whole family; we never go out by two person; yeah. That’s--

that is our way of living; yeah. 
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00:35:40 

KK:  Let’s see; so-- 

 

00:35:46 

ML:  That’s what I tell you my life is simple and it is simple. I always talk--me and Tony know 

the grocery life is boring but we’re always talking to ourselves, be optimists, looking up and just--

just making it simple to ourselves always--talk to ourselves to make--make it more easy to adjust 

and try to be nice to everybody, yes. So we--we--I keep saying we never have parties. We never 

have parties. And we--we are low key person; we don’t want--we don’t want to stay famous. 

[Laughs] 

 

00:36:23 

KK:  So I guess I’m kind of curious to know about because you said yesterday that--that there 

were a number of Chinese run grocery stores but now a lot of them have gone away. Do you 

remember any of the--any of these grocery stores? Do you remember any of the families that own 

them either in Rosedale--? I know in Rosedale there were a couple back in the day; some--I 

wonder if you could just sort of talk a little bit about that. 

 

00:36:57 

ML:  I think the Chow family stayed longer in here; you--you talk to the Chow family. So far our 

uncle--Uncle John Chow he passed away. He got a Chinese grocery store in Sixth Street but it’s 

long, long time ago. That’s what I know and the rest of them I don’t know. I think the Chow(s) 

family no more; they--they been in Clarksdale I think their whole life. We only come here 15 

years and 10 years in Rosedale they don’t have too many Chinese, I think around one or two and 

that’s all; yeah. That’s what we--that’s what we know, uh-hm. 
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00:37:28 

KK:  So what do you think are some of the reasons why these Chinese-owned grocery stores are 

closing up? Do you think it’s because there’s no one to take over? Do you think it’s because it’s 

just the business is bad because of these large supermarkets? Can you sort of--why do you think 

these small grocery stores are closing? 

 

00:37:48 

ML:  I agree the first part--the first one that nobody take over; I agree. The second one is--the 

large supermarket here but the neighborhood I don’t know; I don’t know. But I think it’s the--just 

like us to raise the next generation when they get a job they all move and they take their parents 

out of here. So I think it’s nobody to take over and then besides the--the competition of the--the 

Giants, like Wal-Mart, Kroger, so the children don’t want their parents to work hard like that, uh-

hm. 

 

00:38:19 

KK:  So do you think when-- 

 

00:38:25 

ML:  Retire? 

 

00:38:25 

KK:  --yeah when you retire what do you think is going to happen to--to Wong’s Food Land 

here? 

 

00:38:30 
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ML:  Oh I’m--right now me and my husband never thought about retire because we like to keep 

going. Of course we don’t want to work until the day we die, but I think retirement is not for me 

at first because we--we need to work. But we just don’t want to work too stress(y) but cannot do 

that because the grocery store is like that. And it depends on how our children and our health; 

yeah we do not--nobody can guarantee how you can work--how long. It depends--your health; 

you know grocery store is very stressing and always you know. I think most of the--of the grocery 

owners die of heart attack [Laughs]. Yeah; but we try to keep--keep--every day keep your body 

running so we--we did nothing about retirement at this time. We--we try to work as best as we 

can but it depends how the in laws takes care of us. [Laughs] Yeah; we--we cannot--we do not 

think about it at this time. 

 

00:39:28 

KK:  Would you like any of your children to take over or do you want them to--have you ever 

thought about that to maybe--maybe one of your sons or daughters taking over or is that 

something that you don’t want for your children to do? 

 

00:39:42 

ML:  Yes; that--that is a good--good thing. at first we don’t want our children to take over 

because it’s hard working and long hours and they don’t want to because nowadays the young 

people just want something quick and comfortable, one with vacation, take days off--holiday. But 

business is business. You can--you can control yourself and make a challenge what you can do--

run a business. You can be very popular and you can be very down-size you never know. So I 

agree if one of them want to run the business I’m not against--me and my husband are not 

against--against. Running business for us is a challenge. That’s why we--we changed our life. At 

first we were very upset when we come here. It’s totally different because we sit down in the 

office, dressed up [Laughs] and--and very comfortable. The holidays, the vacation, but right now 
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here--the first few years were very hard times when I--when I was pregnant and when I have my 

first child and I totally changed because our determination and goal is to our next generation. So 

we’re talking to ourselves every day to--to keep up what we can do for our next generation. 

00:40:50 

 At first we don’t want our children to work hard like us long hours, like that but if they 

want to we’re not against it. Maybe they used their own way to run the store; yeah you never 

know. There are a lot of things nowadays has been changed up, more technical, because we--we 

use our old way to run the store. So we cannot say but if they can use the--the talent their genius 

to--to run the business it is not--it’s a good thing. It may not be an off thing; it--it may be a good 

thing for them, so I like running business; uh-hm. 

 

00:41:29 

KK:  So just going back you were telling me that this is a very stressful job. What makes this job 

so stressful and what are some of the problems that you face with running a--you know a small 

grocery store like this one? 

 

00:41:45 

ML:  In my store the main stressful is the competition. Yeah; the customers is to me and Tony is 

real nice. We never call police. We never argue; we--sometimes argue with the customers but not 

very often. My customers is very nice and very polite. And mainly it’s the--the competition of the 

Giant(s), yeah because sometimes they just beat you up. You cannot against; yeah the only thing 

we can do--my husband just to keep working--keep going to do ourselves the best yeah, to keep 

our loyal customers to come here. Some of the customers, they just like to go back to family--

even if they move, they come back to see us just like to come back to see family; they don’t care 

about the price. Yeah; but nowadays because of the economy they really care about the price 
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some of the customers. Yeah; but we’re losing a lot of customers because they move and no jobs 

in here, because--uh-hm. 

 

00:42:47 

 That’s what we can do.  

 

00:42:50 

KK:  Well in some of the research that I’ve done and sort of looking at some of the history some 

of the problems that these Chinese American grocery stores and Chinese American grocery store 

owners had in the early days was--was the problems of racism. Did you encounter any of that 

when you were--when you first started either in Rosedale or--or here? Did you have any problems 

with that aspect? Was that a stress--? 

 

00:43:21 

ML:  Hmm; you’re talking about racists it’s hard--it’s hard to say. But maybe we can speak 

English; we can communicate because a lot of customers say how you can speak English? Some 

of the Chinese we don’t understand what they say. I say because we come from Hong Kong. We 

were under the British education. But some of the slangs we do not speak like the slang language, 

but most of the time we try to be nice, we try to be polite, so--so we don’t have a problem with 

the--with the customer, no matter what color they are. The problem is sometimes you find some--

somebody shoplifting. You’re just so mad. And just but we always set them free and tell them 

don’t come back, but afterward they change their clothes and put a cap and we don’t know who is 

it. [Laughs] So but we don’t have too many shoplifting in here because most our customers are 

real respect--the store, almost every day, almostevery day. So they--we’re not actually not 

running very [inaudible] so--. So far it’s okay. 

00:44:23 
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 Yeah; we--we never call police, yeah. So far that’s what we’re--we’re doing, yeah, so we-

-we just a few stress(y). It’s about the--the competition. I think my husband just don’t--feels 

stress  it’s because of the competition; the rest of them is fine. 

 

00:44:42 

KK:  And I think you were telling me that just to stay competitive with the big supermarkets that 

you try to provide you know sort of more hospitality and more services. 

 

00:45:00 

ML:  Right. 

 

00:45:01 

KK:  Could you sort of talk about what that means? Do you try to you know make sure the 

customers get what they want or--? 

 

00:45:10 

ML:  Yes; we did, yeah. We have cashiers, real nice manner, and--and sometimes with the old 

lady when the women have children and or disability or something like that we help them carry 

the grocery and the nighttime we escort the customer outside the parking lot. And when they 

come in and they cannot find, we--we lead them to the--to the right place. Yeah; most of the time 

it’s like that. If--if they come back to change something, give a not too big problem, we just be 

nice and exchange for them without--without excuse yeah. That’s fine; yeah. 

 

00:45:43 

KK:  Going back and I think when you were mentioning that you had a really good staff, have 

they been with the store for a long time? 



Monica & Tony Li   32 
 

© Southern Foodways Alliance                www.southernfoodways.com 

 

 

00:45:53 

ML:  Oh yeah; yeah, yeah with David it’s almost whatever we start opening they were here. The 

cashier stayed almost 10 years. Yeah; the two boys, the two full-time boys they already since we 

started the business in here, so just the package boys because they graduate from school, we hire 

high school boys, yeah and then so most of the cashiers they’ve been here for 10 years. Yeah; it’s 

a long time ago. So we have a good group and they’re very honest and very nice manner and 

very--getting along with the customers. 

 

00:46:25 

KK:  And--and I think you said one--the two full-time people here they were here before you 

even got here. 

 

00:46:29 

ML:  Yes. They--they worked with our uncle before. They worked with the Wong(s) yeah; one of 

the--the David Fowler  he was here since Mr. Frank Wong, since he’s a high school boy 17 years 

old. Wow; yeah he very loyalty and never complains. 

 

00:46:46 

KK:  And I don’t know if you told me this earlier but--but what happened with the Wong family? 

Are they still here or did they move--did they move away or--? 

 

00:46:56 

ML:  Okay; the Grand Uncle Frank Wong when he first immigrants to America and he was 

working in a restaurant in New York. And then later on he--he saved some money and started 

looking for places for his own business, so he’s looking around and come over to Mississippi and 
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find this town. And then the whole family built up in here. His son married to Tony’s aunt. 

Tony’s mom’s sister and he--he’s running 15 years. Wing Wong running 20 years; Frank Wong 

running 15 years and then Miss Wong, our Auntie Ying, he passed--she passed away in 1994 

because ice storm, because of ice storm. Okay; and she--when we purchased, when Miss Wong 

passed away in 1994, the ice storm and my uncle cannot run the store by himself. So we 

purchased the store here from Rosedale--we moved from Rosedale to here. 

 

00:47:50 

KK:  And your uncle, did he stay here in Clarksdale? 

 

00:47:52 

ML:  They--they all passed away. The--grandpa, grandma, we call Frank Wong--grandpa and 

grandma; Wing Wong--they all passed away. Their children, they have four children, too; the son, 

Richard was in Memphis and he is a Pharmacy Consultant and three girls in Texas, yeah. One is a 

teacher; two is a housewife yeah in Texas yeah. 

 

00:48:15 

KK:  So I’m curious; when you said was it Frank Wong who came to New York and then came 

here? 

 

00:48:21 

ML:  Yeah. 

 

00:48:23 

KK:  What do--have you ever talked to him why he chose Mississippi to come? You know why 

he went from New York City to you know a small town in Mississippi? Did he ever--? 
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00:48:33 

ML:  I’m not very know detail but he mention because he had been looking everywhere and he--

he found out this town is the best place; he liked it yeah. Even in the 1950 this town is a 

prosperous town; yeah it’s a 60,000 population when we find out from the library in--in the ‘50s, 

so just newly developed like the South Haven. They just--just developed; that’s why they settled 

down in here. Yeah; that’s--that’s why he comes--I don’t know why he’s looking for Mississippi 

maybe. He just--just you know traveled around, yeah. But I don’t know why. 

 

00:49:10 

KK:  Well I’m trying to think--so you--so I you know looking back you know Clarksdale was a 

very prosperous town back then and now it certainly has its--its hardships. I’m wondering if you, 

you know just even looking back from your own experience from the ‘80s ‘til now you know 

what has changed with the city and what do you think is the future of this place, you know of this 

region and for your neighborhood and do you--are you hopeful, are you optimistic about the 

future or do you--or do you see things getting worse? 

 

00:49:54 

ML:  I put optimist in the future because we still have young generation in this town, but my 

comment, my opinion only, I hope the school system will be better and--just like the TV always 

say about create jobs but somebody need to take action and need to really think about the way 

how to create jobs. Yeah; and do something to promote the city, yeah but--we just a grocery 

owner. We cannot do nothing. So we just hope they can put more opportunity for the young 

generation and draw more--more the young people come here, maybe the--the concept of this 

town needs to change. That’s only my opinion; yeah. Yeah; that’s what I want. 
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00:50:43 

KK:  Well-- 

 

00:50:46 

ML:  Asian--say Asian always focus--focus education, so my first--my first priority is improve--I 

cannot criticize any school system because my children go to private school, so but I would like 

to--to--to want Mississippi to better promote education; yeah. 

 

00:51:07 

KK:  Well I think you know we’re at about 50 minutes now and I don’t want to keep you for too 

much longer. And I’m--I’m kind of curious to know what you see the future of--of these small 

grocery stores to be like. How do you think you know in the future you know these grocery stores 

can be competitive and last? Do you see, you know small stores like these disappearing because 

of the large competition or do you still see a place for these small neighborhood grocery stores? 

 

00:51:50 

ML:  Do you want me to talk to you--this one, I tell him to talk to you. Is that okay? 

 

00:51:56 

KK:  Well we’re back and we were just talking in--in a few minutes Mr. Li, Mr. Tony Li is going 

to answer some questions as well but we were just talking and Mrs. Li was telling me about how 

she has made a lot of sacrifices coming here. And yeah; so I was--I’m wondering if you could 

just--you were just telling me about you know that you could be more successful in Hong Kong 

but you chose to come here. 

 

00:52:27 
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ML:  Yeah; because I think if myself stayed in Hong Kong I can do better maybe, maybe do 

better because I was in the 20s and I go to the office every day and go to get more education and I 

might get a big house and maid, but why I come here--because I just want to--I just want to--my 

second generation to get a better opportunity besides Hong Kong because America is a big 

change for the--for the young generation. So far when we learn from books in Hong Kong, 

America just a dream, so I wish they can--they--they can get their dreams. I give them their 

choice. I don’t want them just to stay in Hong Kong under my control. 

 

00:53:16 

KK:  Now we’re back and we’re joined by the--the husband of Mrs. Li-- 

 

00:53:26 

ML:  The owner. 

 

00:53:28 

KK:  --and the owner of Wong’s Food Land, Mr. Tony Li. I just before we begin do you mind 

just stating your name and your age for me? 

 

00:53:35 

Tony Li:  My name is Tony Li; I’m 62 years old. 

 

00:53:40 

KK:  And can you tell me your birth date and where you were born? 

 

00:53:44 

TL:  Nineteen forty-eight, June 26th and I was born in Hong Kong. 
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00:53:52 

KK:  And we were just talking about the--the future of these small grocery stores. And Mr. Li 

was fortunate enough to take some time away from his busy schedule to join us. So where--so 

what do you think is the future for these small grocery stores? A lot of them were owned by 

Chinese Americans, these small little grocery stores and now a lot of them have disappeared and 

you’re still here. What do you think is the success--is the--why do you think you’ve stayed here 

for so long and what do you think is the future? 

 

00:54:30 

TL:  I think the small store will be disappear later. Most--most of the chain stores take over. And 

mainly I stay so long in this kind of store because I waiting for the next generation grow up and 

when I retire I think the store will be gone.  

 

00:54:47 

KK:  Well I was asking Mrs. Li that--that if you think any of your children might take over and 

she was sort of wondering herself if that would happen or not. Do you think any of your children 

will take over the store after you retire? 

 

00:55:04 

TL:  No; I don’t think so. Every one of them want to take--they mainly--they want a professional 

job. 

 

00:55:11 

KK:  I guess while you’re here since we have some time, can you sort of tell me about your sort 

of a brief sort of your history and why you decided to come here to Clarksdale? Mrs. Li was 
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telling me you first came to Rosedale and--and set up a small business there, I guess just a little 

bit about and sort of why you decided to come to Mississippi? 

 

00:55:41 

TL:  Mainly I was born in Hong Kong and I got a pretty good job but when I change my mind 

because in 1997 in China, with China take over Hong Kong because we under British that’s why 

we--me and wife discussed changed my mind and go change it to--go to United States and but the 

reason we go to Rosedale, Mississippi because it’s a business. We need to survive. With our 

education here they don’t accept it because the British education is not accepted in the United 

States. 

 

00:56:17 

KK:  And I think it was your uncle who told you about the business, I think because Mrs. Li was 

telling me that you had family here before you came-- 

 

00:56:28 

TL:  Yeah. 

 

00:56:28 

KK:  --and your uncle? 

 

00:56:29 

TL:  Yeah; family is my granddaddy in Mississippi that I was the third generation already. 

 

00:56:35 

KK:  Do you know why your grand--your great-granddad came here in the first place? 
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00:56:42 

TL:  I really don’t know. I got no idea. [Laughs] 

 

00:56:44 

KK:  Did he come straight to Mississippi do you remember? 

 

00:56:49 

TL:  Hmm; I’m not really sure but--but now my family is everywhere from east side to west side 

but I don’t know where actually the first step come in.  

 

00:57:00 

KK:  So because I’m wondering if he came to like a big city first like New York or--or LA and 

then--. 

 

00:57:07 

TL:  I think my grandma and my uncle all in Boston, Massachusetts right now.  

 

00:57:14 

KK:  All right; well I guess we were talking a little bit about the store and the neighborhood and 

the customers. I’m wondering if you have anything to add about some of the customers that 

you’ve had. Mrs. Li was telling me that you’ve had a lot of repeat customers for a very long time 

and that you have very loyal customers. 

 

00:57:38 
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TL:  Yeah; that’s true. Most of the customers are long customers; they keep repeat--come--

because they treat like you know a neighborhood store. Everybody knows each other; it’s a little 

bit different with the big stores. 

 

00:57:52 

KK:  Well I guess the organization I’m with is the Southern Foodways Alliance, so we were 

talking a bit about food and I’m wondering if you have any particular--because Mrs. Li, you 

know tells me that she cooks a lot of American food. Is there any particular dish that you like for 

her to cook or that you like to eat? 

 

00:58:16 

TL:  You know mostly when she cooks I eat. I cannot say no [Laughs]. 

 

00:58:22 

KK:  I’m actually kind of curious about how you learned how--because Mrs. Li was telling me 

that you sort of taught yourself and--as well as your uncle taught you how to sort of run the 

business here, because before you had a sort of an office job and then when you came here, I'm 

curious to know how you learned how to cut the meat. I saw you yesterday and today back there 

cutting the meat. Mrs. Li was telling me that your uncle taught you but that for the most part you 

sort of taught yourself and--. 

 

00:58:52 

TL:  Yeah; that’s true. Most of the time I do it--I learn myself because old-fashioned way , I 

don’t know; they just tell you their experience but they got no training for that. I need a manual 

for myself.  
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00:59:06 

KK:  And so I’m wondering how much your uncle helped because Mrs. Li was telling me that 

you took over from your uncle and you bought this store from your uncle in I guess it was ’84--

’85. 

 

00:59:21 

ML:  Ninety-five. 

 

00:59:22 

TL:  Yeah; ’95.  

 

00:59:24 

KK:  And so how much did he teach you or I guess you--I guess you were telling me that you 

basically taught yourself how to--? 

 

00:59:35 

TL:  I think mostly before I take over, I already did know how to cut the meat. When I owned the 

other store I really learned myself.  

 

00:59:42 

KK:  Oh back in Rosedale? 

 

00:59:43 

TL:  Yes; that’s right.  

 

00:59:46 
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KK:  All right; well I-- 

 

00:59:50 

TL:  But can I have a personal question? I want to know the east side people, how they look 

about the southern people? 

 

00:59:58 

KK:  Well are you talking--asking me personally? 

 

01:00:01 

TL:  Yeah. 

 

01:00:02 

KK:  Well I’m actually even though I go to school in Philadelphia, I--my family is from Little 

Rock, so I have family in Little Rock and that’s why I know a little bit about it and the 

organization that I’m with at Ole Miss sort of studies Southern food and Southern food culture. 

And so this project that we have here is sort of important to know about sort of how immigration 

has affected Southern food culture and Southern food history. And the Chinese American grocers 

have a big part of that because they’ve been around for a very long time. And there’s a very 

important history of Chinese Americans here in the Delta here in Clarksdale that I wanted to--. 

 

01:00:58 

TL:  Oh because I--I thought maybe it was politics and now you tell me it’s cooking.  

 

01:01:03 

KK:  Well it’s--it’s a little bit of both I guess. 
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01:01:09 

TL:  Yeah; well mainly I'm interested about the politic part. [Laughs] 

 

01:01:12 

KK:  Oh I see. Well I guess--well if you’re interested in the politics and policy I’m wondering 

what you sort of think about the--sort of the politics of running the market and running a small 

business here and I’m wondering if you have anything to say about some of the stresses, some of 

the hardships that you face here as a Chinese American and in the South if you have any sort of 

hardships that you faced when you were operating the store. 

 

01:02:00 

TL:  Actually in my--in this store here it’s okay. We--the relations are real good for the--all the 

customers because we almost go to the major society. We--everything has changed but when 

they--when we grow you know it’s under British already; it’s Western style. That’s why we come 

by here; we’ve got no trouble. 

 

01:02:21 

KK:  Do you--I’m wondering if you know when you came here when you were in Rosedale and 

here if you perhaps know any other Chinese grocers or did you interact with any of them? Did 

you talk to them any? 

 

01:02:38 

TL:  No; mainly we--I think it got a culture of different and mainly I see the Chinese who were 

here from China or the real old generation Chinese, and we just from that time we were the new 

generation. There is a gap; we cannot communicate. 
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01:02:57 

KK:  I see; yeah so I guess there is a gap between your--between the sort of older and the new 

immigrants. And there is sort of--I guess you guys are sort of in the middle because you’ve been 

here for a very long time but you’re not you know--. 

 

01:03:15 

TL:  Yeah; that’s exactly what you tell [Laughs].  

 

01:03:18 

KK:  Yeah; well I guess before we end if there’s anything that you would like--that you both 

would like to add? 

 

01:03:28 

TL:  I still want to add a little bit but mainly--mainly I asked you about the east side and south 

because of my kids. When they go to--when they go to Medical on the east side and everybody in 

their town--where they come from. Why the east side people, the kids tell--when they heard we 

were from Mississippi they laugh at it and turn around and walk out. I said is there something 

wrong with Mississippi or--? 

 

01:03:52 

KK:  No, no; I guess it’s just well--I can't speak for a lot of east coast people but I guess that has 

to do with the sort of stereotypes that Mississippi carries with it and people just don’t know what 

it’s really like here I guess. And so that’s why people carry those sort of negative ideas about 

Mississippi. 
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01:04:22 

TL:  Maybe; most I heard is negative about that. Most of the negative about Mississippi, I’ve 

heard; my kids come back and told me. They said they asked my kids--they said Mississippi 

people got shoes on; do they know what’s the computer; and they still got slaves? That’s real 

funny. 

 

01:04:39 

KK:  Hmm; that’s--yeah I guess that’s unfortunate. 

 

01:04:42 

TL:  Uh-hm. 

 

01:04:43 

KK:  Oh I guess before we end, how I learned about this store was through a newspaper article in 

the Clarksdale Register about the--yeah about the shooting of a movie. Can you tell me a little bit 

about that? I think the movie is called The Help. 

 

01:05:00 

TL:  Yeah; that’s the movie about The Help, the same thing, about back to ‘60s the--the black 

maid about the--some of the--what? 

 

01:05:12 

ML:  Working in the white family yeah; for the white family, the black maid working with the 

white family but this is a best-selling book in 2009. And this is everybody say this is a good book 

and this character is very outstanding and she was so brave to--to tell the feeling of the maid. I 

think it’s--it’s a good time to let Mississippi be recognized. 
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01:05:37 

KK:  And I’m wondering what--why they chose this store because they’re going to be shooting 

here in this store and I think at first you were a little hesitant, right? 

 

01:05:48 

TL:  Yeah; because the manager told me--because of the size of the store, just like back to ‘60s 

and most of the store is up-to-date and this store the size and the style was still keep right at ’60. 

That’s why he said he cannot find in Mississippi--I’m the only one that can--you know match his 

request. 

 

01:06:09 

KK:  Yeah; so it must be really busy now that you know because I think yesterday you were 

telling me that you guys were going to be pretty busy you know getting everything ready and 

cleaning up? 

 

01:06:16 

TL:  Yeah; that’s mainly right there. This store mainly is for famous on the meat, the heavy meat, 

beef all the way from north--from Mississippi all the way down to South Jackson. We’ve got 

special orders; that’s why we always be special holidays and weekend or something. 

 

01:06:36 

KK:  So are you going to have to close the store for filming or are they going to work around 

your schedule? 

 

01:06:42 
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TL:  Yeah; they will close the store--we will close the store for probably around four days.  

 

01:06:48 

KK:  Well all right. Well I guess before we end if there is anything else you’d--if there is 

anything else you’d like to add? 

 

01:06:56 

ML:  Uh-um; that’s--that’s all we want. I just want everybody to think about Mississippi it’s not 

as they thought. Yeah; we--we get a lot of good size, good things about Mississippi and should 

help Mississippi people get proud of themselves, whatever. They got it; they born in Mississippi, 

and I don’t want the outside world to think Mississippi is not--as they thought like that.  

 

01:07:21 

KK:  Yeah; and I mean this is a wonderful store and it is still sort of--you know it looks like you 

know it’s been around for a long time and I’m wondering actually before we go, I’m wondering if 

you wanted to sort of--why you didn't make it look newer or why you didn't remodel it, was that 

sort of a conscious choice? Did you like that it looked you know like it did in the ‘60s? 

 

01:07:45 

TL:  That’s one reason I like it; I make it go back to ’60 and plus the customer most around that 

age and I need to match the age they like. that’s why the music--the music you heard all the back 

to ‘60s, too. 

 

01:07:59 

KK:  Oh I see; oh that’s nice. So I guess for a large part, your clientele that your customers are--

are older? 
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01:08:07 

TL:  Yeah; kind of older and mainly the family--comes from families generation and generation.  

 

01:08:14 

KK:  All right; well thank you very much Mr. and Mrs. Li for letting me take some time away 

from your busy schedule and yeah thanks so much. 

 

01:08:24 

ML:  Oh you’re welcome. 

 

01:08:25 

[End Monica and Tony Li Interview] 

 


