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The discovery in March, 1948, of the murdered body of an elderly 
Haole woman belonging to one of the old families of Hawaii naturally 
aroused the community of Honolulu to a high pitch of excitement, parti- 

cularly because it was soon apparent that death had occurred four or five 

days before the body was discovered in the home of the victim. Four days 
later, two Hawaiian escapees from Oahu Prison were captured. They were 

tried in June and July, found guilty of first degree murder, and sentenced 
to hang. After a series of appeals had failed, the governor on September 

7, 1951 invoked the death sentence. This official act occasioned the send- 

ing of several petitions to the Governor asking for the commutation of the 

sentence to life imprisonment, and a few asking for the carrying out of the 

original sentence. The Governor ordered a reprieve, but finally on Septem- 

ber 19 upheld the original sentence, saying, “‘No new evidence has come to 
light.’’ This started another series of appeals to the courts, accompanied 

by further reprieves. A two-months’ habeas corpus hearing by the Terri- 

torial-Supreme Court ended on December 12, 1951, and the Supreme Court 
unanimously upheld the first degree murder convictions. This action is 

still on appeal with the Circuit Court of Appeals in San Francisco, and in 

the meantime the two youths are awaiting execution of their original sen- 
tence. 

The present discussion of the case will not be concerned with the 

legal issues of the case, important as these are. Instead of a judicial con- 

cern with the Majors-Palakiko case, ours here is twofold: 

1. To use it as an index of race relations in Hawaii, and 

2. To understand through it how issues arise and are handled in a 
complex, modern, urban community. 

1. The Majors-Palakiko case as in index of race relations in Hawaii. 

The widespread interest in the Majors-Palakiko case places it in a 

special category. It becomes a critical event around which there come to 

expression all kinds of latent feelings in the community. Like other dra- 

matic court cases in Hawaii’s history, this case has become a symbol to 

various component population elements in Hawaii, and if we can:succeed in 

uncovering the various overlapping and conflicting meanings which this case 

has assumed to various groups, we can thereby clarify our picture of the 

social complexion of our community. Cases of this sort thus are unplanned 

opportunities to get a sense of the realities behind what people in Hawaii 

lThe present analysis of the Wilder or Majors-Palakiko case is a re- 

working of Report No, 20 in the series, **What People in Hawaii Are Saying 

And Doing,’’ issued in April 1952, and is based on the following materials: 

a newspaper clipping file, written comments from several classes in soci- 

ology and anthropology, notes taken at several discussions of the case, one 

by a group of University of Hawaii students, one by a group of recent gradu- 

ates of the university now holding positions in the community, and two by an 

interracial group of professional people. Altogether, about fifty different 

persons were involved in these discussions, Several letters commenting on 

the earlier report were also used, 



are saying and doing and they provide the sociologists with a technique for 
discovering latent group sentiments and attitudes, just because these tend 
to come to spontaneous expression in those crises which affect them. 

The case is in this respect linked with several other cases which 

have assumed an almost mythical significance and to which reference will 
be made below. 

What then has the Majors-Palakiko case indicated about our com- 

munity ? 

Many Hawaiians and part Hawaiians have taken a great interest in this 
case which involves two men of their own group. Observers who attended 
the Supreme Court review reported that the spectators were predominantly 

Hawaiian. Thus, one student observer wrote: 

I noticed, however, that the majority of the people in the 

audience were Hawaiians, part Hawaiians, and Portuguese, 

many of them probably related in some way or other to either 

one of the convicted slayers. 

In the thinking of some Hawaiians, the present case forms a decided 
contrast to the sensational rape and murder cases of the early thirties, in 

which the relatives of the victim of the alleged rape were caught with the 

body of one of the defendants, Kahahawai. While itis true that the contrast 
has also been emphasized by the left-wing Honolulu Record and the Rec- 

ord’s pamphlet, ‘“‘The Navy and the Massie-Kahahawai Case,’’ it is clear 
that the earlier case had already been linked with the present case by 

many Hawaiians before the Record called attention to the opposite out- 

comes. In the earlier case, a lower-class Hawaiian is murdered by upper- 

class Haoles, who are convicted of manslaughter, sentenced to a maximum 
of ten years’ imprisonment, and after an hour’s detention allowed their 
freedom in the form of a commutation of their sentence by the Governor; 

in the latter case, an upper-class Haole is murdered by lower-class Ha- 

waiians, who are convicted of first degree murder and sentenced to hang- 

ing, and the Governor denies commutation. It is only natural that these 
particular elements of the two cases, in such stark contrast, would be mag- 

nified by people who are by ties of kinship and ethnic background, sympa- 
thetic with Majors and Palakiko and that other aspects, including important 
background events in each case, would be overlooked. 

Other non-Haole groups have also shown their interest. Members of 

the Chinese community, particularly those inclined to be suspicious of Ha- 

oles, have inevitably seen differences between the official handling of cases 
involving Chinese and the Wilder case. As it happened, there had occurred 
two cases involving the deaths of Chinese peddlers in the same year, 1948. 

The first of the two Chinese victims, a 65-year-old vegetable peddler, 
was attacked by two youths after he had stopped in a residential area to of- 

fer his products for sale. When he yelled, one of his attackers slashed the 

peddler’s throat and the boys escaped, throwing away a small amount of 

money they had robbed. The peddler was taken to the hospital and seemed 
to be recuperating when he took a turn for the worse and died a little overa 

month after the attack. In the meantime, the youths had been charged with 

first degree robbery and pleaded guilty. No more serious charge was ever 
brought against the two youths. 

The second victim, a 42-year-old pastry peddler, was attacked by un- 

known assailants, found unconscious in a cemetery, and taken to the hospi- 
tal, where he died on the same day. This murder has never been cleared up. 
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