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Ly Hawaii has many stories to tell. It’s seen the development and near 
ran 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. 
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Hawaii remained rural; only the port town of Honolulu knew to any 
degree the congestion and overcrowding of the world’s industrial cities. 
Still, industrialism ruled Hawaii. Sugar’s multi-ethnic work force fol- 
lowed a daily schedule no less rigid than the steelworkers in Andrew 
Carmegie’s Pittsburgh mills. Island sugar planters manipulated labor, 
land and capital with the same callousness as the mainland entrepre- 
neurs of steel, coal and railroads. A paradisical climate and waving 
fields of green cane may have softened the rigors of industrialism, but 
only marginally. 

Sugar dominated Hawaii for over a century. Plantation life molded an 
entire generation of Hawaii’s people, and memories of it, both good 
and bad, still play an important role among contemporary Island 
leaders. 

In Pau Hana: Plantation Life and Labor in Hawaii (University of 
Hawaii Press, $14.95), University of California historian Ronald 
Takaki offers a fine and balanced account of sugar’s role in forming 
‘Hawaii’s people. Fortunately, Takaki recognized both the significance 
and the inherent drama of the sugar plantation. Equally fortunate, 
Takaki brings to his story-telling an acute sensitivity and considerable 
writing skill. 

Pau Hana is people’s history. The economics of sugar and the politics 
of Hawaii interest Takaki far less than the everyday lives and the strug- 
gle for respect of the sugar workers. Takaki knows that profit statements 
make poor reading. He leaves them to corporate historians. He deals in- 
stead with the fabric of life for the mass of men and women: In the case 
of the plantation, with lunch pails and wake-up sirens, with palaka cloth 
shirts and the razor-sharp edge of a cane leaf, with bango numbers and 
overcrowded housing. 

Takaki also recognizes, however, the essential industrialization pro- 
cess in which Hawaii’s people labored. His first chapter deals with the 
pioneering effort of a 26-year-old Bostonian named William Hooper to 
establish a sugar plantation at Koloa, Kauai, in 1835. According to 
Takaki, Hooper came to Kauai to do more than grow sugar. He and 
Honlulu’s Ladd and Company, for which he worked, launched a 
revolution: “Hooper was there to remake Hawaii in an American 
image: to advance the market civilization of the United States beyond 
Indian lands and Mexican territory to a new Pacific frontier, undermin- 
ing in the process native Hawaiian society and the people’s traditional 
relationship with their land.” 

Takaki’s sympathies are obviously with the traditional culture, but 
he treats Hooper’s Koloa project with restraint and some admiration. 
Ladd and Company held a fifty-year lease on 980 acres on the east side 
of Waihohonu Stream. Hooper gathered his work force from the 
Hawaiian population of the region. For $2 per month, Hooper’s men 
cleared the land and planted sugar. Hooper saw himself as for more 
than a businessman: He brought progress and civilization. His planta- 


