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INTRODUCTION 

The Center for Oral History (COH), a unit of the Social Science Research Institute at the University of 
Hawai'i at Manoa, was established in 1976. Its major function is to research, conduct, transcribe, edit, 
and disseminate oral history interviews with persons possessing knowledge about Hawai'i's past COH 
seeks to provide present and future researchers with first-person, primary-source documents with which 
to write history from a diversity of perspectives. 

COH also produces educational materials (books, articles, newsletters, brochures, etc.) bas¢ on the 
interviews, presents lectures on local history, conducts classes and workshops on oral history 
methodology, and serves as a clearinghouse for oral history research relating to Hawai'i. 

Reflections of Piilama Settlement is a two-volume set featuring life histories of individuals whose lives 
reflect the efforts of Palama Settlement. Twenty-nine individuals recall their life experiences and 
articulate the significance the settlement has had for themselves and others in twentieth-century 
Hawai'i. 

... there are kids and young people today that will never forget Piilama. They 
always say the same thing I say, 'Piilama is part of my heart,' it will never leave 
because that was during the prime time of my life. -John E. Sharp 

... we were on welfare and everything at that time. Growing up there [Piilama 
neighborhood) I met a lot of different people. We had people who 
would--gangsters in that area, some prostitution going on. We had a lot of things 
like that going on, you know, shooting. But what really helped us was athletics. / 
had a lot of my friends there. And they were in athletics. So Piilama Settlement 
was our saving grace. So we had a place of refuge. We would go there to get 
away from the other elements. -Don Snyder 

I think that the youth programs [at Piilama Settlement] were significantly 
important to a great many people who are now adults. I think it changed a lot of 
their lives. And I think it enhanced a lot of their lives. I think it allowed the kids 
who were then kids to believe, 'Hey, maybe I can. Nobody, like me ever did this 
before, but now I can.' And I think that it was significant. -Earlene Piko 

I really am grateful that I had the opportunity to play and work at Piilama. i 
started out really playing. The staff that I had the pleasure of working with, and 
playing with, and all, it was different groups of people, yeah? Through the years. 
But I'm very grateful for that experience. That certainly impacted on my life, and 
who I am today. -Janet Nakashima 

. . . if you look at the history of people that went through the settlement, every 
single one will tell you that Piilama Settlement had made a big impact on them. 
-Fituina F. Tua 
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Background and Methodology 
In 1996, as part of the 100th anniversary of the establishment of Palama Settlement, a centennial 
committee was formed to commemorate the event. The committee, composed of present and 
former Palama Settlement staff members and program participants, was chaired by Paula Rath, 
granddaughter of James Arthur Rath, Sr., the settlement's first director. 

In addition to holding a reunion luau and other festive events, the committee strongly felt that the 
history of Palama Settlement needed to be documented and shared. Previous archival efforts 
involved the collection and preservation of artifacts, historical photographs, settlement records, 
newspaper clippings, promotional brochures, and monographs. However, little documentation on 
the personal experiences and thoughts of settlement employees and participants existed. 

Inspired by the many contacts made and friendships renewed by the centennial celebration, Paula 
Rath and her parents, Robert H. Rath, Sr., who lived on the grounds of the settlement and served 
on its board of trustees, and Jacqueline J. Rath, the settlement' s archivist, approached COH 
director Warren Nishimoto with the idea of doing an oral history project. 

The Raths and Robert T. Omura, executive director of Palama Settlement, met with Nishimoto and 
COH Research Coordinator Michi Kodama-Nishimoto to discuss the scope, focus, time frame, and 
cost of an oral history project on Palama Settlement. 

It was decided that audiotaped life history interviews would be conducted with individuals who 
bad long and significant associations with the settlement: executive directors, staff and volunteers 
(i.e., social workers, clerical workers, instructors, athletic coaches, counselors, health care 
providers, etc.), participants and clients (i.e., children, young adults, and others who have 
benefitted from Palama Settlement's dental, medical, and social services), and other key 
individuals with knowledge of the day-to-day and long-term operations of the settlement. 

After an agreement was drawn up between Palama Settlement and the University of Hawai'i, COH 
staff began culling relevant written information about the settlement. 

The centennial committee provided COH with a list of potential interviewees. Interviewees and 
other resource persons also contributed names to the list, supplemented by those noted in written 
sources by COH. 

Following untaped preliminary interviews, twenty-nine individuals were selected for taping. The 
selection was based on their depth and breadth of knowledge, their ability to articulate life 
experiences, and their willingness to participate as interviewees. 

The interviews were conducted by COH staff: Warren Nishimoto, Michi Kodama-Nishimoto, and 
Holly Yamada. Interviews were conducted at the interviewees' homes, their workplaces, or the 
University of Hawai'i, between October 1996 and April 1998. Each individual was interviewed for 
at least ninety minutes, some for as long as four hours. 

Interviewees were asked about: their involvement in the development of Palama Settlement; the 
settlement's goals and accomplishments; daily life experiences in the community of Palama; the 
settlement's impact on individuals and communities; and attitudes toward past, present and future 
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development of the settlement and its surrounding communities. Because interviewees were asked 
to comment on experiences and incidents oftentimes specific to their own lives, no set 
questionnaire was followed. 

The interviews were transcribed almost verbatim by COR-trained student transcribers. The 
transcripts, audio-reviewed to correct omissions and mistranscriptions, were edited slightly for 
clarity and historical accuracy. 

The transcripts were then sent to the interviewees for their review and approval. Interviewees were 
asked to verify names and dates and clarify statements where necessary. COH incorporated the 
interviewees' changes into the final version. 

Prior to publication, the interviewees read and signed a legal document allowing the University of 
Hawai 'i Center for Oral History and the general public scholarly and educational use of the transcripts. 

The Interviewees 
The following is a list of individuals interviewed for this oral history project: 

Bettie Witzel Burner, social worker and settlement resident 
Bertha K. Y. Char, program participant 
Wai Sinn Char, dentist at Strong-Carter Dental Clinic 
Edward "Skippa' " Diaz, program participant 
Harry Fujinaka, program participant 
LorinT. Gill, social worker and executive director (1964-69) 
Martha Hohu, program participant 
Margaret lizaki, secretary and settlement resident 
Jennie Lee In, social worker 
Moses W. "Moke" Kealoha, trustee and program participant 
James Koo, program participant and student employee 
Karel A. Ling, social worker and supervisor 
Kenneth K. M. Ling, social worker and athletic coach 
Harry Mamizuka, athletic coach and instructor 
Kiyoshi "Knuckles" Matsuo, social worker and athletic director 
Jack T. Nagoshi, executive director (1962-64) 
Bertha Lee Nahoopii, recreation instructor and athletic director 
Janet Nakashima, social worker and settlement resident 
Barbara Paresa, program participant 
Earlene Piko, social worker, programs coordinator, and settlement resident 
Robert H. Rath, Sr., settlement resident, trustee, and program participant 
John E. Sharp, youth counselor, athletic coach, and settlement resident 
Francis Sing, program participant and student employee 
Don Snyder, program participant 
Masato Sugihara, program participant 
Jerry Tarutani, judo instructor, trustee, and program participant 
Fituina F. Tua, program participant 
Alma Watanabe, arts and crafts department director 
Jeff Yamashita, trustee and program participant 
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Historical Background 
On June 2, 1896, Honolulu philanthropist P.C. Jones built a chapel at the comer of King and Liliha 
streets in Pilama, O'ahu. Located west of Nu'uanu Stream, near Downtown Honolulu, Palama was 
home to mostly working-class Hawaiian families. Palama Chapel, a part of Central Union Church, 
offered a Sunday school, prayer meetings, other spiritual activities, a kindergarten, and a choral 
society. 

Across Nu'uanu Stream, east of Palama, stood Chinatown, where thousands of immigrants lived in 
crowded, squalid conditions. In 1900, as Honolulu health officials attempted to rid the area of bubonic 
plague, a house frre raged out of control and destroyed a four-block section. Displaced residents were 
forced to leave Chinatown and take up residence in newly-built tenements in Palama, changing the 
physical, social, and economic make-up of the community. 

Many of the homes that were there-! don't recall any homes there were just [single
family homes]-were community living. Lots of people packed into that area because, 
remember, there was panic when so many homes and so many people were displaced 
that things were thrown up (quickly) for people to live in. Expediency was the rule. 
Get something built quickly and move 'em in. Most of them, lot of them, had common 
cooking facilities . They didn't have their own kitchens . . .. It was a jam-packed 
tenement area. -Robert H. Rath, Sr. 

These changes forced Central Union Church, the sponsors of Palama Chapel, to rethink its original 
mission. After the chapel was transferred to the Hawai'i Evangelical Association, it was decided that it 
become part of the American settlement movement which began with New York City's University 
Settlement in 1886 and Chicago's Hull-House, founded by social reformer Jane Addams in 1889 . 

. . . settlement houses existed in England, before they did in the U.S. and when Jane 
Addams saw the sweatshop conditions and the abuse and exploitations of the 
immigrants, it was middle-class, or wealthy do-gooders, who bought a place in the 
midst of the ghetto and moved in. And then sent their kids to the neighborhood schools 
and did their own knocking on doors. And having connections with the society 
structure, they could get things for the neighborhood that the local people couldn't 
get. And that was the settlement house deal, . . . -Lorin T. Gill 

The Honolulu Advertiser writer Will Hoover, in a June 2, 1996 article commemorating Palama 
Settlement's centennial, wrote: 

Unlike other charitable methods, settlement houses were regarded as independent 
instruments of social reform. Charities did 'for'; settlements did 'with.' Users were not 
'needy clients' but 'neighbors' building a better community for themselves. 

Officials of the Hawai 'i Evangelical Association searched for a resident director or "head worker" who 
could establish a settlement house at Palama Chapel for the benefit of the indigent population. 

James Arthur Rath, Sr., an India-born Brit working as a social worker in Springfield, Massachusetts, 
was recruited to become the frrst head worker. Beginning in 1905, Rath and his wife, Ragna Helsher 
Rath, proceeded to turn Palama Chapel into a settlement house. Renamed Palama Settlement, it 
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became a chartered, independent, non-sectarian organization receiving contributions from the islands' 
elite. 

. . . they called them 'settlement houses,' the philosophy being that the head worker, 
as they called them, settled in the community. Instead of going in to spend the day 
working and coming out, they settled in, raised their families there and in that way 
learned, one, what the people needed, two, gained their confidence so that they could 
help them fulfill their needs, and then, three, went ahead and designed programs for 
exactly what the people needed. So they were settlers and therefore they called them 
settlement houses. Which is what the origin of Pdlama Settlement was because my 
father and my mother settled there and all five of us children were born and raised in 
our home in the settlement. -Robert H. Rath, Sr. 

The Raths immediately went to work at the King and Liliha streets site, establishing the territory's flrst 
public nursing department, a day-camp for children with tuberculosis, a pure milk depot, a day 
nursery, a night school, and low-rent housing. In 1908, an indoor swimming pool was opened, and a 
year later, a gymnasium and bowling alley were built above it Later, outdoors, a playground, tennis 
court, and basketball court were added. In 1916, the Palama Settlement Athletic Association was 
formed. 

They (coaches) had their compassion. You see, there were so many kids over there ... 
he would set a time. 'Okay, all the guys that are going to practice, from here to here. 
Time.' He wouldn't supervise, he'd just say, 'Okay, you guys go so many laps. How 
fast or how slow, doesn't matter, but you go so many laps.' I mean, they had no 
training as coaches, so all they did was, okay, what they thought, yeah? They even 
had a poolroom over there. No paying, but it was well supervised, everybody orderly. 
And I think one thing too, that although the menfolk who were there working, weren't 
actually coaches, they tried to keep the young people on the right track. 
-Masato Sugihara 

After a territorywide fund-raising effort, Palama Settlement in 1925 moved to its present 
location-with nine buildings spread over eight acres of Iand-on Vineyard and Palama streets. 

Over the years, a medical clinic, an outpatient clinic, and the Strong-Carter Dental Clinic were 
established along with annual circuses, athletic competitions, social and community-service clubs, 
boardinghouses for women, and a preschool. Classes and events relating to athletics, music, arts, and 
vocations were also offered. 

Good guys. They [Palama Settlement's coaches} were strict. They caught us doing 
something wrong, they tell us. And we'd get (chuckles) our pants kicked or something. 
And they made us go straight. Wilder Parker, same thing. We were afraid of him, yet 
we respected him. And when he gave you a kick in the pants, you deserved it. So you 
don't want to get another one . .. Palama used to have the emblem, winged P, sports. 
To earn one of those, you have to be a member of the team. When you got one, you 
were proud of it, very proud of it. You wore a Palama wing P shirt, that's it, man. 
You made it. You made the grade. Lot of them didn't make it. -James Koo 
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With committed personnel, a first-class physical plant, a holistic, family- and community-centered 
philosophy of helping the needy, and innovative programs, Palama Settlement became a significant 
social force. Many who spent their adolescence and young adulthood there in the 1930s and 1940s 
remember the facilities and programs made available to them. 

In the main building, of course you had the swimming pool, we had a locker room, 
and most of us took shower at Palama. You didn't take a shower at home because you 
go in the tub .... You know, get the pot, pour water over your head, rub the soap. 
Then get out of that, pour some more water, and then go outside the house, get the 
hose. Whereas if you went to Palama, you get hot and cold shower. So most of the 
people went to Palama to take a bath. And we had a playroom with billiards, we had 
pool table, Ping-Pong. Then in the main building we had arts and crafts . ... the 
Palama staff people, they never ran out of patience. Down to the janitor, the night 
watchman even. That's the kind people they had around there, and they all poor 
people. But the kids were first. -Moses W. "Moke" Kealoha 

There were swimming classes, besides the free swim. There were classes in home 
ec[onomics), young people as well as the elderly. In the day--1 was telling you about 
some of the immigrant Japanese women that would go into smaller groups and do 
cooking classes. Again, the art classes. There were some that were specially for 
ceramics only, or for painting only. And there was music, group singing. Across 
[Vineyard] Street there was the preschool. Oh, there were also groups for Boy Scouts, 
there were judo classes. These were staffed by volunteers, and some were paid. There 
was woodwork class in the back of the gym. -Jennie Lee In 

World War II and the postwar era brought about widespread changes in Hawai'i's social, economic, 
and political situation. These developments, in turn, led to changes in the way social agencies such as 
Palama Settlement addressed community needs. 

Observers noted that Palama Settlement was departing from its original settlement house philosophy 
by offering programs in return for payment and catering to a broad cross section of people regardless 
of where they lived. 

In 1962, the Palama Settlement board of trustees commissioned a team of four consultants, chaired by 
Harleigh B. Trecker, dean of the School of Social Work at the University of Connecticut, to examine 
and report on the settlement's mission, programs, departments, staff, volunteers, and clientele. The 
fifty-page document, referred to as the ''Trecker report," brought to light shortcomings associated with 
the settlement's growth and community change. It called upon the settlement's programs to be more 
"people-centered" rather than "activity-centered," stressing more human and community needs as 
opposed to uncoordinated, departmentalized activities. 

The Trecker report led to the board's dismissal of Palama Settlement's executive director Arne E. 
Larson. He was eventually replaced by social worker Jack T. Nagoshi whose task was to implement 
many of the Trecker report recommendations: 

The settlement house started off with the needs of the community, way back 
then ... Mr. James A. Rath' s regime. They dealt essentially with immigrants. And 
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immigrants came from China, Philippines, Japan and so on. Mostly from the Far East. 
And they had needs: health, welfare, education. They had many needs. The settlement 
house attempted to help these individuals to assimilate as they come in. That was 
looking at the problems of the community, doing something here at the settlement 
house. They can't do everything, but they can do something. Part of the pie, kind of 
thing. And that was great. As time went on, the needs grew in leaps and bounds, not 
only for kids but for adolescents and the young adults and the adults, and even the 
elderly, . . . -Jack T. Nagoshi 

The Trecker report supposedly became the bible for the trustees to change the 
program into what they were talking about. I was on the board and familiar with the 
Trecker report. And a lot of it, I think, said, 'You've got to ·get more community 
oriented. You should have more trustees from the community on the board, and do a 
lot of outreach soul searching so you get programs that are relevant to your 
community . . . .' Yeah, the Trecker report became pretty much the bible in trying to 
rework programs. -Robert H. Rath, Sr. 

Implementation of the Trecker report's recommendations resulted in a return to the settlement house 
philosophy of serving mainly the needy of the neighborhood rather than the entire island. 

The decades of the 1960s and 1970s were periods of re-evaluation, adjustment, and growth, thanks 
mainly to the recommendations of the Trecker report and the large-scale social and economic programs 
being implemented nationally. President Lyndon B. Johnson's social welfare platform, in the form of 
civil rights and anti-poverty legislation, brought large amounts of federal monies to Palama Settlement, 
which in turn created local programs geared to at-risk youth and community development 

I started working at Palama in the 1960s through the Economic Opportunity Act at 
that time, the federal government money. Then, I went in as what they called an 
aggressive worker. In other words, those were workers who worked on the streets with 
the kids in Mayor Wright [Homes] and the Kalihi-Pdlama area. Fortunately, because 
of my sports, having been able to work in that area, I did have a smooth transition to 
the kids there. Plus, I was big, and that always helps, working in that area. They like 
size. Plus I coached, and I enjoyed coaching, so I was able to work with the kids. I 
started coaching basketball at first, working with some of the gang kids, getting them 
organized. We were fortunate. We were able to be very successful. -Kenneth K.M. Ling 

Then we came to the problem of drugs. How we going to deal with drugs? The money 
is out there for drug [programs], right? From federal, from state, from everybody. 
Okay, what kind of programs can we put together? Started first with law violations 
groups. This was the beginning of the in-community treatment [program] . .. . And 
these kids came from all over O'ahu. They didn't just come from our area. They were 
referred to us by the courts. This was set up with the [family) court system . . . . We 
had awfully good trainers come from the Mainland, or Palama sent us to the 
Mainland . . . . We used our behavior mod[ification] there. We used our point system 
[to reward the kids for) coming in not so loaded. You can come in even if you were on 
your drug. You were not told to go home. You can come in ifyou can't function, you 
lay down in the corner and go to sleep, but you be there because you're court-ordered 
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here, you know. So they would come in . ... And then they'd spend the day in the 
learning center doing their work. They would have group [activities} for an hour, and 
we would go over these things if they were able to. If they weren't, they still stayed 
with us. And after a while, they got to the point where they wanted to do better 
themselves, so they would come less and less on their drugs so that they would be able 
to do their work. And it was very interesting to watch that happen. -Karel A. Ling 

I think we did make some significant breakthroughs theoretically. I think that the idea 
of a learning center ... in two years everybody was having a learning center. I think 
the idea of the total person instead of treating an ailment, yeah? . ... And recognizing 
that the needs of the body and the spirit and the soul and the mind are significant 
precursors of behavior. I think we really did pioneer that. I think we ran with it hard. 
I think we made the biggest impact because of our connection with the [family] court 
and with the significant people who believed that it was worth taking a shot on . ... 
But they believed so strongly in what they were doing and were so committed to the 
youth of the state . ... Don't waste these kids. Don't waste them so we have to take 
care of them forever, yeah? So, I guess that's as much as we could do with a little 
agency. We had big history and that gave you a lot of courage because if you think 
way back when, people at Piilama had enough nerve to do this, this, and this, right? 
-Earlene Piko 

I remember sitting back, thinking about how much hurt I put on my family, my mom 
dragging me to court, and my father having to take time off from work, and so forth. 
Something happened. I just said, 'This is it. I can't do this anymore.' ... And that's 
when the changes began to occur, both in school as well as the sports. Yeah. And 
when I got to the Piilama Settlement, the settlement was just unbelievable. I mean, the 
opportunity to learn in areas of reading, math, science. Those were excellent core 
areas. And then the biggest thing at Piilama was the training table. I mean, if there 
was an incentive, other than playing sports, it was the training table. Honest. When 
you come from a large family the portions are always the same. Piilama was different 
like, 'Oh, I can't wait to get there.' (Laughs) I mean, they had a shower room, 
uniform room, they had everything. All you had to do was earn it. And in order to 
play, you had to earn your grades. And you were well fed, you had all the programs 
there that you needed. You couldn't go wrong. -Fituina F. Tua 

Many of the programs survive today: Pakolea, a behavior modification program built around sports 
participation and academics; the in-community treatment program which aids court-referred youth 
offenders; and neighborhood development, an advocacy program for the community, particularly 
residents of nearby public housing projects, Mayor Wright Homes and Ka'ahumanu Homes. 

Palama Settlement today-a smaller one than that of the 1950s due to the widening of Vineyard 
Boulevard and the construction of the H-1 Freeway-faces many difficult challenges. Immigrants from 
Southeast Asia, the Philippines, and the Pacific Islands have been moving into the Palama area at an 
increasing rate. The population that the settlement now serves has changed from that served in 
previous generations. The settlement must meet the needs of these new immigrant families and 
continue to survive as a nonprofit, nongovernmental agency dedicated to helping needy families and 
at-risk youths. 
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I think the complexion of the community has changed. 'Cause it's more [recent] 
immigrants. And the people that lived there (before), like us, all moved out. Not all, 
most of them moved out. So it's not like a community that was born there, born and 
raised. So you get people coming in--transients, immigrants . .. J guess they don't 
have an identity. Lilce when you say Paloma to the old-timers of Pdlama, wow, you 
can talk story all day. When you say Pdlama to people [today] it's just a settlement, a 
place to go play basketball. You know what I'm saying? It's not a home-identity. I'm 
not saying all, some people might have identity, but I think the majority of them don't 
have that feeling . So for Paloma to have programs, they have good programs, and not 
everybody takes part in it, or gets involved, or participates like we used to. The 
community before was really, well, that was the center. Now it's not the center, I don't 
believe it is. It's trying to be . . . -Jeff Yamashita 

I don't know what the future of [Paloma Settlement] is, but as long as it's low income 
and as long as low income frequently equates with unemployment and single-parent 
families there's going to be a need for something within wallcing distance. And 
settlement houses are so flexible in their basic charter program that they can always 
be looking down the road to see the emerging need and designing something for it. 
This is where the creativity and social programs come from. -Lorin T. Gill 

Sixty-nine-year-old Moses W. Kealoha, still active with fund-raising efforts for the settlement, 
concludes: 

To conduct the program at the level of achievement that you had in the past, you 
gonna have to have more people. 'Cause today's people don't have the heart that they 
had in the old days. We did everything by heart. Today, you do everything by 
compensation. If big business can compensate those people, I think we could malce the 
program go. They would be supplementing the staff. . .. Right now it's critical . ... 
But we need to be assured that, yeah, we can go for another 50, 100 years. That's my 
really big concern. What we did no mean nothing. What we have to do in the future is 
everything, and I always talk about that . . . . I'm not saying it's a perfect place, but 
it's very commendable for a non-government-funded agency. When I look at the future, 
I say, well, how long will this last? How long will the memories and the teachings, the 
doctrines of the Rath family, how long is it gonna last? That's a big question we have 
to answer ourselves. 

Transcript Usage 
These volumes of transcripts include a glossary of all non-English and Hawai 'i Creole English (HCE) 
words (which are italicized in the transcripts) and a detailed subject/name index. 

There is a series of numbers at the beginning of each transcript. This series includes, in order, a 
project number, audio cassette number, session number, and year the interview was conducted. For 
example, 27-15-1-98 identifies COH project number 27, cassette number 15, recorded interview 
session 1, and the year, 1998. 

' 
The interviewees read their transcripts and were asked to make any deletions or additions they 
considered necessary before releasing them for publication. Interviewee additions/changes are in 
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parentheses ( ). Minor editing for clarification and historical accuracy was done by the COH staff. 
Every attempt was made to not alter the flavor and authenticity of the interviews while editing. COH 
staff additions are noted by brackets [ ]. A three-dot ellipsis indicates an interruption; a four-dot 
ellipsis indicates a trail-off by a speaker. 1bree dashes indicate a false start. 

These transcripts represent statements the interviewees wish to leave for the public record. After 
reviewing and approving publication of the transcripts, the interviewees signed the following 
agreement: 

In order to preserve and make available the history of Hawai'i for present 
and future generations, I hereby give and grant to the University of Hawai'i 
Center for Oral History as a donation for such scholarly and educational 
purposes as the Center Director shall determine, all my rights, title, and 
interest to the tapes and edited transcripts of interviews. 

Transcript Availability 
These transcripts are the primary documents presently available for research purposes. The audio 
cassettes are in storage and not available for use, unless written permission is obtained from the Center 
for Oral History. 

Copies of this transcript volume are available at the following locations: 
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Center for Oral History 
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Hawai'i State Archives 
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