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rank Marshall Davis (1905-1987) was a journalist, poet, expatriate, 

and resident of Hawai'i for almost forty years. As an outsider looking 

in, he functioned as a significant voice in documenting the progress yes 

of social movements in Hawai‘i from a plantation- to a tourist-based economy. ' ag 

om In his weekly column, “Frank-ly Speaking,” in the union newspaper the son 

va Honolulu Record, he acted as a commentator on the impact of the union (Hon 

eal movement on the plantation economy in the post-war Honolulu scene. As a com 

zi major national journalist and former editor of the Associated Negro Press ith 

c (ANP), Davis was able to analyze the changing configurations of ethnic Hes 

ll groups, class structures and strategies of control. His keen observations of the ani 

ea imperialist forces and his subsequent fall in status due to his outspoken 

ih editorials seem a paradox in what he described as a “postcard paradise.” His 

was a voice that inspired and threatened. His uniqueness as a black journalist 

mse 

vane 

B.., Haw 
«.,, and his middle-class status showed that Hawai'i was indeed one of the few ‘ 

i places in the 1940s and 1950s where blacks held roles other than those of we 

Mg agricultural or service workers in a multi-ethnic setting. in 
i phot 

Blacks in Hawai‘i had a certain fluidity between several ethnic groups, a 

which afforded Davis a unique platform from which to observe and discuss the 

consequences of the economy. He wrote of the parallels of laws and influ- 

ences between the southern plantation system and plantations in Hawai'i, as 

well as parallels between blacks and Hawaiians. His insight into colonial 

techniques and strategies for dividing the minorities/oppressed groups, his cWic 

ability to see beyond the binary racism so common in the continental US, and ep 

his documentation of discrimination and racism in Hawai'i, are a testament to 

Davis’ role as a significant voice and witness in the historical process of 

Hawai‘i’s economic development, inter-group relationships, and changing 

social consciousness. 
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Before and After Arrival in Hawai‘ 

a Bk obvious question is why a prominent African American writer and 

intellectual would choose to go to the Territory of Hawai‘i in 1948 and not 

to Europe, Russia, or Africa, like so many of his black compatriots. Most 
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Frank Marshall Davis in Hawai‘i 727 

African Americans were leaving the Islands after the war to return to their 

African American communities. Davis was arriving. Why? The local Hawai'i 

newspapers thought they knew. In December 1948, several articles in the 

Honolulu Star-Bulletin and Honolulu Advertiser announced the imminent 

arrival of Davis and his Caucasian wife Helen, then their delay, and finally their 

belated arrival. Several were accompanied by photos of the two. The press 

presented Davis as a successful journalist, and as a poet and a recipient of 

a 1937 Julius Rosenwald Fellowship. The newspapers wrote contradictory 

stories on the purpose of their trip. “Executive Editor of ANP Is Due Tonight” 

(Honolulu Advertiser 1948a) says that Davis “is in Honolulu for a visit that will 

combine avacation with business[, that he] is planning astory on racial groups 

in the Islands [and that] Davis also plans to visit army and navy posts.” “Negro 

Press Executive Here” (Honolulu Advertiser 1948b) says that Davis “is here on 

an inspection and vacation tour of the islands [and] will tour army and navy 

installations and other territorial institutions.” “Davis Considers Hawai'i Ad- 

vanced in Democracy” (Honolulu Star-Bulletin 1948) says the Davises are in 

Hawai'i “for a visit of not less than four months. Davis will write a series of 

articles on his observations of the island scene and also will work on a book 

of poetry which he hopes will capture the spirit of the Islands in verse.” But the 

photo caption accompanying the article says the Davises are “in Honolulu for 

an indefinite visit.” Davis’ wife was presented as an artist, writer, and executive 

editor of a national press agency, who planned “to do watercolors of the 

islands during her stay.” 

Other citizens of Honolulu, however, knew that Davis was more than a 

civic figure. Henry Epstein, a local labor leader familiar with Davis’ mainland 

reputation said in an interview just before Davis’ death, 

What! remember about Frank was that he was a very prominent and well- 

known black poet who was very highly respected in Chicago. You'd see 

his picture once in a while on the society page of the Chicago newspa- 

pers and when they had fund raisers for progressive organizations in 

Chicago, if Frank Marshall Davis was coming you had a real attraction, 

a prominent person that would help bring people into the event. LOU 

saw him in what’s now called civil rights affairs. [...] | don’t think Frank was 

recognized as the prominent person that he was back in Chicago (Rice 

and Roses 1986(2):1,5). 


