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Chapter 4 

Cane Fires 

You have faithfully stood to the last of this long 
strike, as inhabitants under the rule of the 
United States, respecting and obeying its laws, 
as members of this association, and as laborers, 
preserving your honor and dignity. 

-Hawaii Laborers' Association 

Conflagrations 

World War I and America's entry in the war led to rapidly 
rising sugar prices and soaring costs of goods and labor. 
Bonuses paid to plantation workers, instituted as a result of 
the 1909 strike, were pegged to the price of sugar. As an in
dication of the rapid rate of inflation, in 1914, bonuses paid 
to workers amounted to 5 percent of their earnings; a year 
later, bonuses rose to 20 percent. In 1917, as the price of 
sugar climbed to a new high, the planters, fearing that in
flated bonuses would permanently raise the earning expec
tations of workers, arbitrarily reduced the bonus. Instead 
of paying workers one-fifth of the bonus every month and 
four-fifths every six months, they withheld half the amount 
until the end of the year.! 

Meanwhile, plantation laborers felt the pinch of the rising 
cost of living. Prices of staple commodities soared because 
of Hawaii's dependence on the mainland and the wartime 
shipping shortage along the West Coast. Even after the war 
ended, living costs continued upward. The price of a 100-

pound bag of rice rose from $8 to $15, and a gallon of shoyu, 
which had cost $1.50, rose to $4, then $8, and finally $10.2 

Also, about 29,000 issei and nisei (second-generation Japa-
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nese) registered with the Selective Service System, out of a total of 71,280 
registrants in Hawaii. The Japanese had generally been excluded from 
the National Guard, but the practice was modified during World War I 
when "friendly aliens" were permitted to volunteer. (Japan had joined 
Britain and the United States in declaring war on Germany.) In August 
1917, 838 Japanese formed Company 0 of Hawaii's National Guard, lead
ing the Pacific Commercial Advertiser to comment: "It is going to be a good 
company .... In fact, with the enthusiasm displayed by the Japanese and 
their desire to give a practical demonstration of their loyalty to the Ameri
can flag, it is safe to say that it is going to be one of the largest companies 
of the Guard in numbers and one of the crack organizations in point of 
efficiency." 3 

Hawaii's Japanese continued to settle in and make the islands their per
manent home. In the years following the 1909 strike, Japanese leaders 
urged Japanese women to avoid breastfeeding infants in public, exhorted 
the Japanese to wear Western-style clothing, and advised them to invest 
in Hawaii. The "reform and enlightenment" campaign was publicized in 
the Japanese press, through various associations, at lectures, and in night 
schools.4 Japanese participation in the National Guard added to their claim 
to the rights and privileges of citizenship, yet most Japanese veterans of 
World War I were denied U.S. citizenship, contrary to the federal provi
sion that granted naturalization rights to veterans of the war.s These and 
other events of the post-1909 strike years provided the impetus for the 
historic strike of 1920. 

The sugar plantation strike of 1920 marked a milestone in Hawaiian 
labor history because of the numbers of workers involved, the length of 
the strike, the participation of two ethnic groups in a single work action, 
and the nature of the strikers' demands. Moreover, the strike was his
torically significant because of the way in which it was interpreted by 
Hawaii's planters, the territorial government, and the military, leading to 
far-reaching consequences for Hawaii's Japanese. 

The strike was set against a backdrop of growing militancy among both 
agricultural and urban laborers and rising worker expectations. Roose
velt's interdictory 1907 executive order and the exclusionary 1908 Gentle
men's Agreement led many Japanese to see that their future lay in Hawaii 
and not on the U.S. mainland. The 1920 strike reiterated the 1909 strike 
demands, but indicated an Americanized settler community as opposed 
to an alien migrant one, Significantly, the strike arose amid a program of 
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planter paternalism and social welfare, formed in response to restrictions 
on Asian migration set by the national government but also in response 
to worker resistance to the strong hand of authority. 

Preparations 

Japanese plantation workers reflected on their circumstances throughout 
the summer and fall of 1917 after the planters had changed the bonus 
system. As in the 1909 strike, discussions led to the formation of an Asso
ciation for Higher Wages, and on November 20, 1917, the association 
submitted a proposal for higher wages and reforms in the bonus system 
to the HSPA. The petitioners argued that prevailing wages were inade
quate to cover the living costs of a single plantation laborer, much less a 
family with children, and contended that the rules governing bonuses ex
ploited workers. Bonus rules required men to work twenty days a month 
and women ftfteen days; both men and women had to remain on the 
same plantation for an entire year in order to qualify for the bonus. The 
association proposed a wage hike, a revision of the bonus system, and 
the construction of day-care facilities for children of laborers so that both 
husband and wife could work.6 

In response, the HSPA adopted a new bonus system on December 8, 
1917, that reduced the bonus by about 20 percent. Ten days later, Royal D. 
Mead, HSPA secretary, wrote to the Association for Higher Wages express
ing surprise over the petitioners' complaints about wages and the bonus 
system and indicating no interest in establishing day-care centers.7 The 
association thereupon adopted a declaration condemning the planters' 
response and calling for a united labor movement. But because of wide
spread skepticism about Japanese motives in labor conflicts and wartime 
exhortations to loyalty and patriotism, the association could go no further. 
It eventually had to retreat and disband.s 

In January 1918, 132 Japanese cane contractors in Hana, Maui, struck 
over a two-year lapse in renewing their expired contracts; and in Octo
ber 1919, nearly a year after the war's end, Japanese plantation laborers 
throughout the territory prepared for a renewed push for higher wages.9 

The first to organize was the Young Men's Buddhist Association (YMBA) 

on the island of Hawaii, representing workers from five Hamakua plan
tations. Meeting on October 19, 1919, in Hilo, the association declared its 
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intention to launch a mass movement of workers and to demand a wage 
increase, an eight-hour day, and an end to the bonus system. lO 

The sentiment for higher wages, like a wind-whipped cane fire, leaped 
from plantation to plantation. The Waialua YMBA held a mass rally on 
October 25; two days later, a committee to support the campaign for 
higher wages was formed in Honolulu. By mid November, workers at 
Aiea, Ewa, Waialua, Waimanalo, and Waipahu plantations had organized 
higher-wage associations, and before the end of November, workers on 
the outer islands had organized themselves into the Kauai Labor Federa
tion and the Maui Labor Unions Federation.ll 

Unlike the 1909 strike, which had been spearheaded by urban intellec
tuals, the impetus for the 1919 higher-wage movement came from young 
people on the plantations. The vehicle for local labor organizations was 
an arm of the Buddhist church, the YMBAP Ironically, Buddhist churches 
had been established on the plantations with the active encouragement 
and financial support of the planters. But the YMBAS served as a training 
ground for nisei youth in developing leadership skills and as a forum for 
studying and debating wages and working conditions on plantations.13 

During the week of December 1, 1919, higher-wage representatives 
from various plantations met in Honolulu to consolidate their efforts in a 
flexible federated structure that accommodated both central and local con
trol. The delegates proposed a representative assembly, a standing com
mittee, four undersecretaries, a chief secretary, and four district agents. 
In effect, they created "a model of the American Federation of Labor by 
locating the power of the organization in the autonomous units of each 
plantation." 14 At the end of the five-day conference, the fifty-eight dele
gates announced the formation of the Federation of Japanese Labor and 
declared: 

We are laborers working on the sugar plantations of Hawaii. 
People know Hawaii as the paradise of the Pacific and as a sugar

producing country, but do they know that there are thousands of 
laborers who are suffering under the heat of the equatorial sun, in 
field and in factory, and who are weeping under 10 hours of hard 
labor and with the scanty pay of 77 cents a day? 

Hawaii's sugar! When we look at Hawaii as the country possess
ing 44 mills, with 230,000 acres of cultivated land area, as a region 
producing 600,000 tons of sugar annually we are impressed with 
the great importance of the position which sugar occupies among 
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the industries of Hawaii. We realize also that 50,000 laborers who, 
together with their families number about 160,000 are a majority 
of the total population of 250,000 in Hawaii. We consider it a great 
privilege and pride to live under the Stars and Stripes, which stands 
for freedom and justice, as a factor of this great industry and as a 
part of the labor of Hawaii. 

"Look at the silent tombstones in every locality," the delegates directed. 
"Few are the people who visit these graves of our departed friends, but 
are they not emblems of Hawaii's pioneers in labor? Turn your eyes to the 
ever diligent laborers. They are not beautiful in appearance, but are they 
not a great factor of Hawaii's production?" Although "certain capitalists 
may regard us [as] ignorant creatures," they observed, workers helped to 
advance civilization and fought "to safe-guard justice and humanity as 
members of the great human family." 15 Inclusion within the category of 
humanity was an audacious first step. Once included, workers could ex
pect wages and conditions befitting their status as "members of the great 
human family." 

The federation made eight demands: an increase in the minimum wage 
for men from 77 cents per day to $1.25, and for women, from 58 to 95 

cents a day; bonuses for men who worked for fifteen days or more each 
month and for women who worked for ten days or more; an eight-hour 
day for both field and mill laborers; an eight-week paid maternity leave 
for women workers; twice the regular wages for work on Sundays, legal 
holidays, and overtime; 60 percent of the profits to sharecroppers instead 
of the prevailing rate of 40 percent; increases in wages and bonuses for 
independent cane growers; and expanded and improved health-care and 
recreational facilities for workers.16 

A delegation submitted the federation's resolution to the planters at the 
HSPA annual meeting on December 4, 1919. The labor leaders were appar
ently optimistic about their prospects for success; after all, it was widely 
known that most workers favored a wage hike of $3 a day, more than 
twice the amount being asked for by the federation. The planters none
theless rejected the federation's demandsP Undeterred, the workers put 
forward a similar proposal three weeks later, with a carefully documented 
justification for their demands, believing that the planters would be com
pelled by reason. A survey of forty-five staples showed an increase of 40 
to 208 percent compared with prewar prices, accounting for the following 
rise in the monthly cost of living: 
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May 1916 November 1919 Increase 

Single person $24.81 $35. 19 41.8% 
Married couple 46.81 57.05 21.9 
Couple with two children 52.36 75.72 44.6 

Because men commonly earned only about $20 a month, even with 
bonuses, it was clear that the current wage levels had not kept pace with 
inflation.18 

Once again, on January 14, 1920, the planters rejected the federation's 
demands as the work of "agitators." Yet they quietly had approved at a 
December 6, 1919, meeting of the HSPA trustees, the monthly payment of 
bonuses at the level demanded by the federation. They also established a 
Social Welfare Committee to improve plantation living conditions. They 
hoped that these measures would forestall a strike until the end of 1920 
when large bonus packets would smother the spreading fires of discon
tent.19 Their hopes were to be dashed. 

Strike 

On January 20, 1920, 2,600 Filipino sugar plantation workers and 300 
Puerto Rican and Spanish workers walked off their jobs at several plan
tations on Oahu. Pablo Manlapit, leader of the Filipino Labor Union, 
was apparently unprepared for the walkout and lacked the resources 
for a sustained strike.20 Despite the fact that the strike followed several 
years of labor organizing among Filipino and Japanese plantation workers, 
the Federation of Japanese Labor was likewise caught by surprise. Both 
unions had recognized the need for coordinated action, but the Filipinos 
had set January 19, 1920, as their strike date, while the Japanese planned 
a strike in the late spring or early summer, to coincide with the peak of 
the harvest.21 To confuse matters further, Manlapit, under pressure from 
the Federation of Japanese Labor, tried to call off the strike, but the order 
failed to reach the rank and file. Thus, the walkout on January 20 was ill 
timed and botched. 

The Federation of Japanese Labor reluctantly joined the strike on Janu
ary 23, ordering a general walkout to begin on February 1 at the six Oahu 
plantations the Filipinos had struck-Aiea, Ewa, Kahuku, Waialua, Wai
manalo, and Waipahu.22 Apparently many Japanese workers had refused 
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to cross Filipino picket lines, and thus the federation was drawn by cir
cumstances into striking.23 Before the scheduled walkout, the federation 
tried to head off a confrontation, but the HSPA refused to meet with them. 
Taking another tack, representatives of individual locals approached their 
plantation managers with the union's demands; that, too, was rejected. 

In July 1920, the federation explained events that led to the strike in a 
pamphlet titled "Facts about the Strike on Sugar Plantations in Hawaii." 
"We passed through uneasy days," recalled the writer. "We could no 
longer keep our patience." The federation dispatched two of its secre
taries to the HSPA to arrange for a meeting between planters and union 
leaders. Instead, HSPA secretary Mead informed them that" 'the Hawai
ian Sugar Planters' Association will settle its own industrial troubles.'" 
Thus, recounted the writer, "the door was closed before our eyes; there 
was no more room for negotiation. The time had finally come when we 
were compelled to resort to our last means." 

"We had tried every peaceful method we knew of," reminded the 
writer. "We do not wish to strike. We want peace and order; we love labor 
and production. But when we think of the group of capitalists who show 
no sympathy whatever toward the struggling laborers, turn deaf ears to 
their cries and reject their just and reasonable demands under the pre
tense that they are formulated by 'agitators,' we cannot remain silent. We 
must act. And so we went on strike ... honorably and bravely, as laborers 
living under the great flag of freedom and justice."24 

Laborers Living under the Great Flag 

The strike involved 8,}00 Filipino and Japanese workers, or about 77 per
cent of the plantation workforce on Oahu.25 "The camps [at Aiea plan
tation] appeared deserted," wrote Takashi Tsutsumi, Federation of Japa
nese Labor secretary. "Everywhere the camps were shrouded in dead 
silence." 26 The strike brought plantation operations to a virtual halt, de
spite the announcement by Manlapit on February 8, 1920, that Filipinos 
would return to work. Apparently, Manlapit called off the strike after 
accepting a $25,000 bribe from HSPA attorney Frank Thompson, or after 
becoming distressed over the lack of financial support from the Federation 
of Japanese Labor.27 Whatever the cause, Manlapit stated that he no longer 
believed that the strike was a simple industrial work action designed to 
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secure higher wages but a Japanese scheme "to cripple the industries of 
the Territory of Hawaii in the hope that they may be taken over by an 
unscrupulous alien race." 28 

John Waterhouse, president of HSPA, declared that the planters "would 
fight to a finish, no matter what the cost or how long it took." 29 As in the 
1909 strike, the planters hired over 2,000 strikebreakers-including Chi
nese, Filipinos, Hawaiians, Koreans, Portuguese, and even Japanese
reportedly at two to three times the wages being asked by the strikers.3D 

The HSPA announced on February 14 that all strikers would be evicted 
from their plantation homes; evictions began four days later. According 
to an eyewitness, "A pitiable and even frightful scene that day [was] pre
sented to us-household utensils and furniture thrown out and heaped 
up before our houses, doors tightly nailed that none might enter, sickly 
fathers with trunks and baggage, mothers with weeping babes in arms, 
the crying of children, and the rough voices of the plantation police offi
cers." 31 Federation of Japanese Labor figures showed 12,020 persons dis
placed: 5,087 men, 2,796 women, and 4,137 children. Of the total, 1t472 
were Filipinos who had cast their lot with their fellow workers.32 

One account claimed that the HSPA timed the evictions to coincide with 
the peak of an influenza epidemic that was raging, and that the evictions 
took place over the protest of Acting Governor Curtis P. Iaukea.33 Almost 
6,000 expelled workers had to find temporary shelter in Honolulu, despite 
the unhealthy conditions there. The flu spread quickly in the crowded, 
makeshift tent cities, churches, and rented buildings, resulting in numer
ous deaths. By April 20, a Federation of Japanese Labor estimate showed 
ninety-five Filipinos and fifty-five Japanese dead because of the flu.34 One 
federation report described the epidemic at Waialua: 

There were in Waialua on one occasion 800 patients; there were 
deaths every day; 43 died in 10 days. With one plantation hospi
tal and one Japanese physician, these poor laborers struggled and 
suffered. Matters became worse and worse each day. The school 
building was changed into a temporary hospital. Wives weeping 
with their sick babies over the loss of their husbands, children made 
orphans overnight, husbands burying sons and wives on the same 
day-these could not be looked upon without tears. Lives went out 
like candle flames in a gust of wind.35 

Meanwhile, Japanese businessmen, including the manager of Sumi
tomo Bank and presidents of the Japanese Chamber of Commerce and 
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Japanese Association of Hawaii, joined prominent whites in a committee 
headed by the Reverend Albert W. Palmer of Central Union Church.36 

They drafted a proposal called the Palmer Plan, which asked the Japanese 
federation to "recognize the unwisdom and peril of any such organiza
tion along national lines and that it therefore call off the present strike, 
abandon the field of plantation labor, and thus leave that field clear for an 
organization of the employees within the sugar industry itself." The pro
posal asked the HSPA to "announce that it will arrange for an election by 
secret ballot on each plantation of an employee's committee to confer with 
the plantation manager in securing the utmost cooperation between the 
management and the men." 37 Submitted on February 14, the Palmer Plan 
was essentially antiunion and in line with the American Plan that was 
gaining ground on the mainland. The American Plan advocated an open 
shop, implying that opposition to it was anti-American and associated 
with aliens and Bolsheviks.38 

Initially, the Federation of Japanese Labor repudiated the Palmer Plan; 
on reflection, however, and after a meeting with the Palmer committee 
on February 27, the federation accepted the proposal. The following day, 
it announced: "The directors and secretaries of the Federation of Japa
nese Labor accept the general principles laid down in Mr. Palmer's plan 
and stand ready to take the steps to put it in operation just as soon as it 
shall appear that the Hawaiian Sugar Planters' Association has accepted 
the general principles of the said plan and also stand ready to put it in 
operation."39 But the HSPA refused to reveal its position on the Palmer 
Plan until after the Japanese federation had signed the document, and so 
the proposal failed. 

As the strike dragged on, morale and money ran low. Cracks began to 
appear within the Japanese strike community. The Nippu fiji of March 24, 
1920, reported a quarrel over tactics between Japanese federation leaders 
and Kinzaburo Makino, editor and publisher of the militant and support
ive Hawaii Hochi, and federation members were accused of beating and 
kidnapping Japanese who opposed the strike. In early March, a Japa
nese laborer who had returned to work at Waimanalo was reportedly 
abducted by federation supporters, and a federation member was indicted 
on charges that he had kidnapped a conservative nisei at Waialua.40 

Strike leaders sponsored theatrical performances to lift the sagging 
spirits of the workers, and on April 3 they organized a parade through 
the streets of Honolulu. The "77 cents parade" -77 cents was the daily 
wage of male workers-was scheduled to coincide with Hawaii's cen-
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tennial celebration of the arrival of Christian missionaries. Makino, who 
organized the parade, believed it would put the planters on the defensive 
because of the adverse publicity it would generate outside Hawaii: U A 77¢. 
parade would be the best way to hit the planters in their weakest spot. A 
77¢. parade will be sure to be taken up by the news wires and will expose 
the underhanded attitude of the capitalists to the world." 41 

Some 3,000 Japanese and Filipino men, women, and children paraded 
around Aala Park, then up King Street toward Alapai Street in downtown 
Honolulu. The marchers were divided into four groups: Unit A consisted 
of a band from Ewa plantation; unit B carried miniature American flags 
and banners; unit C carried portraits of President Abraham Lincoln; unit 0 
was made up of women and children. Parade banners bore the strikers' 
messages: 77 Cents-This Is Our Pay for Ten Hours of Hard Labor; We Want to 
Live Like Americans; How Can We Live Like Americans on 77 Cents? All We Want 
Is $1.25; We Pledge to God That We Are Not Radicals; We Deeply Desire Pros
perity for Hawaii; God Has Created Us Equal. Children waved banners that 
read: My Papa 77 Cents a Day and My Mama 58 Cents a Day. Inscribed on 
Lincoln's picture was, We Believe In Lincoln's Ideas.42 Commented the Hono
lulu Star-Bulletin: "Americans do not take kindly to the spectacle of several 
thousand alien Asiatics parading through the streets with banners flaunt
ing their hatred of Americanism and American institutions and insulting 
the memory of the greatest American president since Washington."43 

Because of the vicious anti-Japanese propaganda, the Federation of 
Japanese Labor called a meeting on April 20 and changed its name to the 
Hawaii Laborers' Association, dropping the ethnic label. Leaders urged 
all racial groups to join the association; resolved to expel any member 
"tainted with Communism, radicalism, or anarchism"; and applied for 
membership in the American Federation of Labor.44 These changes were 
directed at the most damaging charge of the planters and the territorial 
government, that the strike was not a labor conflict but an expression of 
Japanese nationalism. 

Finally, federation representatives defiantly resolved by unanimous 
vote: "We hereby pledge ourselves and declare that we will continue this 
strike until the Hawaiian Sugar Planters' Association express their sin
cerity and show their willingness to increase our wages, make changes in 
the bonus system, and take necessary steps for the improvement of our 
living quarters as well as the social life on the plantations." 45 Nonetheless, 
the vitality of the movement had been drained through nearly six months 
of intense struggle and suffering. The good fight would soon be over. 
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On July 1, at the bidding of Bishop Hosen Isobe of the Soto Mission, 
representatives of the strikers met with the HSPA'S Waterhouse at the Alex
ander Young Hotel in Honolulu. The half-hour meeting was tense; the 
minutes of it recorded the encounter: 

Mr. Waterhouse stated that, as he had told Mr. Isobe, he would 
be perfectly willing at this time to meet with the Japanese laborers, 
provided they were in no way representing the Japanese Federation 
of Labor. 

He then stated that he understood that some of the men present 
were members of the Federation but that they were not present as 
representatives of the Federation. 

To this statement all of the laborers answered that Mr. Waterhouse 
was correct. 

Mr. Waterhouse then said that his simple statement was this: That 
the Hawaiian Sugar Planters Association would not at the present 
time consider any change whatsoever in the wage or bonus sched
ule. He also stated that he could not talk much with the people 
present at this meeting because they were not at present employees 
of the sugar plantations. He stated that the thing for them to do was 
to go back to work and resume the relationship of employee and 
employer; after they did that he was sure that the Managers would 
meet them and discuss their problems with them in the future, the 
same as they had done in the past. Mr. Waterhouse stated that he 
thought this was all he had to say. 

Mr. Waterhouse then shook hands with Mr. Isobe and all of the 
laborers present. 

Mr. Waterhouse then added that he wished to state that the 
Hawaiian Sugar Planters Association bore absolutely no ill-will 
against the laborers or the Japanese. 

Mr. E. Yokoo, formerly employed by Ewa Plantation Co., then 
made a few remarks, promising to work hard and peacefully. 

He was followed by Mr. Wakabayashi of Wahiawa (pineapple 
laborer) and Mr. Miyamasa, formerly employed by the Oahu Sugar 
Co. Their remarks were of the same tenor as those of Mr. Yokoo.46 

On the same day, representatives of the Hawaii Laborers' Association 
held a special meeting and declared "that the great controversy between 
capital and labor on the sugar plantations of Hawaii, which has lasted 
for the past six months, has been completely settled by the mutual and 
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confidential understanding between the magnanimous capitalists and the 
sincere laborers." The declaration appealed for "the maintenance of the 
spirit of Aloha which leads to mutual understanding and close coopera
tion" because "laborers have always known that industry could never 
exist without capital, and we believe that the capitalists are not slow to 
recognize that industry can not advance without labor." 

Acknowledging the heavy costs borne by the strikers, the declaration 
addressed them in valediction: "You have faithfully stood to the last of 
this long strike, as inhabitants under the rule of the United States, respect
ing and obeying its laws, as members of this association, and as laborers, 
preserving your honor and dignity."47 The strike was over. 

The Reaping 

When the stalks were ripe with sugar, cane fires were set to clear out 
the underbrush and bum off the razor-sharp leaves, facilitating the har
vest. Frequently, fires were started at sunset, and the sky would fill with 
smoke and boil like an angry volcano. But fires were also set as a form 
of resistance, before the young cane had ripened, destroying the season's 
bounty. The strike of 1920 was a cane fire that scorched earth and sky. The 
consequences of that act of resistance extended beyond the more than 
$600,000 spent by workers and the estimated $11.5 million lost by the six 
struck plantations in breaking the strike.48 Like the morning after a cane 
fire, ashes could be seen everywhere. 

The workers hoped for a new beginning. In their declaration announc
ing the end of the strike, the leaders of the Hawaii Laborers' Association 
recalled the extended hand of Waterhouse: "We hope that this joining of 
the hands of the capitalists and of the laborers will bring forth the flower 
of peace that will continue to bloom forever." 49 Waterhouse saw it another 
way: "No concessions whatsoever, either direct or implied, were made." 
He regretted that "we still have with us ... the Japanese newspapers and 
Japanese and Filipino agitators whose main excuse for existence seems to 
be to create trouble." He added, "I doubt, however, that they care for a 
repetition of the lessons taught them this year." 50 

In November and December 1919, while the Association for Higher 
Wages was articulating a new dispensation for workers, military intel
ligence was busily following the activities of the officers and men of a 
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visiting Japanese cruiser, the Yakumo. Naval intelligence intercepted com
munications between ship and shore, and army intelligence officers spied 
on the sightseeing visitors and welcome parties hosted by local Japanese 
residents. 

Lieutenant Colonel George M. Brooke, an army intelligence officer, 
lamented the limitations placed on the military by democracy and the 
Constitution: "It is unfortunate that the United States has not stricter laws 
in this territory for dealing with espionage, considering the strategic value 
of Oahu in particular. A great need of this territory from the strategic point 
of view is a commission form of government, stricter laws preventive of 
espionage and more extensive prohibited areas in fortified zones." 51 Sen
timent for "a commission form of government" was strengthened by the 
strike of 1920 and became irresistible as the likelihood of war with Japan 
increased. 

During the strike, using the military to suppress the workers was con
sidered, but Acting Governor Iaukea, mindful of the role of American 
imperialism in the demise of the Hawaiian monarchy, declined to exercise 
that option: "It is a matter of history that armed forces of the United States 
were used to over-awe the Hawaiians at the time of the overthrow of the 
monarchy," he reminded his detractors, "and there seems to be a desire 
to repeat this measure of intimidation." 52 

The army was unimpressed with Iaukea's history lesson. Army offi
cers bypassed the territorial government by contacting plantation man
agers directly and asking them to keep army intelligence informed of any 
"emergency arising from the Strike."53 The army's circumvention of the 
territorial government reflected its belief that containment of the "Japa
nese problem" would require that democracy take a back seat to national 
defense. 

The workers saw oppression as their problem. Tsutsumi, the Federa
tion of Japanese Labor's secretary, wrote that the strike was brought on 
not by various "isms" such as nationalism or Bolshevism but from "the 
heart of men oppressed for ages by the capitalists." He saw the strike as 
a struggle of the working class "to safeguard their livelihood against the 
tyranny and encroachments of capitalists." 54 About a year after the strike, 
Tsutsumi wrote: 

If destruction of present condition is dangerous, I am a man of 
dangerous thoughts. 
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If all defiance of power and dignity is disquieting, I am decidedly 
a disquieting person. 

But without progress in present condition, there would be no 
freedom in obedience to power and dignity. 

In unprogressive community, corruption and stagnation prevail . 
. . . If humanity is equal, if freedom of individual is approved, I 

shall not hesitate to defy the long established power and dignity, in 
order to safeguard a more equal and free livelihood.55 

The planters, the territorial government, and the army persisted in por
traying a movement that sought a minimum daily wage of 95 cents and 
$1.25, maternity rights and child care, and an eight-hour workday as a 
race war. The cane fires, sparked by the democratic impulses of plantation 
workers, would have an effect for years to come. 

Hand across the Sea 

Early in the strike, the planters dismissed the movement for decent wages 
and better living conditions as an anti-American plot aimed at the take
over of Hawaii's sugar industry. On February 6, 1920, Waterhouse de
clared: liThe action taken by the Japanese Federation of Labor is, as we see 
it, an anti-American movement designed to obtain control of the sugar 
business of the Hawaiian Islands." 56 That message was amplified by the 
Honolulu Star-Bulletin and Pacific Commercial Advertiser. The January 27, 

1920, Advertiser reduced the strike to a single question: "ls Hawaii to be 
an American territory or is it to be an Oriental province?" The paper de
nounced Buddhist priests, Japanese newspaper editors, and other "sub
jects of the Mikado" as "agitators" who had stirred up the placid waters 
of planter-worker relations. "What we face now/' warned the Advertiser, 
"is an attempt on the part of an alien race to cripple our principal industry 
and to gain dominance of the American territory of Hawaii." 

The campaign to discredit the strike and point an accusing finger at 
the Japanese in Hawaii also alleged a link between that domestic com
munity and a foreign power-Japan. Despite the fact that the Japanese 
consul in Honolulu, Yeiichi Furuya, and his successor, Chonosuke Yada, 
publicly disavowed any connection with the Federation of Japanese Labor 
and chastised the union, Hawaii's rulers saw the sinister hand of Imperial 
Japan reaching across the Pacific. In a January 3D, 1920, editorial entitled 
"The Hand across the Sea/' the Advertiser charged: "The inference is plain 
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and unmistakable: The Japanese government ... is back of the strike, it 
is back of the organization of Japanese labor in the American Territory of 
Hawaii; it reaches out its arm and directs the energies and activities of its 
nationals here in these American islands, just as it directs those at home." 
Three days later, the Advertiser elaborated on that theme by citing Japan's 
exploits in Asia: 

The strike is an attempt on the part of the Japanese to obtain control 
of the sugar industry. It is in line with Japanese policy wherever 
they colonize. It is a part of the Japanization of Korea, Manchuria, 
Eastern Inner Mongolia, Shantung, and Formosa. In those countries 
Japan's methods have met with striking success and the Japanese 
evidently think they can use them with equal success in Hawaii. 
They evidently fail to realize that it is one thing to bluff, bulldoze 
and bamboozle weak oriental peoples and another thing to try to 
coerce Americans.57 

On February 13, in the midst of the strike, the Honolulu Star-Bulletin 
editorialized: 

What the alien Japanese priests, editors and educators are aiming 
at, in our opinion, is general recognition of their claim that they can 
absolutely control the 25,000 Japanese plantation laborers of this ter
ritory. If they could gain that point they would be as completely the 
masters of Hawaii's destiny as if they held title to the land and the 
growing cane. They would be the autocratic dictators of Hawaii's in
dustrialism. Hawaii's industries would prosper or languish at their 
whim. If the alien agitators could establish their pretensions to con
trol of labor, Hawaii would be as thoroughly Japanized, so far as its 
industrial life is concerned, as if the Mikado had the power to name 
our governor and direct our political destiny. 

Had the agitators been successful in this attempt, had the plant
ers yielded and consented to deal with them, Japanism would have 
become triumphant in Hawaii .... And this is what the Star-Bulletin 
had in mind, when at the very outset of the present strike, it de
clared that the issue involved was this and nothing else: Is control of 
the industrialism of Hawaii to remain in the hands of Anglo-Saxons 
or is it to pass into those of alien Japanese agitators? This is what 
we meant in declaring that back of the strike is a dark conspiracy to 
Japanize this American territory. 
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... Never lose sight of the real issue: Is Hawaii to remain Ameri
can or become Japanese? A compromise of any nature or any degree 
with the alien agitators would be a victory for them and an indirect 
but nonetheless deadly invasion of American sovereignty in Hawaii. 
The American citizen who advocates anything less than resistance 
to the bitter end against [the) arrogant ambition of the Japanese 
agitators is a traitor to his own people.58 

The imagery of the yellow peril was not confined to a press eager for 
sensationalism; it was accorded legitimacy by respected leaders in the 
territory. Even Acting Governor Iaukea, who had written that he was 
"convinced that the racial issue has been deliberately emphasized to cloud 
the economic issue," 59 cautioned H. H. Miyazawa, secretary of the Fed
eration of Japanese Labor, in a letter dated February 26: "First of all let me 
impress upon you the delicate situation the entire Japanese community 
is thrown in by the suspicion that has been spread throughout the com
munity that there is a racial or nationalistic conspiracy behind the present 
strike. It is therefore of the utmost importance to all the Japanese people 
in this Territory that this suspicion be allayed." 60 

The idiom suited the purposes of white supremacy by fragmenting 
the working class on the basis of race. In attempting to break the strike, 
planters manipulated race and ethnicity by allegedly bribing Manlapit, by 
inciting discontent among the Filipino union leadership with the Federa
tion of Japanese Labor, and by hiring Filipinos and other Asian groups as 
scabs. No friend of the Filipinos, the planters depicted them as "ignorant" 
and "mere catspaws": "As regards the Filipinos, there is good reason to 
think they are mere catspaws, used by wily agitators to further the inter
ests of the subjects of the Mikado. . . . If there shall be violence and 
lawlessness in connection with the strike, it is a safe prediction that the 
ignorant Filipinos ... will be the goats?" 61 

The impact of the strike cannot be completely appreciated by a summa
tion of its financial costs or the degree to which the objectives of planters 
and workers had been achieved. The strikers resumed their role under 
planter hegemony and without any concessions or even a recognition of 
their right to organize and bargain collectively. Yet, three months later 
and without fanfare, the HSPA abolished the racial differential wage scale 
(at least theoretically), raised wages by 50 percent, and allowed monthly 
bonuses.62 Further, the planters expanded worker recreation and social 
welfare programs and made extensive improvements in housing and sani-
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tation. The HSPA'S Social Welfare Committee formed an Industrial Service 
Bureau in 1922 to promote and coordinate these efforts and, from 1922 

to 1925, spent more than $3 million on housing repair and new construc
tion.63 Despite these gains for workers, the instruments of oppression 
grew in scope and sophistication. 

The planters and the territorial government both employed racism to 
isolate and weaken the Japanese, identifying white supremacy with the 
national interest. They launched a national campaign to reintroduce Chi
nese migrant labor, hoping to rid themselves of the Japanese. 
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