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INTRODUCTION 

The Ethnic Studies Oral History Project, established by legislative 
appropriation in January 1976, was created to record and preserve inter
views with individuals who have recollections of events and personalities 
that would be of value to the community, teachers, students, historians, 
and researchers. 

Special effort is made to record history told by the working men and 
women of all ethnic groups who made Hawaii's land productive, who overcame 
differences between ethnic groups, and whose efforts to better the 
quality of life were realized through struggle and hard work. 

The communities of Waialua and Haleiwa were the focuses of the first 
Ethnic Studies oral history project. Life stories of nine native Hawaiians 
was the second project. Former residents of the Kakaako community were 
interviewed in the third project. Other projects followed including: 
taro farming in Waipio Valley on the Big Island and the 1924 Filipino 
strike on Kauai. This project, on long-term women workers in the pineapple 
industry, is the sixth. 

ESOHP felt a need to conduct a project which concentrated on women 
because women's roles in history have largely been overlooked or dis
torted and because the majority of our own past interviewees had been 
men. Increasingly, around the world, the contributions of women to 
society are being researched. ESOHP chose to focus on women and work; 
more specifically, women in the pineapple canneries and plantations on 
Oahu. This is but one small slice of Hawaii women's experiences; it is 
hoped that this will serve as an impetus for further studies of Hawaii's 
women. 

Background on Women's Employment in the Pineapple Industry 

In 1900, approximately 6,125 women, or 19.3% of women over the age of 14 
in Hawaii were employed. Over the decades, more and more women went to 
work so that in 1970, 122,924 women or 46.5% of women over 14 years of 
age were in the labor force. 1 These thousands of women have filled jobs 
in almost every type of work--domestic, agricultural, industrial, and 
professional. 

Hawaii's pineapple industry, begun on a commercial scale in 1903, has 
historically been one of the largest employers of women workers. In 
1912, canneries employed 142 year-round workers and up to 500 more in 
the summer2, or about 6% of the total female labor force. In the summer 
of 1928, over 4,000 women found work in the Territory's 12 pineapple 
canneries.3 This was approximately 23% of the total female labor force · 
at that time. The fields also employed women, but to a lesser extent . 
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The pineapple companies continued to employ thousands of women as the 
industry grew to be the State•s second largest, next to sugar. However, 
in the 196Q•s, tourism and the military became the State•s top industries 
and today only three pineapple companies remain--Del Monte (formerly 
California Packing Corporation) and Dole (formerly Hawaiian Pineapple 
Company) on Oahu, and Maui Land and Pineapple--employing about 1 ,590 
regular workers, most of whom are men, and 3,800 intermittent and seasonal 
workers, most of whom are women.4 . 

Project Description 

Hawaii•s pineapple industry has been very successful financially. The 
pineapple companies produced a 2,000 case pack in 1903.5 At the end of 
World War II, Hawaii produced an 18,000,000 case pack, providing the 
world with 75% of its pineapple. Production peaked in 1956, with a 
30,800,000 case pack. In 1970-7!, a 28,000,000 case pack provided 34% 
of the world•s canned pineapple. In the last few years, despite a decline 
in the volume of pineapple produced--a 20,000,000 case pack in 1977--the 
value of Hawaii•s pineapple sales remains high. Fresh pineapple sales 
have been on the increase as well. In 1977, pineapple production was 
the fourth largest source of income to Hawaii, with a sales value of 
$162 million.? 

The companies• success has been due in large part to its women workers, 
most of whom served as packers and trimmers in hot, smelly, deafening 
canneries. 

Jobs in the canneries were sex-linked; cross-overs to jobs traditionally 
assigned to the opposite sex were rare. Women packed and trimmed; men 
ran the machinery or supervised. 

In 19~2, women worked in the canneries 10-14 hours a day at 5-15¢ an 
hour. By 1939, cannery women•s median earnings had risen to 31¢ an 
hour.9 However, the non-salaried female plantation employee•s average 
wage was 22¢ an hour in 1938.10 After a 1947 industry-wide strike, women•s 
wages were $0.80-$1.18 an hour, dependi?g on grade classification; men•s 
wages ranged from $0.90-$1.70 an hour. The wage differential between 
men and women was eliminated in 1972. According to the current union 
contract, wages range from $4.88 to $7.225 per hour for both men and 
women although there are very few women in the higher labor grades. The 
minimum wage for non-covered seasonals is $3 . 04.12 

The industry provided women with a steady but seasonal source of employ
ment. The seasonal nature of pineapple work had both positive and negative 
features for the women workers. Students and some housewives found that 
summer employment suited their needs well, while others needed or wanted 
year-round employment. The industry also provided an important source of 
social interaction for the women. 

This oral history project studied the roles of long-term women workers 
in Oahu•s pineapple canneries and fields, and the effects of this work on 
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their lives . 

More specifically, an attempt was made to answer the following: 

- why did the interviewees work? 

- why did they work in the pineapple industry? 

- what did their jobs entail? (including descriptions of working 
conditions and the job process itself) 

- how did work in the pineapple industry affect their home lives? 

- how were they affected by outside changes (e.g. the Depression, 
World War II, mechanization, and unionization)? 

- how did the seasonal nature of the pineapple industry affect 
them? 

The focus was on historical information (1920-1960) and the changes the 
women experienced over a long period of time. However, in some cases 
their recent experiences were also discussed . 

Methodology 

Three researcher/interviewers, one full time and two part-time, worked 
on this project. Before interviewing began, research on the Hawaiian 
pineapple industry was done at the University of Hawaii Hawaiian-Pacific 
Collection, the State Archives, and the University of Hawaii Hamilton 
Library microfilm collection. Books, old newspapers, pineapple company 
reports, Department of Labor reports, and student theses were used to 
create a chronology of events relevant to the project. Also, a detailed 
questionnaire was developed for use as a guideline in interviewing. 

xi 

To further interviewers• understanding of the pineapple industry, 
separate informational meetings were held with International Longshore-
men•s and Warehousemen•s Union, Del Monte Corp., and Castle & Cooke officials . 
Tours of Dole cannery were given by the Castle & Cooke Public Relations 
Department and the cannery Preparation Department. A Wahiawa field tour 
was given by the Del Monte Personnel Department . 

A pineapple project advisory committee was formed and met to discuss the 
project•s background research and focus. Ah Quon McElrath, ILWU Social 
Worker; Joyce Najita, UH Industrial Relations Center Director; Franklin 
Ode, UH Ethnic Studies Program Director; and Marian Roffman, UH Women•s 
Studies Program Assistant Professor served on the committee . 

A list of potential interviewees was compiled from various sources, includ
ing Senior Citizens Centers in Honolulu and Wahiawa, the ILWU, advisors, 
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and personal contacts. Unrecorded preliminary interviews were conducted 
in person and by phone with approximately 100 interviewees. Based on 
the results of the preliminary interviews, 16 women were selected for 
in-depth interviewing. 

The women were interviewed for a total of 45 recorded hours. One of the 
women was interviewed off-tape, but near verbatim notes were taken and 
included in these volumes. Six of the women were field workers, 10 were 
cannery workers. Each worked in the canneries or fields for at least 20 
years, and up to 52 years. All but four had served as foreladies. Only 
two are still employed by the pineapple industry. The sample is too 
small and narrow to draw any but very broad conclusions. This oral 
history project points out the potential of doing follow-up projects on 
short-term women pineapple workers, men pineapple workers, women in 
other industries or lines of work, or on women who never worked, for 
comparison with this limited sample. 

Pineapple -Terminology 

Some knowledge of the pineapple plant, its cultivation, and the canning 
process is necessary before reading the transcripts. The pineapple 
industry has its own jargon which could confuse the reader, so some 
terms are defined in this section. Each company has its own procedure 
which may vary from the general one described below. Serious researchers 
should consult the listed bibliographical sources for more details. 

Pineapple plant: 

Slio: 

sucker 

nub 

dried 
leaves 
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The pineapple plant, generally propagated by~ or sucker, takes 20 
months to bear a mature fruit. A year after the plant crop is harvested, 
the same plant will bear fruit again, a ratoon crop. In some instances, 
a second ratoon crop may be gathered in another year. After that, it is 
knocked down, and the cycle is begun again. 

As illustrated below, the fields are arranged in blocks. A block 1s 
bor~ered by roads and greatly varies in lengtn depending upon the space 
ava1lable. Each block has on the average 25 to 30 rows of plants from 
road to road. During the planting season, blocks are subdivided tnto cuts 
Which enable ~lanters tc keep a more accurate COLint of tfie number· of s1Ti)S' 
planted for p1ecework purposes. · 

average 25-30 rows 
per block 

The pineapple tends to ripen during the summer. Thus, there is a need 
for more workers at that time to harvest and can the pineapple. It is 
during the summer that there are two or three shifts of workers at the 
canneries. Off-season work is always day shift. These are the terms 
used for the different categories of workers: regular workers are employed 
on a full time basis the year round whether or not the cannery is running; 
intermittents work whenever the cannery is operating· regardless of the 
time of year; seasonals are hired only for the peak summer season (those 
who have worked over lOO days are now called covered seasonals because 
they are covered by the union contract}; non-regulars are the field 
equivalent of intermittents. Most of the seasonals and intermittents 
are women, while most of the regulars are men. 

The different kinds of field work that women did include: hoe-hana or 
weeding with a hoe; stripping or picking, cleaning, and drying the slips 
for planting material; trimming off tops or removing crowns and packing 
the pineapples in~ boxes; fertilizing the plants with bone meal; 
planting the slips (primarily done by men, except during World War II when 
some women also planted); counting the number of slips planted--
called planting checker; and supervising other workers--called forelady 
( 1 una) . 
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Harvesting, prior to 1947 when the field fruit harvester was introduced 
and put into general use, was done by picking the ripe pineapples and 
placing them in canvas sacks which were slung over each picker•s shoulders. 
The sacks were taken to the nearest roadside and emptied. There, workers 
would trim off the crowns, grade the fruits into three different sizes, and 
pack them into wooden lug boxes. The boxes, holding 12 to 15 pineapples, 
were then loaded onto waiting trucks for transport to the cannery. · 

The appearance of the field fruit harvester greatly changed the harvesting 
process. Pickers follow the moving arm along their assigned row, pick the 
fruits, remove the crowns, and p 1 a~e the fruits on a __ moving conveyor_ be 1t. 
The fruits trav_~l _ alq_ng !_hjs belt _ a_r)d are deposited intc - ~ bin which _is 
then transported directly to the cannery. _ Oth~r jobs which primarily 
involved women--s_tripping, hoe-hana, - and checkiDg-~are-~~-tTif bei-ng done 
oy hand today. - -

(See flow chart on opposite page.) 

This cannery flow chart shows how the fresh fruit is transformed into 
canned fruit. The common fruit sizes are 2-1/2, the largest; 2-tall) 
smaller; and 1-tall, the smallest. The pineapples, sorted by size, are 
fed into the Ginaca machine which cuts off the top and bottom, cores it 
and peels the skin off. The cored cylinder then travels by chain (or 
moving belt, as in the past,) to the trimming table where any remaining 
skin or blemishes are trimmed off by women--and since about 1969, some 
men--wielding sharp knives. Then they put the trimmed pineapples on a 
different chain (or belt). This job has been virtually unchanged since 
the beginning of the industry. 

11 Chain 11 
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~ . 
The trimmed pineapples are automatically rinsed and sliced and proceed by 
belt to the packing table. Packing has undergone several changes over the 
years. Prior to the mid-19So•s, empty cans were stacked on trays and brought 
to the packers by truckers, men or boys with hand carts. A tray boy would 
then place a tray of empty cans in front of the packer after she had filled e 
all the cans on a previous tray. Different women were assigned to pack 
different grades of pineapple, selecting out from the cylinder only the 
proper slices for her grade and leaving the rest. 

• 

• 



• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

I 
• I 

• 

• 

• 

Q) 
r::: .... 
N 
ro 
O'l 
ro 
E 

Vl 
Q) .,.. 
~ 

+.> 
Vl = "0 
r::: -

"0 
0 
0 

1.1.. 

5 
~ 

1+-

"0 
Q) .... 
c: -s.. 
c. 
Q) 

0:: 



xvi 

a. packing grades 

choice 
fancy 

end 

b. broken B's c. tidbits d. chunks 

A ~~ l}}(@ 

fl ~~ 
(I; J) 

e. spears f. stars & bars 

g. picking up the right pine~?ple to trim: 
- -- ------ --- -- - - ----- ---------

Before t:1is system was developed, ttie·u-nfrfmmed p-ineapples came out of the_ 
Ginaca on a belt. Each trimmer was . supposed to- pick up her share 
of the pineapples, but not every one did. This system of spacing the 
pineapples was supposed to facilitate recognition of the trinmer's "own" 
pineapple. In this drawing there would be seven trimmers, and the 
spacing would be called "3-4." 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 



• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

The first girl on the packing table was called the stripper because she 
dropped the end slices of the cylinder down so that they lay flat on 
the belt. The first three or so packers would pack only falcy, Y's, 

xvii 

Grade One, or A's (drawing a.), all names for the perfects ices--. --Choice 
or Grade Two (drawing a.) are the slices with slight imperfections. B's, 
broken B's, and broken slices (drawing b.) all refer to whatever half-STlces 
may be left after the fancy and choice have been packed. Broken B's used 
to be packed into gallon cans or made into tidbits (drawing c.). 

After the mid-1950's, tray boys were phased out and were replaced by a 
wire guideway system that brought the empty cans directly to the packers 
and automatically took the filled cans away. In the last five years or 
so, pineapples have been mechanically packed into cans after several 
women sort out the different grades. Aside from slices and tidbits, 
other pineapple products were made at vifdous times. Chunks (drawing 
d.) are made from thicker slic-es- of pineapple. - Ju-ice is made from the 
bits not suitable for packing and from the trimmings. Whatever the 
Ginaca can scrape from the pineapple skin is made into jam (not preserves), 
or crushed inea le. In the past, canneries have also made spears 
(drawing e. , stars and bars (drawing f.), fruit cocktail, and fresh 
frozen chunks. 

The work of packing and trimming was done by white caps, or ordinary 
workers. At one time, there were relievers or brown caes whose job it 
was to take the place of white caps who had to use the bathroom or who 
fell behind in their work. Above the relievers in rank were the fore
ladies or blue caps who supervised from one to six tables. Usually, three 
section heads helped the head forelady supervise the whole packing or 
trimming procedure. There was one head forelady each for the packing 
side and the trimming side. A male supervised the overall canning 
process . 

How to Use the Transcripts 

Familiarity with the above terms will be helpful when reading the transcripts . 
It would also be useful to read the following appendices: 

- Chronology of events relevant to women's employment and the pineapple 
industry in Hawaii, which was compiled before interviewing began; 
includes a bibliography . 

- Questionnaire used by the interviewers as a guide. 

Table of women's wages in the pineapple industry. 

-Table on women's employment in Hawaii . 

-Table on employment in Hawaii's -p1neapplj -ftidustry-- i§47-=-l- S76~ 

- Photo section with photos of each interviewee and some historical 
photos • 
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There is a glossary of all non-English words used (underlined in transcripts.) e 
With the exception of the words hoe-hana and kaukau, 11 pidgin 11 English 
words are not underlined. In addition, a list of interviewees by age 
and occupation, and a detailed subject index are included in these volumes. 

A biographical summary precedes each interviewee•s transcript. The tape 
number on each transcript corresponds to the number of the cassette tape e 
from which the interview was transcribed. 

All interviewees were encouraged to read their transcripts and make any 
deletions or additions they considered necessary before signing the 
following legal release: 

In order to preserve and make available the history of Hawaii for 
present and future generations, I hereby give and grant to the 
University of Hawaii Ethnic Studies Oral History Project as a 
donation for such scholarly and educational purposes as the Project 
Director shall determine, all my rights, title, and interest to 
the following: Tapes and edited transcripts of interviews recorded 
on (date) , Biographical Data Sheet dated , and Notes of 
Untaped Interviews dated ----

,• 

The majority of the transcripts are almost verbatim from the actual taped 
.interviews. Minor editing was done by the ESOHP staff to make the tran
scripts easier to read. Staff additions are in brackets [ ]. The staff 
made no changes which compromise the flavor and authenticity of the 
interviews. 

In a few cases, certain parts of the transcripts were omitted and the 
corresponding portions of tape erased at interviewee request. A few other 
intervieweees made grammatical or syntactic changes in their transcripts. 
These changes have been incorporated into the final transcript. Interviewee 
additions are in parentheses ( ). These transcripts represent the statements 
which the interviewees wish to leave for the public record. The transcripts 
are available at: 

Oahu 
Hawaii State Library 
Kaimuki Regional Library 
Kaneohe Regional Library 
Pearl City Regional Library 
University of Hawaii at Manoa 

Hamilton Library 
Ethnic Studies Program 

Honolulu Community College Library 
Kapiolani Community College Library 
Leeward Community College Library 
Windward Community College Library 
Hawaii State Archives 
Hawaii Foundation for History and the Humanities 
Ethnic Studies Oral History Project 
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Hawaii 
Hawaii Public Library 
Hawaii Community College Library 
University of Hawaii at Hila 
Kana Community Library 

Kaua i 
Kauai Regional Library 
Kauai Community College Library 

Lanai 
Lanai Community Library 

Maui 
Maui Regional Library 
t~au i Community Co 11 ege Library 

Molokai 
Molokai Community Library 

xix 

The staff of the Ethnic Studies Oral History Project believes that under
standing the contributions of Hawaii •s multi-ethnic working people will 
foster within individuals a positive ethnic identity and an appreciation 
of the proud heritage of all Hawaii •s people. We look forward to continuing 
the work of recording, developing, and popularizing the people•s history 
of Hawaii. 
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Courtesy of Mabel Koluki, ca. 1950's. 

ESOHP Photo, .1979. 
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4 

ESOHP Photo, 1979 . 

5.~--------------------~ 

Courtesy of Sue Kajioka, 1970 . 

1. Helen Barnes, 1979. 

2. Margaret "Nona !I Chang (Center), 
ca. 1950's. 

3. Venicia Guiala, 1979 . 

4. Kame Iwatani, 1979. 

5. Sue Kaj i aka, 1970 . 
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• ESOHP Photo, 1979 . 
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fSOHP Photo, 1979 . 
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Irene Hidalgo preferred not 
to have her photo included . 

6. Mabel Kozuki, 1979 . 

7. Elizabeth Matthews, 1979 . 

8. Ida Milles, 1979. 

9. Adeline Nanio1e, 1979. 

10. Motoe Nihei, 1979 . 

ESOHP Photo, 1979 . 

ESOHP Photo, 1979 . 
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• 
ESOHP Photo, 1979. 

ESOHP Photo, 1979. 

12 . 

• 11. Liiko Nouchi, 1979. 

12. Emma Peneku, 1979. 

13. Julia Souza, 1979 . 

• 14. Sukino Tanda, 1979. 

15. Yone Taniguchi, 1977 . 

• 15. 

13 . 
ESOHP Photo, 1979. 
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• 
Courtesy of Yone Taniguchi, 1977 . 

• 
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• 17. 
Reprinted from the Pine Parade, ca. 1950. . . 

• 

• 

• 
Reprinted from the Pine Parade, ca. 1950 . 

• Reprinted from the 
Paradise of the Pacific, 1936. 

16. Women field workers 
stripping pineapple 

• s 1 ips, ca . 1950. 

17. Workers picking and 
carrying out pine-
apples, ca. 1936. 

• 18 . Worker trimming off 
crown and packing 
pineapples in lug 
boxes, ca. 1950. 

19. Workers picking pine- Reprinted from the Pine Parade, ca. 1950. 

• apples with the aid of 
the field fruit har-
vester, ca. 1950. 
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20. Women workers trimming pineapples, ca. 1920 . 

State Archives Photo, ca. 1920. 
21. Women workers packing pineapple slices; tray boys at side, ca." 1920 . 
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23 . 

"ESOHP Photo, 1979 . 
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ESOHP Photo, 1979 . 

22. Women workers packing 
pineapple slices, ca. 
1920s . 

23. Women workers 
trimming pineapples; 
Forelady at blackboard, 
1979 . 

24. Women workers packing 
~ineapple slices, 1979. 
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26. Hawaiian Pineapple 
Company (Hapco, 
later Dole Co.) 
cannery at peak 
season, ca. 1950 . 

Courtesy of Mabel Kozuki, ca. 1930 . 
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25. Head forelady, Mary 
Kunani (center), and 
assistants at Hapco 
cannery; Vicky Hanaike 
(front row, second 
from left) and Mabel 
Kozuki (front row, 
fourth from left), 
ca. 1930 . 

27, "Jolly Packers" 
party; Elizabeth 
Matthews (second 
from left bottom), 
ca . 1950 . 
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