
pay taxes to the ali‘i in the form of food,
labor and in other ways.

In January 1778 an event occurred
that would forever change Hawai‘i. Cap-
tain James Cook, who usually had a ge-
nius for predicting where to find islands,
stumbled upon Hawai‘i. He had not ex-
pected islands to be there. He was on his
way to Alaska to search for the Northwest
Passage linking the Atlantic and Pacific
oceans. As Cook approached the shores
of Waimea, Kaua‘i, on January 19,
1778, the island’s inhabitants thought
they were being visited by gods. Rushing
aboard to greet their visitors, the Kaua-
ians were fascinated by what they saw:
pointy-headed beings (the British wore tri-
cornered hats) breathing fire (smoking
pipes) and possessing a death-dealing in-
strument identified as a water squirter
(guns). The amount of iron on the ship
was incredible. (Hawaiians had only seen
iron in the form of nails on driftwood but
never knew the source.) Cook left Kaua‘i
and briefly explored Ni‘ihau before head-
ing north for his mission on February 2,
1778. When Cook returned to the Big

Island of Hawai‘i after failing to find the
Northwest Passage, he was killed in a
petty skirmish over a stolen rowboat. The
Hawaiians were horrified that they had
killed a man they had earlier presumed to
be a god.

Just after this, Kamehameha the Great
of the Big Island began consolidating his
power by conquering the other islands in
the chain. Kaua‘i, however, presented a
unique problem. Cut off from the rest of
the chain by the treacherous Kaua‘i
Channel, Kaua‘i’s King Kaumuali‘i had
no intention of submitting himself to
Kamehameha. In the spring of 1796 Ka-
mehameha tried to invade Kaua‘i. He
and his fleet of 1,200 canoes carrying
10,000 soldiers left O‘ahu at midnight
hoping to reach Wailua, Kaua‘i, by day-
break. They were in the middle of the
Kaua‘i Channel when the wind and seas
picked up. Many of the canoes were
swamped. Reluctantly, he ordered a re-
treat, but too late to stop some of his ad-
vance troops who were slaughtered after
they arrived at the south shore beach of
Maha‘ulepu. 

In 1804 Kamehameha tried again.
He gathered 7,000 men, all heavily
armed, and prepared to set sail for
Kaua‘i. Just before they were to leave,
typhoid struck, decimating his troops
and advisers. Kamehameha himself con-
tracted the disease but managed to pull
through. Kaua‘i’s king must have seen
the writing on the wall and agreed to
give his kingdom of Kaua‘i over 
to Kamehameha. When Kamehameha
died, his son, in order to solidify his
power on Kaua‘i, arranged to kidnap
Kaua‘i’s King Kaumuali‘i and forced
him to marry his stepmother, the pow-
erful widow of Kamehameha. Kaua‘i’s
last king would never return and was
eventually buried on Maui.

During the 19th century, Hawai‘i’s
character changed dramatically. Busi-
nessmen from all over the world came
here to exploit Hawai‘i’s sandalwood,
whales, land and people. Hawai‘i’s lead-
ers, for their part, actively participated
in these ventures and took a piece of
the action for themselves. Workers were
brought in from many parts of the
world, changing the racial makeup 
of the islands. Government corruption 

became the order of the day, and every-
one seemed to be profiting except 
he Hawaiian commoner. By the time
Queen Lili‘uokalani lost her throne to a
group of American businessmen in
1893, Hawai‘i had become direction-
less. It barely resembled the Hawai‘i
Captain Cook had encountered in the
previous century. The kapu system had
been abolished by the Hawaiians short-
ly after the death of Kamehameha 
the Great. The Great Mahele, begun in
1848, had changed the relationship
Hawaiians had with the land. Large
tracts of land were sold by the Hawaiian
government to royalty, government offi-
cials, commoners and foreigners, effec-
tively stripping many Hawaiians of land
they had lived on for generations.

The United States recognized the Re-
public of Hawai‘i in 1894 with Sanford
Dole as its president. It was later annexed
and then became a territory in 1900.
During the 19th and 20th centuries,
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The earliest Hawaiians built elaborate terraces to
grow taro, used to make poi. This one, in the

Limahuli Garden, is estimated to be 700 years old.

Ancient Hawaiians lived off the sea. With reefs
teeming with life, Hawaiian waters have always
been generous to the people of Hawai‘i.
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