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Women’s Work Clothing  

The issei women, like the issei men, at first took whatever they had 

brought with them from their homeland and put together makeshift 

work outfits. Later they also adopted some of the types of clothing 

worn by other ethnic groups.  As the women from different ethnic 

groups and cultures came into contact, a gradual exchange of ideas 

began.  

The issei women retained some of their traditional ideas and threw 

away others; they adopted useful ideas from other ethnic groups; 

often they blended the old and the new. Through this assimilation 

of new ideas into their traditional costume, the issei women created 

a unique fashion: the kasuri jacket, the dirndl skirt, the black 

cummerbund-like sash and the straw hat.  

Jackets  

The first kind of clothing worn by issei women for field work was the 

native kimono. Women who worked in the fields in their villages in 

Japan used a cord to hold their kimono sleeves behind them while 

working, but in the heat of Hawaii they felt it was wiser to cut the 

sleeves to make the garment lighter. One of the first adaptations 

made by the issei women was to turn the kimono into a jacket 

similar to the Chinese women’s fitted jacket with a narrow collar 

and long sleeves.  

Skirts  

The women soon found that their skirts did not provide enough 

fullness to be comfortable when working in the fields. They noticed 

that the Hawaiian, Portuguese, and Spanish women wore much 

fuller skirts that seemed to be more suitable for field work. The 

Hawaiian women had learned to sew their gathered skirts from the 

missionary women. It was easier and faster to use thirty-six-inch 

American cotton fabric, which cost ten cents a yard. The women 

favored prints, usually in black and white, often the tiny floral or 

geometric designs.  

Hats 

The boater hat was a stiff hat of braided straw. Underneath the 

boater hat, or in some cases, over it, the women wore a triangular-

shaped kerchief made of muslin or bleached rice bag. The kerchief 

covered the hair, the ears, and most of the face.  

Men’s Work Clothing  

In the early years of the Japanese immigration to Hawaii, the men 

started to work in the sugarcane fields wearing their cotton kimono, 

momohiki (fitted pants), and shirts with long, narrow sleeves. But it 

did not take the issei men very long to see the practical advantages 

of the work clothing worn in the sugarcane fields by the field 

workers of other ethnic groups.  

Jackets  

The usual mens’ work jacket was cut along straight lines, with long 

sleeves, cuffed with a 2.5 inch band that was closed with a couple 

buttons.  The neckline was completed with a pointed, tailored 

collar. The fabric most commonly used for work jackets was an 

American blue denim, known in Hawaii as ahina. It had a stiff 

texture and a dull surface.  



Trousers  

The trousers worn by the men who worked on the plantations were 

usually plain with four deep pockets. Those pockets were necessary 

for carrying personal belongings around while doing field work. In 

the early years the women sewed all of their husbands’ field 

garments.  The women often used the thick material from rice bags 

for pocket lining.  

Hats 

Most of the men who worked on the plantations wore straw hats to 

protect them from sun, rain and dust. Many of the men took a fancy 

to unusual types of straw hats. They constantly had to walk through 

the tall, thick stalks of sugarcane, and the flexible brim of the 

dongorosu hat did not get caught in the tall cane leaves as easily as 

did the stiffer brim of the strong hat.  

  

Three young Okinawan brides who worked at 

Kekaha Sugar Plantation on Kauai. About 

1919.  

Kenkichi Kaneshiro collection.  

Workers at the Oahu Sugar Company plantation in 

Waipahu. Gensei Maeshiro (second from the right) 

was considered one of the best-dressed men in 

the camp. 

 Iris Katsura collection. 



 

 

 

 

  

Complete woman’s work outfit and 

accessories. Barbara Kawakami collection  
A copy of a kasuri outfit sent by Zenbei Saito 

from Fukushima Prefecture, Japan. Barbara 

Kawakami collection  

Issei man cutting pulapula (sugarcane seedlings). 

He wears an ahina jacket, tesashi, and boots to 

protect him from the serrated edges of the 

sugarcane leaves. 1890s. Ewa Senior Citizens 

Club collection  

Sources:  

Kawakami, Barabara. Japanese Immigrant Clothing in Hawaii 1885-1941.Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1993.  

 



The Story of Sugar  

Sugar cane needs water, a mild climate and lots of sunshine. Hawaii 

is rich with these needs. People liked sugar, so with the ideal 

growing conditions in Hawaii and new markets opening up in 

California and Oregon, it was only natural that the people of Hawaii 

would try to make some money growing sugar.  

The first cane plantations had been started during the reign of 

Kamehameha III.  One of these begun in 1835 by Peter Brinsmade 

and William Ladd, at Koloa on Kauai and did business as Ladd & 

Company. Shortly after this period sugar mills began operating on 

Maui, Hawaii, and Oahu. There were many plantations but only a 

few were to survive these early years. Various problems connected 

with sugar, such as money, labor, sales and distribution helped to 

limit the number of sugar plantations on Hawaii.  

Mills 

Sugar cane is processed in a factory called a mill. Here the cane is 

crushed between rollers, the sweet juice is collected then the juice 

is boiled down and separated into molasses and sugar. Early sugar 

mills in the islands used human or animal power to crush the cane. 

The early separators were slow and clumsy machines that produced 

too much molasses and too little sugar. In 1850, a machine called a 

centrifugal separator was constructed on the Lihue plantation. This 

machine saved a great deal of time and made the milling process 

more efficient. Also the quality of the sugar produced was much 

improved.  

 

Land  

Sugar cane takes a lot of raw cane to produce a small quantity of 

table sugar. Farmers who grown cane need to plant very large fields 

in order to make money. At first the foreigners borrowed or leased 

their sugar lands, but after 1850, they began to own them. Many of 

the Hawaiian chiefs, who had fallen into debt, sold their land to the 

foreigners for money to pay off these debts.  In this way a huge part 

of the Islands came to be owned by haole (foreign) planters. The 

plantations got bigger and fewer, as smaller planters sold out to the 

larger.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Labor  

Because sugar plantations are large, they require many people to 

work on them. Many of the Hawaiian commoners were now 

landless and moneyless so some of them went to work on the 

plantations. But Hawaiians had always worked for their chiefs and 



for their own food and clothing. They were not used to working for 

wages or interested in working up to twelve hours a day for little 

pay. The native Hawaiians did not make good plantation workers as 

far as the owners were concerned and actually there weren’t 

enough of them. So where were the planters going to get workers?  

Immigrant Labor  

One of the ideas of Alexander Liholiho (Kamehameha IV) was to 

increase the native population by bringing in settlers from other 

Polynesian islands. The planters had a similar idea. Why not import 

workers abroad?  

Laborers who were brought into the country had to work under 

contracts authorized by the “Act for the Government of Master and 

Servants” which provided penalties for workers who broke their 

contracts and for planters who were unjust or cruel to their 

workers.  

But where were the planters going to find good workers that would 

sign a contract to work for low wages? The answer seemed to be 

China.  

The Chinese in Hawaii 1800 – 1898  

The Chinese were taken to the plantations where they lived in grass 

houses or unpainted wooden buildings with dirt floors. Sometimes 

as many as forty men were put into one room. They slept on 

wooden boards about two feet wide and about three feet from the 

floor.  

Every morning at five their bosses, called lunas, marched them to 

the fields. There they cut the sugar cane and hauled it on their backs 

to ox drawn carts, which took the cane to the mill to be made into 

sugar. The men could rest only at times permitted by the lunas and 

if they slowed down in their work or showed signs of not working, 

the lunas frequently whipped them with black snake whips. The life 

of the plantation worker was not an easy one.  

 

(Luna on horseback making his daily rounds. The Final Harvest) 

Many of the Chinese contract laborers came to Hawaii only to earn 

money to take back with them to China, so they usually left their 

wives and children at home. But by 1865 some of the laborers 

brought their families.  

One of the more pleasant parts of plantation life, according to the 

early workers was the plantation store. The store was operated by 



planters or by the Chinese. At the store, a person could mail letters 

home, put his money away for safe keeping, buy Chinese goods 

from home, meet with friends, or play Chinese games. On weekends 

the stores were centers of social activities.  

 

(Plantation Store)  

After serving their five year contracts, many workers left Hawaii to 

go back to China and some took their Hawaiian wives with them. 

Some of these learned that they really preferred life in Hawaii and 

returned. Quite a few stayed on in Hawaii and signed up for another 

five years and often sent to China for their families. Gradually, many 

Chinese came to live in the islands. 

Kasla Glorya a Ti Hawaii  

“Why go to Hawaii?” Filipinos asked, and were told: “Kasla glorya ti 

Hawaii, Hawaii is like a land of glory.” Many of them had gone there 

to work on the sugar plantations and returned as “hawaiianos.” The 

promise of Hawaii, which the Hawaiianos personified, attracted 

Filipino peasants.  

And so by the thousands, Filipinos signed labor contracts to be 

transported to Hawaii, where they would be bound to labor for 

three years at wages of $18 a month plus housing, water, fuel, and 

medical care. If they worked a total of 720 days, they would be 

given transportation back to their homeland. Most of the labor 

recruits, or sakadas, from the Philippines were men coming to 

Hawaii to work temporarily.  

They waved their hats in a final farewell and descended into the 

filthy holds below, where the steerage passengers were crowded 

together. “It was crowded below deck,” one of the passengers later 

recalled. “I think there were more than 300 of us.” The smell of 

freight, oil, and machines filled the air below deck, and sometimes 

the Filipino passengers were locked in the holds and denied fresh air 

and sunshine.  

Finally their ships reached Honolulu, and the Filipino passengers 

were marched down the gangplank, carrying their belongings. They 

were ordered to step forward individually, and a plantation official 

then placed a bango, a metal tag with a number stamped on it, 

around the neck of each man, like a lei.   

Sources:  

 

 

 

 

Takaki, Ronald. Pau Hana: Plantation Life and Labor in Hawaii, 1835-1920. 

Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1983.  

Wong, Helen and Carey, Robert. Hawaii’s Royal History. Honolulu: Hogarth 

Press, 1980 



Strangers in the Islands  

And so they came – from many different lands and many different 

cultures – Chinese, Portuguese, Norwegians, Japanese, Koreans and 

Filipinos. Other came too – Puerto Ricans, Spaniards, Germans and 

Russians. The experiences of the various immigrant groups were 

different in important ways. While only a few hundred Norwegians 

migrated here, tens of thousands of Japanese arrived in the islands, 

becoming the largest ethnic community in Hawaiian society. While 

the Chinese and Filipino migrants were overwhelming male, the 

German, Norwegian, Japanese, Portuguese, and Korean migrations 

included significant numbers of women.  

Still, all of the migrants, regardless of their place of origin and 

nationality, shared many experiences. The future for them in the old 

countries seemed grim.  Over three hundred thousand men and 

women left everything they knew and loved – their farms, families, 

temples and churches, their villages – and migrated to Hawaii. By 

word of mouth and from notices and advertisements, they had 

learned about the sugar-growing islands in the Pacific and the 

possibilities for employment there.  

On the plantations, all of the migrants would find themselves in a 

new world of labor. Peasant farmers and craftsmen in the old 

country, they had labored to provide for their families to fulfill 

feudal obligations. They had greater control of their time and 

activities. But once in the islands, all of them would be thrown into 

a wage-earning system and the regimented life of modern 

agricultural labor. Their experiences as plantation laborers would 

radically transform their lives and the way they viewed Hawaii.  

 

(Spaniards harvesting sugarcane on Maui, 1915) 

 

 Mr. P.K. Yoon, his church’s delegate to a convention in Washington 

in 1906 is welcomed upon returning to Honolulu. 

 



 

(Native Hawaiians)  

 

 

  

Japanese laborers and their homes on a Hawaiian 

plantation, 1885 

Arrival of Filipino workers 

(Hawaii State Archives)  



Rules designed to govern plantation life and labor:  

1. Laborers are expected to be industrious and docile and 

obedient to their overseers.  

2. Any cause of complaint against the overseers, of injustice of 

ill treatment, shall be heard by the manager through the 

interpreter, but in no case shall any laborer be permitted to 

raise his hand or any weapon in an aggressive manner of 

cabal with his associates or incite them to acts of 

insubordination.  

3. The working hours shall be ten each day, or more, if by 

mutual consent, in which case they shall have extra pay, but 

when work is not pressing, laborers will be allowed to stop 

on Saturdays at 4 o’clock.  

4. When laborers desire to have a stint for the day’s work, the 

overseer shall be the judge of the amount required, then 

laborers shall have their choice, to accept or to work their 

usual ten hours; on this subject there shall be no appeal.  

5. Laborers are expected to be regular and cleanly in their 

personal habits, to retire, to rest and rise at the appointed 

hours, to keep their person, beds, clothing, rooms, 

enclosures, and offices clean, and are strictly forbidden to 

enter that part of the cook house set apart for plantation 

cooking arrangements. A fire place will be provided for 

latter purpose and permission given to cut indigo for 

firewood. 

6. Rooms will be set apart for married laborers, and a separate 

bed will be provided for each male unmarried laborer.  

7. No fires will be allowed after 6 1/2 P.M. and no lights after 8 

½ PM; every laborer is required to be in bed at 8 ½ PM and 

to rise at 5 AM, the hours before breakfast being devoted to 

habits of cleanliness and order about their persons and 

premises. During the hours appointed for rest no talking 

permitted or any noise calculated to disturb those wishing 

to sleep. 

8. A separate lodging house will be provided for those whose 

sickness or inability to labor shall last over 24 hours and all 

persons on the sick or disabled list are required to submit to 

such treatment and obey such directs as are given by the 

medical attendant and manager.  

9. It is required that laborers sick or unable to work shall 

immediately report themselves to the interpreter to their 

overseer or to the manager as any person absent from work 

without permission shall be considered and punished as a 

deserter.  

10. Each laborer shall be held responsible for any sickness or 

inability to work which shall result from breaking the laws of 

this land or the sanitary rules of this plantation.  

11. Gambling, fast riding, and leaving the plantation without 

permission are strictly forbidden.  

 

 

Source: 

Takaki, Ronald. Pau Hana: Plantation Life and Labor in Hawaii, 1835-

1920. Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1983.  

 



“Six days a week I worked from siren to siren” 

Schedule  

5:00 AM Wake up call  

5:30 AM Meet and transport to the fields  

6:00 AM Start work  

11:30 Lunch Break  

12:00  Work  
4:30 Work ends  

8:00 Sleep  

 

 

 


