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g Hawaii has many stories to tell. It’s seen the development and near
i destruction of a Polynesian people. It’s watched European and Ameri-
can adventurers, both officially-sanctioned and entrepreneurial, vie for
its possession. It’s suffered sandalwooders and whalers, missionaries
and militarists. But undoubtedly none of Hawaii’s tales matches in sig-
nificance the 19th century development of sugar as the islands’ princi-
pal economy.

For sugar wrought drastic changes in Hawaii: Economic, political and
social. Sugar cultivation, with its attendant large capital investments,
demanded security of land tenure. Consequently caucasian sugar plan-
ters worked their will on the Hawaiian monarchy and on Hawaiian
landowners, seizing huge tracts of real property in which to plant their
crops. In less than a half-century sugar’s endless demands for increased
acreage effectively alienated native Hawaiians from their lands.

In 1893 the majority control of Hawaii’s sugar industry by Americans
also compelled the patently illegal (patent to all but the Reagan
administration) seizure of Hawaii as a Territory of the United States.
American planters wanted to insure themselves a stable market. To do
so they destroyed Hawaiian sovereignty.

In the wake of that seizure, Hawaii became a colony of the United
States, run, in fact, not by officials of the United States government,
but by major corporate leaders whose profits depended primarily on
sugar production. Their suzerainty would remain secure for nearly
Sixty years.

Perhaps most important, sugar repopulated the islands. Nineteenth
century sugar cultivation was labor intensive. Its gargantuan demand
for workers matched its appetite for land. By 1875 Hawaiian sugar plan-
ters had engineered a reciprocity treaty with the United States, ensuring
them a mainland market. Concomitantly, the ravages of western dis-
ease had decimated the native Hawaiian population. Planters looked to
Asia, the South Pacific and Europe to fill their need for workers. A
seventy-year-long tide of foreign laborers remade Hawaii’s society.

Finally, sugar industrialized Hawaii. To be sure, Hawaii was spared
industrialism’s most visual evils. The air remained clear and the smo-
kestacks of the sugarmills appeared at great intervals along island
shores. Tradewinds and ocean tides carried away sugar’s effluvients.







