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Name:	_________________________________________	
	

Directions:  While you are reading: 
• circle unknown or impressive sounding words 
• locate the details that help you respond the following questions and tasks. (So if a sentence answers 

question 1, put a 1 in the margin.) 
1. Underline or highlight when dates appear in the reading.  Be sure to highlight the action(s) 

that happened on that date. 
2. What is a haole? 
3. Missionaries are people who are sent, usually by their churches, to promote their religion 

among other people.  How were the missionaries and children of missionaries influential in 
Hawaiian economic and political life? 

4. How did sugar plantations lead Hawaii to become more diverse? 
5. What happened when Kalakaua and Liliuokalani tried to regain power back from the American 

planters? 
6. How did the Spanish-American war lead to the annexation of Hawaii? 
 

HAWAII 
 

The first European known to have reached Hawaii was the English explorer Capt. James 
Cook, who landed on Oahu in 1778, naming the archipelago the Sandwich Islands after his patron, 
the Earl of Sandwich. The following year, Cook was killed by Hawaiians on Maui. American trader 
Robert Gray visited a few years later, followed by other Americans. Vessels engaged in the China 
trade soon stopped regularly at Hawaii, picking up water and provisions, and in later years 
harvested sandalwood for the China market. These foreigners brought liquor, metal tools, and 
firearms, as well as venereal disease, and smallpox. Hawaiians had little immunity even to minor 
diseases, and over the next century their population declined from about 300,000 to about 50,000.  

The traditional kapu system of social order began to crumble as a result of these early 
contacts, compelling the ruler of the big island of Hawaii, Kamehameha I, to begin a war of 
conquest in 1782. With the help of European weapons, he conquered nearly all of the Hawaiian 
Islands by 1792, and ruled the rest by 1810. Kamehameha established what became known as the 
Kingdom of Hawaii, and his descendants ruled Hawaii until 1872, when a legislature installed 
another dynasty that ruled until a revolution by American planters in 1893.  

By 1820, white Hawaiians—known locally as haoles—were established on Oahu and had set 
up a deepwater port at Honolulu. Most of the visiting ships were American, and from 1820 to 1860 
most were engaged in whaling. In 1820, the first of many American missionaries arrived from 
Boston. Over the next few decades they Christianized the islands and set up an admirable system 
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of public education; by 1848, the islands boasted 80% literacy, far better than the mainland United 
States.  

The missionaries also achieved great political influence. After the conversion of several 
members of the royal family, missionary Hiram Bingham served the monarchy ostensibly as a 
prime minister, but in fact setting most policies himself. After Bingham returned to the United 
States in 1840, missionary Gerritt Judd took his place. A constitution, based largely on Anglo-
American traditions, was adopted in 1840. In 1848, the Great Mahele, or land distribution, 
replaced traditional, semifeudal land tenure arrangements with private ownership. Although the 
reform was not intended to do so, within a few decades most land was in the hands of whites, and 
most Hawaiians became landless agricultural workers.  

Plantation agriculture began in the 1830s. The sugar industry proved lucrative enough to 
justify importing foreign contract laborers. These were recruited from Japan, Korea, China, the 
Philippines, Puerto Rico, and even Portugal. Many of these laborers stayed in Hawaii, laying the 
foundation for the islands' extraordinary multicultural society. Most of the plantations were soon 
controlled by a wealthy haole elite, which exercised great influence over the government.  

By 1860, traditional Hawaii had been almost entirely swept away, a victim of population 
decline, the conversion of most islanders to Christianity, and Hawaiians' own attraction to Western 
culture. Although Hawaii was recognized as an independent kingdom by the United States, Britain, 
and France, the latter two nations continued to scheme for control of the islands. In 1874, the 
Hawaiian king, David Kalakaua, visited the United States and signed a trade agreement 
guaranteeing an American market for Hawaii's sugar; implicit was U.S. protection of Hawaii from 
the imperial designs of European powers. However, Kalakaua also maintained good diplomatic ties 
with Japan, which supplied most of its contract laborers.  

In the 1880s, Kalakaua began to assert a pan-Polynesian ideology, and clashed both with his 
legislature and the oligarchy of white landowners and planters. Financial difficulties ensued, and in 
1887 haole elites, led by Lorrin Thurston, forced a constitution on Kalakaua that greatly weakened 
his power; only a U.S. Marine outfit prevented him from being deposed altogether. In 1891, he died, 
and was succeeded by his sister, Liliuokalani, who immediately tried to reassert the power of the 
Hawaiian crown. In 1893, Liliuokalani was deposed in a revolution led by white landowning elites 
and conducted with the assistance of U.S. authorities.  

Although the revolutionaries applied immediately for annexation to the U.S. government, 
incoming Democrats refused the plan, both out of anti-imperialist principles and racist fears of 
absorbing Hawaii's multiethnic society. The Republic of Hawaii was therefore proclaimed the 
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following year, with Sanford Dole as president. When the Spanish-American War broke out in 1898, 
however, the islands' obvious strategic value pushed aside any misgivings, and the United States 
accepted sovereignty in August of that year. Two years later, Hawaii was granted territorial status.  

Annexation meant abiding by U.S. immigration laws, which were extremely restrictive 
toward Asians, and an end to contract labor. Plantation owners adjusted by bringing more laborers 
from the Philippines, a U.S. colony, rather than from Japan or China. They also mechanized 
production and used improved hybrids. Pineapples, coffee, and macadamia nuts were introduced to 
supplement the sugar crop. There was also unofficial pressure on planters to "Americanize" their 
workforce by teaching mainland values and ways of life. Plantations soon sponsored baseball 
teams, set up movie theaters, and allowed for more education and associations. While some 
planters tried to exploit ethnic rivalries to control their labor force, over the next few decades 
agricultural laborers developed a unique and stable hybrid culture, speaking a pidgin English and 
refining a material culture drawn from Hawaiian, Asian, American, and Portuguese sources.  

The United States had secured the exclusive rights to Pearl Harbor in 1887, and in 1908 
work began to transform the harbor into a naval station. The U.S. military presence grew during 
the 1930s as Pearl Harbor became the home port of the U.S. Pacific fleet. On December 7, 1941, 
Japanese airplanes targeted the station in the infamous sneak attack that killed more than 2,400 
Americans and destroyed some 22 warships. The attack not only brought the United States into 
World War II, it also made Hawaii part of America, both psychologically and strategically. Over the 
next few years, military personnel poured into the islands to fight the Pacific war. Although Hawaii 
was placed under martial law, the islands' large ethnic Japanese population escaped internment 
due to pressure from many segments of the population. Many Hawaiians of Japanese ancestry 
served with distinction in the European theater, with one outfit of Japanese Americans suffering 
the highest rate of casualties—and battle decorations—of any American unit.  
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