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Kalaupapa is a place of paradoxes.
Upon arrival at the airport a visi-
tor is greeted with a sign forbid-
ding entry without a perm i t .

Persons without permits are subject to arre s t .
Down the road a mile or so is a friendlier sign
welcoming you to Kalaupapa National Historical
Park. 

Kalaupapa is re m e m b e red as the place of
f o rcible exile for suffers of Hansen’s Disease (lep-
rosy) with all the painful memories of illness, sep-
aration, and confinement. At the same time it is
also re m e m b e red as a place of beauty and a
touchstone to the “Old Hawai`i” of small villages
and plantation camps. The place of exile fro m
which escape was desired has now become a
pu`uhonua, or sanctuary from which to escape the
hectic, modern life. Kalaupapa became a place of
exile due to its isolation and difficult appro a c h e s .
This isolation is a burden to all residents, but it is
also a highly prized commodity actively defended
by the community. It is also one of the re a s o n s

that so many significant natural and cultural
re s o u rces have survived here. 

Kalaupapa is one of the more interesting and
unusual park management assignments in the
National Park Service (NPS). Unlike most histori-
cal parks, Kalaupapa National Historical Park is
still a living and evolving community. At this point
in time, the primary re s o u rce of the park is not the
land, nor the buildings, but is the Hansen’s dis-
ease patients themselves. Some 70 patients still
have rights to reside in the settlement, and they
a re the aspect that most distinguishes Kalaupapa
f rom other units of the national park system.
Removed from their families, often at an early age,
and sent to an isolation settlement on an inacces-
sible peninsula on the north shore of Moloka`i,
they have lived lives that are diff e rent than most
Americans. Most have seen their once healthy
bodies disfigured by the disease. Many of the
older patients were sent here only after the doctors
had given up hope of arresting the disease.
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for public benefits much as a conservation land
t rust might do.

In Honolulu, the Hawaiian Mission
C h i l d re n ’s Society began in the 19th century as a
h e re d i t a ry membership and genealogical org a n i z a-
tion. In 1907, the old mission house in Honolulu,
built in 1821, was rescued from decay to be used
by the Society as its headquarters and library. In
successive restorations, including current re v i-
sions, the three historical stru c t u res on the site,
now known as the Mission Houses Museum, have
come to look much as they did in the early-19th
c e n t u ry. In the last decade, museum pro g r a m s
have confronted stereotypes of missionaries by
p resenting diff e rent perspectives of western influ-
ences on indigenous culture. In 1985, the Mission
Houses Museum staff introduced bi-cultural per-
spectives in public forums throughout the Islands
to discuss the lives of missionaries and other
Hawaiian residents in the 1820s. It also pro v i d e d
new educational opportunities for visitors to
e x p l o re the theme of “Where Two Worlds Meet” in
a number of interpretive media and forms of learn-
ing and experience. Mission house tours, an orien-
tation gallery and “living history” pre s e n t a t i o n s

invited visitors to explore documentary sourc e s
and points of view in other museums and
libraries. In sum, visitors experience changing
ideas as historical and cultural perspective con-
tinue to be redefined. There are many fresh views
of the richness and conflicts of culture to be dis-
c o v e red and shared by wider audiences.
_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
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Kalaupapa is also a story of hope and car-
ing, and of the conquest of a seemingly invincible
disease. The first Hansen’s disease patients
a rrived at the Kalaupapa peninsula of Moloka`i in
1866, one year after King Kamehameha V
a p p roved the isolated spot for the “Moloka`i
L e p rosy Settlement,” as it came to be known.
These first patients were left on the windy eastern
p o rtion of the peninsula at Kalawao without doc-
tors, nurses, medicine, or appropriate shelter.
B e f o re long, the Kalawao patients gradually began
to drift to the western village of Kalaupapa where
the weather was calmer and steamer anchorage
p rovided a connection to the outside world.

Father Damien deVe u s t e r, a Belgian priest,
a rrived at Kalawao in the Kalaupapa Settlement in
1873 to minister to the needs of the already more
than 700 Hansen’s disease patients living there .
By 1885, there were between 300 and 400
dwellings on the peninsula. During Damien’s time
at Kalaupapa, the population continued to grow at
Kalaupapa village, and by 1932, the Board of
Health abandoned the Kalawao site altogether.

In the 130 years since the first patients
a rrived, over 7,000 Hansen’s disease patients were
involuntarily exiled at
Kalaupapa. Those patients that
remain at the Settlement in 1996
choose to stay because of the
sense of community, comfort, and
understanding that has been
established there over time.
Father Damien deVeuster was
beatified by the Catholic Churc h
in May 1995 for his work and
sacrifices among the patients.

D rugs that were eff e c t i v e
against the disease were devel-
oped during World War II, and
first issued in Kalaupapa in May
1946. Many patients have subse-
quently lived very long lives. The
quarantine was finally lifted in

1969. However, in consideration
of the isolation in which many
came to maturity and the curt a i l-
ment of their liberties, as well as
c o n c e rns for their privacy, the
patients were given the option of
staying in Kalaupapa for the
remainder of their lives. And so,
the settlement continues as a liv-
ing community principally under
the management of the Hawai`i
D e p a rtment of Health.

Kalaupapa was designated
a National Historic Landmark
(NHL) in 1976 due to its integrity

as surviving example of a leprosarium, and its
extensive archeological re s o u rces. The park was
established in December 1980. By this act, the
National Park Service was added to an existing
p a rtnership of state and federal agencies and pri-
vate groups that are involved in managing the
a rea. The park was established to pre s e rve and
i n t e r p ret the re s o u rces for current and future gen-
erations, but it was also established to protect the
lifestyle and privacy of the patients. This cre a t e s
management difficulties as challenging as the
p re s e rvation verses public use conflicts typical of
most parks. 

To carry out its mission, the National Park
S e rvice relies on numerous intangible re s o u rc e s
and comparatively few tangible ones. The NPS
owns 23 out of about 8,000 land acres. Most of
the historic buildings are owned by the State of
Hawai`i Department of Health or individual
patients. The NPS occupies its offices and quart e r s
by the permission of the on-site state administra-
t o r. So what is the NPS’s role here and how does it
get its job done?

A short answer is that the NPS staff does
re s e a rch on the natural, historic, and arc h e o l o g i c a l

The Kalaupapa set-
tlement. Photo by
the author.

Bay View residential
area,Kalaupapa
Hansen’s disease
settlement.Staff
housing,built circa
1916,prior to
recent stabilization
and rehabilitation
by the National
Park Service . Photo
by Hunter
Glidewell.
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Bay View,
Kalaupapa
National Historical
Park.Completed
project,back in
use as employee
quarters. Photo by
Hunter Glidewell.

re s o u rces of the park, operates the water system
and through cooperative agreements with state
agencies and churches, maintains historic build-
ings and grounds. But this short answer does not
give the real nature of the work here. Some addi-
tional context is needed. And some additional
paradoxes emerg e .

An Open Ended Pe riod of Signifi c a n c e ?
Most historical parks have a defined period

of significance that guides re s o u rce management.
At Kalaupapa things are somewhat diff e rent. The
period of historic significance is in some ways
open ended. The continued presence of the
patients, the survivors of the isolation policy re c-
ognized in the NHL nomination, means that
changes to the settlement are a part of the period
of historic significance. There f o re, changes that the
patients make to the community and the changes
that health department makes to meet the chang-
ing needs of the patients (such as wheel chair
ramps) may be perfectly acceptable, even though
they alter historic stru c t u res. Unlike many historic
park settings that are “frozen in time,” Kalaupapa
will continue to evolve for the foreseeable future .
T h e re f o re, history, the study of the past, continues
into the present; and historic pre s e rvation must be
blended with the management of a modern institu-
t i o n .

Multiple A ge n c i e s, D i f fe rent Missions 
As mentioned earlier, the

Kalaupapa settlement is a unit of
the State of Hawai`i Depart m e n t
of Health. While there is bro a d
overlap in the missions of the
NPS and Health Depart m e n t ,
especially in re g a rds to maintain-
ing patient lifestyle and privacy,
the two agencies do have diff e r-
ent missions. These diff e re n c e s
cause the two agencies to take
d i ff e rent views of several issues.
The treatment of “abandoned”
buildings is a good example. The
State Health Depart m e n t ,

c h a rged with running a safe and
s a n i t a ry settlement, views such
buildings as health and safety
h a z a rds that should be demol-
ished. The NPS has a historic
p re s e rvation mission, and views
the same buildings as historic
s t ru c t u res which should be saved
and, if possible, reused. The
S e rvice also views the outbuild-
ings as an integral part of a his-
torical site, while the state takes
a more utilitarian view. 

With about 400 stru c t u re s
in the settlement and a declining

population, keeping all of the buildings on the site
is probably not feasible. Many of the older stru c-
t u res were designed for an institutional way of liv-
ing that included central kitchens and small
allocations of personal space. Even though almost
e v e ry building was modified for use as single fam-
ily homes or apartments, the older buildings tend
to be too big or too small for the current “stan-
d a rds” of single family residences that the patients
and staff pre f e r. This factor contributes to the
neglect of many of the older cottages. By the time
the state determines they have no need for the
s t ru c t u re and are willing to allocate it to the NPS,
the building is often badly deteriorated.
Recognizing the diff e rent missions of the agencies,
the NPS tries to stabilize and reuse buildings the
state can not justify continuing to maintain. In this
w a y, the NPS maintains a base of older historic
s t ru c t u res, while the state economizes and focuses
its re s o u rces on items within its mission.

C h u r ch-State Relations
The line separating church and state is

e x t remely problematical in Kalaupapa. Three re l i-
gious denominations own six church buildings
that are among the most important historic stru c-
t u res in the park. They also use several state-
owned stru c t u res. While maintenance of the
c h u rch buildings is easily accommodated by coop-

Bay View,
Kalaupapa
National Historical
Park.National Park
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removing over-
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the rehabilitation
project.Photo by
Hunter Glidewell.
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erative agreements with the several churc h e s ,
some other aspects are less clear. The re c e n t
re t u rn of a relic of Father Damien illustrated some
of these problems. Father Damien, a significant
f i g u re in the historic story, is an important secular
f i g u re. The relic is an important historic art i f a c t .
Possible sainthood for Father Damien is an impor-
tant event commemorating this historic figure. But
beyond this, the issues become more complex.
Beatification and canonization are part i c u l a r l y
Catholic institutions and involve religious prac-
tices. How far should the NPS go to support re l i-
gious ceremonies honoring this important person?
T h e re is no hard and fast answer to this question.
Park staff must use their best judgment and focus
on the NPS missions of protecting the re s o u rc e s
and privacy of the patients.

Kalaupapa presents a challenging park man-
agement situation. A combination of factors,
including an on-going historic period, limited own-
ership of the key re s o u rces, and a combination of
management agencies with diff e rent missions, cre-
ate a situation in which the standard answers in
NPS policy and guidelines do not fit well. The
park manager must use moral suasion, tact, and
flexibility to ensure that key re s o u rces are not
d e s t royed or irreparably altered. At the same time,

the community must be able to change to meet the
needs of the resident population. The next decade
or so will be a particularly challenging period as
the settlement’s population continues to decline
c reating a growing surplus of buildings. While it
would be ideal to find compatible new uses for
these buildings to help defray the cost of maintain-
ing them, the restrictions on public access and the
need to protect the patients’ privacy severely limits
the possibilities. New partnerships will need to be
developed in the next few years to help ensure
that an adequate base of historic stru c t u res are
maintained into the future .
_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
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Father Damien’s
original grave.
Father Damien’s
remains were
returned to Belgium
in the 1930s.As a
part of Father
Damien’s beatifac-
tion,some of his
remains were
returned to the
Kalaupapa patients
as a religious relic
and reinterred at
the original grave
site in 1995.
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A typical patient’s cottage built in the 1930s. Cottages such as this
are continually being adapted to meet the needs of the patients
and the Hawaii Department of Health.View includes the spectac-
ular Moloka`i Seacliffs .

St.Philomena
Church,Kalawao.
Still an active
church used on
special occasions
and the focus of
most of the memo-
rialization of Father
Damien.


