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LIFE ON A HAWAIIAN PLANTATION 

An Interview 

MACHIYO MITAMURA 

It was Sunday, hot and sultry. Everything seemed quiet and | 
dead. There, gathered in the shade of a tree, was a group of old | 
hands smoking their “Durham” and exchanging stories and 
gossip. Out in the open square some children were just aimlessly 
wandering around, too tired to play any games in the hot sun. 

“This is plantation life or rather camp life.” He made a 
sweeping gesture, taking in the whole camp. He was smiling, but 
his voice belied his looks. Hideo-san, born and raised on a plan- 
tation, was speaking. We were seated on his little veranda. It 
was somewhat of a protection from the hot rays, but when the oc- 
casional gusts of wind came up, they filled the air with iron-red 
dust of the fields. No wonder the whole camp is the color of 
the soil. Even the trees and grass that help to brighten the drab, 
hot scenery were tinged with it. 

Hideo-san was telling me his story, his ambitions and hopes 
and disappointments. He was a tall lad, very tall for a Japanese, 
and strongly built. His face was tanned a deep brown and was 
brightly intelligent. He was polite and courteous. His English 
was surprisingly good and made me ashamed of myself for ever 
thinking that I would be listening to that peculiar English so com- 
mon among boys of Oriental ancestry. 

“How is it that you speak English so well? It seems so out 
| of place.” The question popped out before I knew it. 

Le ) Fortunately he did not take offense. Smilinglv he said, “I al- 
a ways studied hard in English and practiced speaking out loud at 

home and down by the river. I turned out for the school debate 
team and took part in oratorical contests.” ~ 

“Didn’t you have any. trouble with your friends? I mean, - 
didn’t they tease and make fun of you when you tried to speak 
good English?” 

“No, I never had much trouble with my friends,” was the 
ready reply. “You see in the first place I’m big and can handle 
any of them. Then I was always a serious fellow. Sure, I’ve seen 
some of my friends kidded and teased. The others always said, 
‘Look at that guy. He’s only a Japanese, but he’s trying to be a 
haole. He thinks he’s too good.’ ” 

“Have you lived here long?” I inquired. 
“Well, almost my whole life,” was the reply. “I was only 

a baby when we moved here.” 
“Then you weren’t born on a plantation?” 
“IT was. You see I was born on a sugar plantation, and J 

guess I'll always be on one unless some miracle happens.” 
“Why, don’t you like it here?” I queried. 

oe “I don’t know. Maybe it’s a good place, but again it’s hard 
fe il for a fellow who wants something else besides plantation life.” , 

| “Why, do you....” I wanted to ask him what else he want- 
ed in life but he sensed my thoughts and interrupted me. 

a “Sure, [ want to have a chance to go to the University like 
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you folks, to get something out of life—the good things in life, 

and to know the worthwhile things that make life better. I want 

to meet the finer people, to go out and see things .... You 

know what I mean.” | 

“Now, you shouldn’t feel all that way.” I said trying to pa- F 

cify him. I could see the yearning in his eyes and feel the eager- F 

ness to go beyond the bounds of his little community—his little 

world. I felt sorry for him. “You should look at it in another 

way. You are working today and being useful. It’s more than 

many of us are doing.” 
“Maybe you’re right. I might be better off, but you know 

how itis....” He looked at me with a smile full of bitterness 

and wistfulness. 
Then he continued, “But I sure envy you people on the out- 

side. I am twenty-three years old and have lived around here 

practically my whole life. P’ve been brought up with “pines” and 

cane, and I guess ll die with them. Ten years from now [ll t 

be the same—just going along...” ey 

“Tl think you’re wrong there,” I broke in. “If you've got a 

the stuff they might make you a big shot around here.” 

“Don’t kid me,” he chided. “You know yourself I haven't got 

a chance. You can’t go very high up and get big money unless if 

your skin is white. You can work here all your life and yet a Fy 

haole who doesn’t know a thing about the work can be ahead | 

of you in no time. But just the same I’m goins to try for some 

of the good jobs around here. Maybe Vl never make a good 

plantation worker. Really, I think that ten years from now [Il 

be living like my parents in these cottages. That’s why I want 

to go to the University. I want to study so I can make something 

out of myself. I want to make my parents proud of me. But 

what can I do with a family like mine?” 

“What’s the matter with your family?” 

“T can’t do anything I want to do. My hands are tied. Just bi 

because I happen to be the first born. You are a Japanese and My 

must know my situation. I have to obey my parents. | am now We: 

erown up and must help my parents. Then I have four below me. 

I just can’t do anything. When I think of my family, I wish 

that T could do something to help them. I hate to think that 

we’re going to live on plantations all our lives.” 

“Don’t feel that way .... ” I started to interrupt, but he 

didn’t_seem to hear me as he continued. 

i“Sure, the living is all right, I guess. We get free houses. 

This cottage is free. You see families get a whole cottage, but 

bachelors are usually given half of the house. The rooms are 

kind of small, but we have two bedrooms, a kitchen, and a par- 

lor which we also use as a bedroom. The bachelors have a bed- 

room, a kitchen, and a parlor.” 
“Haw about bathrooms... ?” I started to ask, but he inter- 

cepted me. | 

“We don’t have private baths. For bathing we have the 

camp bathhouse. You see the building there, that’s the camp 

bathhouse. And you see the other house there, that’s the camp 
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