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(LL1-054) by Barbara Earth and Linda Lambrecht

This adds to the final report of the project “History of Hawai‘i Sign Language and Deaf Lives
of the Past,” funded by Hawai‘i Council on the Humanities (HCH), Gallaudet Research
Institute (GRI), and Dept. of Linguistics, University of Hawai‘i-Manoa.

Year of project: 2012-2013
Addendum submitted by Barbara Earth Nov. 15,2021 (Barb.earth@gmail.com)

There were two errors in the original paper. I would like to correct them, make two
clarifications, and include additional notes on, and results of, the project.

Corrections:

1. The reporting of a Deaf wedding (p. 6 in the paper) was a mistake. The wedding was
indeed reported in the Evening Bulletin in 1911. But eventually I discovered that the
official who performed the wedding resided in Los Angeles, not Honolulu. Someone put
the item into the Honolulu paper, but the wedding did not take place in Honolulu. There
were wealthy American Deaf individuals living in Honolulu at that time, but not such a
large and cohesive Deaf community to attend such a wedding.

2. The second mistake is that the two-handed alphabet was not part of the old sign
language (p. 6 in the paper). It actually was a fad in the 1940s and 1950s. Betty Tatsuta,
the oldest consultant (born 1921), said it came from a Boy Scout book. Both hearing and
Deaf people knew it. Deaf boys learned it in the Boy Scout troop at the Deaf school.
Sometimes Deaf ppl played with it, like spelling their name using it, but they never used
it for communication in their sign language. After 1939, the American Sign Language
alphabet was adopted by Hawai‘i Deaf people and they used it for communication. I
think the mistake originated with Lambrecht seeing her older brothers playing with it
(they got it either in Boy Scouts or in school) and thinking it was part of the old sign
language. This is reported in a subsequent paper, available at
http://hdl.handle.net/10125/65931
A brief movie of several consultants discussing the two-handed alphabet can be seen
here: http://hdl.handle.net/10125/64985

Note: some of the HSL percentages given below may be artificially high because
Lambrecht counted partial knowledge of the two-handed alphabet (some reciting of it,
not spelling with it) as evidence of “old” signing.

Clarifications and correct spelling of Hawaiian words:

1. The statement that “lexicostatistical comparison... showed that HSL shares less than
20% cognates... with ASL” and is therefore a distinct language (p. 1 in the paper) cited a
manuscript by Prof. Woodward as the source of the statement. His assessment was
informed by a Linguistic Test of Mutual Intelligibility conducted by him in February
2013 in which Lambrecht was the HSL consultant and Colleen Cidade was the ASL



consultant. The statement was NOT based on analysis of the interviews conducted in
the project: “History and Documentation of Hawaiian Sign Language and Deaf Lives of
the Past.”

2. Besides older Hawaiian signs and gestures, the Deaf Club knew signs that had
originated with the immigrants, that represented all the things that were new, including
ethnicities, jobs, city life, cars, modern and American things. There were some popular
‘0lelo pa‘i‘ai words (early Pidgin that was more Hawaiian) such as pilau (junk); holoholo
(going out); lolo (crazy); pupule (act crazy); make (dead); bumbye (later); and pau
(finish). These latter signs may have derived from the older Hawaiian gestural sign
language, as most of these words are Hawaiian. The body language, mouth movements
and body stance accompanying the spoken words carried over to the signs used by the
Deaf.

Additional Notes on the Project: “History of Hawai‘i Sign Language and Deaf Lives of
the Past.”

The project was initiated by Linda Lambrecht in 2011 by way of a request for research help
directed to Dr. Barbara Earth, who subsequently wrote proposals and secured funding. The
project received IRB approval from Gallaudet University. The fieldwork team consisted of
Dr. Earth, Rebecca Siu and Prof. Ben Bahan (all associated with Gallaudet university),
Lambrecht (associated with Kapio‘lani Community College) and Akea Kiyuna, a Linguistics
grad student UH-Manoa who assisted with local arrangements and later, translation of
Hawaiian language articles.

Through Lambrecht’s contacts on four islands, we identified elders to request an interview.
Explanatory video about the research was recorded by Lambrecht and shown to the
consultants as preparation for Informed Consent. A number of the consultants chose to
remain anonymous, being worried their participation would have negative repercussions
(toward the consultants) within the Deaf community. Twenty interviews (including one
with a CODA—Child of Deaf Adults) resulted: Moloka‘i (2); Maui (5); Big Island (6); and
Oahu (7). The questions for open-ended interviews were developed by Prof. Bahan.
Lambrecht (full Chinese, born and raised on the islands) conducted the interviews. Siu
filmed the interviews and later submitted them to the director of the Kaipuleohone archive.
Earth organized the schedule, kept records, and handled the budget. Each consultant was
paid $50 for their contribution. For additional protection of consultants, we stipulated that
the collection would remain closed access for five years.

Results of the Interviews

Videos of the twenty interviews are held in Kaipuleohone archive of the Linguistics Dept.,
University of Hawai‘i-Manoa. The collection is entitled “Signers of Hawai‘i,” Linda
Lambrecht, Depositor. See https://scholarspace.manoa.hawaii.edu/handle/10125/24084

Ethnically, the consultants included 5 hapa (mixed Hawaiian); 10 Japanese; 2 Portuguese; 1
Puerto Rican; one Filipino and 1 mixed Filipino/Portuguese. They had all attended the Deaf
School at least briefly, except for the CODA. All of the consultants used a mixed HSL-ASL



sign language, ranging from 5% to 90% HSL, as judged by Lambrecht. The mean percentage
of HSL used in eighteen interviews was 32.7% (not including the CODA and one consultant
who was not rated). In 2021, only six are still alive including the CODA. The HSL portion of
the signing of elders who are still alive averaged 24% in 2012. It was disappointing to see
that some of the most senior consultants had the least amount of HSL in their signing; they
used ASL that included (very) occasional old elements. They had almost completely
changed from their first language to ASL. Later it became clear that they were able to
switch from their L1 to acquire their L2 because their L1 was fully established when ASL
arrived. Specifically, two consultants—one born in 1921 rated 5% HSL and one born in
1924 rated 20% HSL (average 12.5%) were nearly adults when ASL arrived in 1939. They
knew the difference between their old signs and ASL, therefore could consciously weed out
the old elements; also they were living in Honolulu where ASL rapidly took hold due to
influential American Deaf leaders. Consultants who were younger, on the other hand, as
children learned signs from both languages at the same time and sometimes didn’t know
there were two separate languages. Therefore some of those consultants, less able to
separate out old elements, retained more of them than their seniors. For example, four
consultants born in the years 1942 and 1943 averaged 26% HSL. The youngest cohort,
three of whom were born 1947 to 1950, averaged 20% HSL. Of this group, two identified as
ASL signers.

(Lambrecht was born 1945 and therefore was uniquely positioned in time to observe old
signers and learn from them, beginning as a child observing her Deaf older brothers (7 and
10 years older), even as her first language acquired at school was mostly ASL. ASL had been
penetrating the school since 1939 and rapidly accelerated after the arrival of Deaf teacher
Hershel Mouton in 1948. Lambrecht graduated high school in 1963 an ASL signer. After
teaching ASL for years, she began searching out old signers and again learning old signs
from them. Unlike some of our consultants, she had the two languages separate in her
mind).

When asked what they called their language, only two said “HSL” and indeed these two
were rated highest HSL by Lambrecht. Most consultants indicated a mixture of ASL and
HSL. One said his SL was mixed Japanese SL and ASL; another said “ASL; pidgin in Big
Island.” One consultant (Japanese) said “both gesture HSL and ASL most.” One hapa
Hawaiian said he had used “home sign (gesture)” before going to school where he learned
HSL/ASL. Another hapa Hawaiian said he had used gesture/body language in the past but
had sporadic SL exposure until he married a Deaf wife.

Several of the consultants (including the CODA), provided impressions of HSL they
remembered from seeing it in the past. These impressions of HSL (showing it as big and
having a lot of body movement) did not resemble their current SL at all, which was largely
ASL. One, born 1943, said that her age group learned ASL in school and hardly understood
their elders who used HSL. The younger age group thought of it as a “generational
difference” and preferred ASL for reasons of upward mobility and language status. One
consultant, born 1931, said ASL was superior to HSL, and tried his best to use good ASL
including a lot of spelling. However, he used many old signs including the controversial
one-finger sign for “Hawaiian.” Another reflected on how losing HSL meant a loss of the



Hawaiian spirit (consultant was born 1942 but attended Gallaudet College and worked in
DC for many years; signed ASL).

The consultants with the highest percentage of HSL in their signing simply used their
natural SL unselfconsciously to tell their stories. They didn’t talk about HSL, they just told
their stories. One consultant, born 1932, rated 90% HSL by Lambrecht had learned to sign
at the Deaf school early in his life, but later did not associate with Deaf people because he
was hard of hearing and could “pass” in the hearing world. Thus his early SL was not much
affected by the ensuing L1 attrition and dominance of ASL in the Deaf community. His
signing can be seen here http://hdl.handle.net/10125/24110

He used a large signing space, incorporated pointing and gesturing, and voicing/mouthing
(I'm not sure which because I'm profoundly Deaf) mostly in English but including the
Hawaiian words make and pau voiced or mouthed with the signs. Some distinctive HSL
signs were often used: for example, throwing the arm out for “go,” pinching the ear for
“year.” He was of Puerto Rican descent.

The other consultant, born 1923, rated 90% HSL by Lambrecht, retained his early style
probably due to his location on Big Island, away from the craze of ASL on Oahu. His style
can be seen here: http://hdlL.handle.net/10125/24126

A very brief clip of him from 1999 is available here http://hdlLhandle.net/10125/42164
He used a large signing space, whole arm movements, some old signs and mouthing of
English words except for pau. He used pau to show time sequencing. He was of Japanese
descent.

The stories most of the consultants told included childhood events in the plantation camps,
for example exchanging food gifts with other families every year at Christmas; helping a
parent earn their livelihood by delivering laundry to neighbors; capturing birds for their
mother to cook; buying and consuming ‘opihi (limpets) (and complaining upon finding
shells within the purchase that added to the weight) and limu (seaweed). They talked about
getting their hands smacked as children in the oral Deaf school to stop them from signing.
One recalled the very day that Principal Palmer came to his island to take him to the Deaf
school on a boat. Another didn’t know he was deaf until he arrived at the Deaf school and
saw other children like him. One consultant of Portuguese descent produced a photo of his
grandfather on a horse carrying a whip to keep plantation laborers in line. Some of them
talked about the bombing of Pearl Harbor; and their own varied jobs (such as
woodworking) and their families—children, tragedies, divorce, etc. Two consultants had
lost tips of fingers in occupational accidents. The stories brought the past to life and
established the context in which HSL was used.

The project also supported the gathering of historical information. An 1821 letter was
obtained by Earth from the Gallaudet University archives. The letter was from the leader of
the first company of missionaries in Hawai‘i, Rev. Hiram Bingham, to the founder of the
American School for the Deaf in Hartford, Connecticut, Rev. T.H Gallaudet. This letter
described signs used by a Hawaiian Deaf man in 1820; it means that a sign language was
used before the arrival of foreigners. Moreover, some of those signs were still known by
our consultants.



Lambrecht and Earth met one of the elders, Betty Tatsuta along with her friend Grace
Santos who both raved about a man named Edwin Inn (born 1913) who had taught HSL in
the past. Through Ancestry.com, Earth found Edwin’s relatives and learned about this hapa
Hawaiian Deaf leader from the 1940s and 50s. Old news articles revealed that in 1939, a
priest visited from California and introduced ASL to a gathering of Deaf young adults. They
established the first Deaf Club in Hawai‘i and elected Edwin Inn as the President. The Club
eagerly adopted the ASL alphabet and practiced fingerspelling, because HSL did not have
an alphabet.

Lastly, the project supported a presentation and party that were organized for the Hawai'i
Deaf community to celebrate their elders and their Hawai‘i Sign Language. Some of Edwin’s
relatives were in attendance. Young members of the Hawai‘i Deaf community presented
aspects of history that had been uncovered by the research. It was a wonderful celebration
of the elders who knew HSL in their youth. Many of them were in attendance and it was
quite joyful.

Overall, we were disappointed with the mostly low amounts of HSL we found and thought
we would find more if we kept looking. Earth reached out to Prof. James Woodward who
very soon led the next project.

Years later, Earth learned that one of the island contacts who was asked to identify
consultants had long-standing animosity toward a Deaf Hawaiian community leader. With
hindsight, it is apparent that the limited approach toward language that we had, and the
mostly immigrant-descended consultants we learned from, prevented recognition of
Hawaiian gestures still in use.

Subsequent research:

The second research project, funded by the Endangered Languages Documentation
Programme (ELDP) and directed by Woodward, resulted in both linguistic and historical
outputs. Lambrecht was the only linguistic consultant on HSL. Norman Galapin (Filipino,
born 1936) was the main consultant on Creole HSL.

The historical outputs and videos including more old signers (Barbara Earth, Depositor)
are here https://scholarspace.manoa.hawaii.edu/handle/10125/36140



