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Just as tourism has been called
Hawai`i’s “new kind of sugar”,1 the
Polynesian Cultural Center (PCC), now
one of Hawai`i’s most popular tourist

attractions, is reminiscent of the Lä`ie sugar plan-
tation laid out by missionaries sent to Hawai`i by
Brigham Young, the great Mormon colonizer. In
1865, Lä`ie became the “gathering place” where
Hawaiian converts to Mormonism could live
apart from the rest of the world.2 Lä`ie was
selected on the strength of a prophetic dream in
which Brigham Young, then the prophet and pres-
ident of the Mormon Church, appeared to Francis
A. Hammond, a missionary serving in Hawai`i,
and told him that Lä`ie was the chosen site.3

The Mormon colonization of Lä`ie occurred
at a pivotal point in Hawai`i’s history when the
land, capital, and skills had been amassed to pro-
pel the Hawaiian sugar industry into the world
market.4 The mid-19th century was also crucial for
Mormonism. Between 1850 and 1980, the Church
dispatched great numbers of “economic missionar-
ies” throughout western North America to found
colonies and build the Lord’s kingdom. They mined
gold and lead, manufactured iron, farmed cotton,
milled textiles, and built factories, towns and tem-
ples.5 Even the families sent from Utah to Lä`ie
came as agricultural missionaries, not just evange-
lists.6 In Brigham Young’s plan, Lä`ie was to export
crops to Utah where they would enter the vast
redistribution of goods that made up the early
Mormon economic system.7

Lä`ie was not initially bountiful, however.
After experiments with several types of produce,
sugar cane was selected as Lä`ie’s major crop. But
sugar cane requires vast amounts of water, and
water in Lä`ie was scarce. For 20 years, the
Hawaiian converts and the missionaries struggled
to produce only a poor grade of sugar with a lim-
ited water supply that kept sugar cane production
and life in general at disappointing levels.

In 1885, to ease the growing distress, Joseph
F. Smith, nephew of the prophet Joseph Smith, told
the Mormons in Hawai`i:

Do not complain because of ... the lack of
water, the scarcity of foods to which you are accus-
tomed, and the poverty as well. Be patient, for the
day is coming when this land will become a most
beautiful land. Water shall spring forth in abun-
dance, and upon the barren land you now see, the
Saints (i.e., Mormons) will build homes, taro will
be planted, and there will be plenty to eat and
drink.8

The words gave the Lä`ie Mormons the heart
to persist, and soon they struck artesian wells that
supplied the promised abundance of water.
Plantation productivity boomed. By 1900, Lä`ie
shipped its due to Utah, and also supplied funds to
build new chapels and provide financial assistance
to needy Church members throughout Hawai`i.9
This turn of events added greatly to Lä`ie’s aura of
holiness.

Tourists and the Temple
In 1900, George Q. Cannon, then a member

of the Church’s presidency, visited Hawai`i, and
promised the congregations that because of their
faithfulness, they would have the opportunity to
participate in sacred temple ceremonies.10 He
apparently made no mention of how this would
occur, but when a temple was constructed in Lä`ie
in 1919, his statement was regarded as prophecy,
and the temple, like the colony itself, was endowed
with prophetic stature.

The temple drew faithful Mormon converts
from all over the Pacific, many of whom resettled
in Lä`ie. It also attracted tourists intrigued by
reports of the unusual edifice on O`ahu’s remote
north shore. Tourist guidebooks of the period
include the temple as the main attraction in coastal
tours, comparing the visual effect of its striking
white outline to that of the Taj Mahal.11
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Hawai`i’s tourism industry grew as Lä`ie’s
sugar industry declined. The plantation fell into
debt during the 1920s and in 1931 was leased to
the larger and better equipped Kahuku Plantation
Company, whose land adjoined Lä`ie.12 This
brought Lä`ie to an economic standstill. Many resi-
dents became unemployed and moved away.
Eventually, however, the presence of large numbers
of outsiders in Hawai`i opened new visions to
La`ie’s Mormons, and in 1948, exploitation of the
tourist market began with the reintroduction of the
well-known hukilau on the shore of the Lä`ie Bay.
This popular weekend tourist attraction began in
1937 to raise funds to build the Mormons
Tabernacle in Honolulu.13 It reappeared in 1948,
and brought considerable sums of money into
Lä`ie’s economy during the 1950s and 1960s.14

Each hukilau attracted hundreds of tourists
from Honolulu. After they helped pull (huki) the
fishnet festooned with leaves (lau) to shore, Lä`ie
residents entertained them with songs, dances, sto-
rytelling and feasting. A splendid noon luau was
followed by a program of songs and dances.15 The
entire operation was devised and executed by the
residents of Lä`ie, who showed a truly entrepre-
neurial flair for marketing the multi-cultural talents
of their village.

The Church College of Hawai`i
The Church College of Hawai`i was both pre-

cursor and motive for the PCC. When the college
opened in 1955, it fulfilled an ambition begun in
1921 by Apostle David O. McKay when he
attended a flag-raising ceremony performed by the
students at Lä`ie Elementary School. The sight of
Hawaiian, Samoan, Caucasian, Chinese, Japanese,
and Filipino children saluting the American flag
greatly moved McKay. As the story is told in Lä`ie,
the experience prompted his vision of the future
establishment of the Church College. Actually, it
was the following day on Maui that McKay recom-
mended that a college be built in Lä`ie.16

The College was built three decades later,
soon after McKay succeeded to the Church presi-
dency. At the ground breaking, he uttered this
prophetic statement:

We dedicate our actions ... that this col-
lege, and the temple, and the town of Laie
may become a missionary factor, influencing
not thousands, not tens of thousands, but
millions of people who will come seeking to
know what this town and its significances
are.17

In 1974, the Church College was renamed
Brigham Young University-Hawai`i Campus, or
BYU-Hawai`i. But no one forgot McKay’s prophecy,
and the Polynesian Cultural Center, entertaining
up to a million customers yearly, is considered its
fulfillment.

The Polynesian Cultural Center
After the College opened, Church officials

tried unsuccessfully to attract businesses to Lä`ie
to provide jobs for the students. Natural resources
also offered little prospect for economic develop-
ment. Sugar had already proved inadequate to sup-
port the community. Coral for cement manufacture
and local clay deposits were not extensive enough
to meet the long-term objectives of the College.

The popularity of the hukilau. however, sug-
gested that Lä`ie’s tourist market was its most
promising resource. Richard Wooten, then Church
College President, and several faculty members
and local Church leaders proposed to build a cen-
ter where the College’s students could pay for their
education by entertaining tourists with Polynesian
songs and dances.18 Some Lä`ie residents feared,
however, that this would create a Waikïkï-like
environment in Lä`ie, and favored expansion of the
hukilau, which had proved very successful.19

Certain Church leaders in Utah agreed, and
advised President McKay to reject the plan.20 But
McKay ended the discussion by announcing that
the center would be built.21 Just as he had single-
handedly founded the Church College, McKay also
decided that the PCC would be the economic ven-
ture to support its long-term continuation.

The primary motive for the Center was to
provide support for the College.22 Today, as many
as 700 of BYU-Hawai`i’s 2,000 students earn
money to pay for their education by working as
PCC guides, dancers, musicians, and concession-
ers. The PCC also provides direct financial aid to
BYU-Hawai`i for unrestricted use and for research
in Polynesian Studies.23

Another purpose of the PCC is to preserve
Polynesian culture.24 The PCC considers itself a
living museum in which Polynesian craftsmen,
dancers and others teach traditional art forms and
cultural practices to tourists and to student per-
formers. From the artisans, the young learn
dances, games, ceremonies, food preparation,
songs, carving and costuming, which they perform
daily for tourists at the Center’s seven village repli-
cas, in stage revues and in the creation and display
of material objects.

Very often the students are unfamiliar with
the traditional customs and arts of their own
homelands when they begin work at the PCC. A
Maori student states:

Everything that I know now (about Maori
culture) I learned at PCC. I learned about
each building, what it meant. I learned how
to sing certain songs ... I learned how to pro-
nounce the language properly, I learned how
to move properly the way they did ... when
you dance. I became more proud of my cul-
ture than when I was in New Zealand.
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Like the temple and the College, the Center
had its own prophetic forerunners. As early as
1951, Mormon Apostle Matthew Cowley proposed
that Polynesian craftsmen in Lä`ie construct “little
villages” in the traditional manner to attract the
tourists.25 Cowley spent much of his life in
Polynesia for the Church, and he knew that the
journey from widespread Pacific Islands to Lä`ie to
attend the temple was costly. He suggested that the
Polynesian dwellings, along with performances of
traditional songs and dances, would attract the
tourists who came to see the temple and provide
money for the Polynesians’ passage home while
acquainting tourists with Polynesian arts. His sug-
gestion interested some local Church leaders, but
no immediate action came of it.

Yet many Mormons attribute to Cowley the
inspiration that led to the PCC. His simple plan to
help the Polynesians thus became a prophetic
vision, and the PCC became the fulfillment of that
prophecy.26 This gives the Center its own sacred
stature, and puts it on an equal footing with the
temple and BYU-Hawai`i, elevating it above the
hukilau, which was a local enterprise lacking any
comparable prophetic origin.

Cowley died before the Church College was
founded, so his vision of little villages included no
student performers, no earmarking of the proceeds
for the College instead of temple attendees. But by
1959, these other intentions had developed far
enough among College leaders for them to test a
Polynesian dance revue performed by Church
College students. Faculty members trained a stu-
dent troupe and staged them at various locations
in Honolulu.27

The result, called “Polynesian Panorama,”
was a hit. Two years of shuttling the student per-
formers back and forth to Waikïkï convinced deci-
sion makers that a spirited, tourist-oriented
Polynesian revue with a student cast was definitely
marketable. And although some argued that Lä`ie

was too far from Honolulu, others insisted that the
success of the hukilau demonstrated that the
Mormon gathering place could draw audiences
large enough to make the venture profitable.

When it opened in 1963, the PCC supplanted
the hukilau. It included the traditional huts vaguely
resembling Cowley’s little villages, the audience
participation, cultural activities, the feast of the
hukilau and the staged extravaganza of the
Polynesian Panorama. The PCC, however, greatly
escalated Lä`ie’s commitment to tourism by going
after much larger tourist audiences. 

From the Prophets to the Players
Like the plantation a century earlier, the PCC

was by no means an immediate success. The spec-
tacular evening stage shows received fine reviews,
but the distance of Lä`ie from Waikïkï hotels and
tourist spots kept attendance low. After four years,
the Center had lost $740,00028 and Church leaders
seriously considered closing it.29

The Center did not begin turning profits until
its management struck a deal with the tour compa-
nies to include the Center in their publicity and
their itineraries, and bus their passengers to the
Center. Initially, Center managers refused to deal
with these companies, insisting that the Center
could attract tourists without their help. But in the
face of financial disaster, they granted the tour
companies a 30% return of the Center’s profits from
their passengers.30 Like the commercial motivation
behind the inception of the PCC, its success was
due to shrewd business arrangements.

Now, as Lä`ie’s economic base employs a
thousand persons, the PCC recalls the Church’s
19th-century sugar plantation. But instead of nat-
ural resources, the Center exploits the cultural
resources of Lä`ie’s multi-cultural community. The
Lä`ie plantation may have preceded the PCC by a
century, but in Lä`ie’s social structure, they both
represent the same type of economic imperative
prescribed by the Church for Lä`ie twice in a 100-
year period.
_______________
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