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Tears of Kalawao

"Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it." 

(George Santayana; U.S. Philosopher, Poet- 1863-1952) 
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I remember standing on the cliffs of the Kalaupapa, Moloka’i lookout for the first time. As I stared out at the beauty down below, I felt a sense of peace and for a moment I forgot that the rest of the world existed. Little did I know then that a beautiful island such as this was once the home of terrible pain and desperation. 


In 1886, the first group of people who suffered from Hansen’s disease, more commonly known as Leprosy, was forced aboard ships. They were referred to as “Lepers” like animals, rather than people. I imagine that as they were being put into cages like wild animals, cries of broken hearted families filled their ears. They were sent to the island of Moloka’i, where they were expected to live in exile in a place called Kalawao. The victims were thrown off the ship, along with the cages that they were held in, along the rough shores of Kalawao. Victims were forced to swim to land, and those who tried to swim back to the ship were shot dead. How can people be so cruel to other human beings?
 People who suffered from leprosy were surrounded by ocean and high cliffs, isolating them from the rest of the world. They existed in miserable and almost impossible living conditions with no shelter and no potable water. Most survived a maximum of four years after being exiled. The people, who were being treated like animals, began to act like animals. They would often fight and many times kill each other over food, shelter, and clothing to survive. The air was filled with the stench of the dead laying in their shallow graves, constantly reminding the living of their same fate.

Hope arrived in 1872 when Roman Catholic priest Joseph De Veuster, also known as Father Damien, moved to Kalawao.  He moved the people westward to a place called Kalaupapa.  When Father Damien came to Kalaupapa, he built homes, churches, and organized schools, and choirs. He built a water system so they could have clean drinking water, and took the time to give those that died a proper burial. He cared for them. He reminded them through his time and service that they were human beings and deserved to be treated as such. Why is it that we do not take the time to share stories, to listen to them and learn from their history? 
 Is it because we are too busy with our lives? Or is it that we think it’s just another tragedy that happened a long time ago? While growing up on the Island of Moloka’i, no one ever took the time to tell me the stories of Kalaupapa. It was never a topic that was taught during my school years, and the only time I heard about it was from over hearing other people talk about it. I had heard about Father Damien and the “leprosy settlement”, but other than that, I only considered it as being a beautiful place that I liked to visit.

Throughout the history of the world, groups of people have been cruelly treated and killed, simply because they were different. Such tragic events like the Holocaust would be a lot easier to ignore than to share, ignoring it cannot erase the millions of Jews that were killed and tortured. It cannot erase the Japanese Americans that were put into Internment camps. It cannot erase the millions of African Americans who were bought by other humans as slaves. It cannot erase how cruel the people of Kalaupapa were treated and it cannot replace the families it separated. 

It is because their stories are ignored that history continues to repeat itself.  It is up to us to learn our history, to share them with those around us. Most importantly, changing the way we as human beings treat other human beings, by learning from the stories of those before us.  Now when I go to the Kalaupapa lookout, it will be a different experience for me. Although it will always be beautiful, it will have a greater significance to me. I no longer only see its beauty. I see its history. I think about its people, their stories, and the lessons it taught me. As I remember those that have suffered and those that have lost their lives. Remembering their pain, and their tears, and using it to change the way I live my life.  

Photograph  1   Grave atop Kauhakō crater. Permission to use Photograph taken by  Blaine Fergerstrom. 

