History of Land Ownership in Hawaii and the Great Mahele

Kamehameha the Great

After Kamehameha unified the islands he rewarded his loyal followers making them chiefs and letting them rule over the land.  During this time the chief was the manager of the land and that was a title one received as a birth right.  The people that lived on the land paid taxes (whatever they made) to the chief and he in turn offered them protection. After Kamehameha I died his son Liholiho (Kamehameha II) did very little to change the land ownership in Hawaii.  He just left it in the hands of the families of chiefs that his father had rewarded for their help during the war for unification

Kamehameha III

When he became king he realized that times were changing.  The Hawaiian population was dieing out and a huge foreign population now lived in the islands.  This population of whalers, and traders were accustomed to the idea of buying lands and constantly challenged the rights of the chiefs to take land they were using away from them as they wished.  At the same time the missionaries themselves were also trying to change the laws so they could possess land.  They stated that they wanted to help the poor Hawaiian farmers that were not doing well because they did not have enough people left in the villages to do all of the required jobs.  They too wanted to possess land for themselves to make homes on the Hawaiian Islands.  

Kamehameha III did not want any of the land of Hawaii to be owned by non natives and he was concerned that as the Hawaiian people died away the ever increasing number of foreigners making their homes on the islands would eventually take the land by force (war) and change the laws so they could own land.  In an effort to prevent this from happening he adopted a new constitution that changed the law of Hawaiian land ownership to read, “All the land that belonged to King Kamehameha I was not his private property.  It belonged to the chiefs and people in common of which Kamehameha was the head, and had management of the property.”  Under this new constitution the common people were still unable to own land but the chiefs were not allowed to throw them off the land any time they wanted.

The Land Commission and the Great Mahele
In 1845 the Board of Commissioners to Quiet Land Titles was created as a new part of the government to help the native population claim the land that their families had worked for centuries.  All they had to do was present their claim to ownership to the land commission office within the next two years.  This commission declared that there are only three classes of people that have a right to the land--the government, the chiefs, and the commoners. Land ownership was now possible for the first time but foreigners were not allowed to own any land. 


Kamehameha III then divided the into two separate categories with the Act of 1850 “The Great Mahele”--Crown lands (1,000,000 acres) which he kept for his personal use and Government lands(1,500,000 acres)  which were to be divided between the chiefs and the commoners.  In order for chiefs or commoners to receive a portion of the land, however, they needed to prove that they actually cultivated farmed those lands for a living.  They were not allowed to get extra land to improve the size of their lots.  They could just claim the land their families had worked for centuries.  These lands were called Kuleana Lands.  All of these awarded lands were recorded in one great book.  Although the commoners and chiefs had the right to acquire land and Kamehameha III set aside 1,500,000 acres of land for the government and the people.  Less than 30,000 acres of land were actually given to the Hawaiian people.  Why the Hawaiian people did not claim more of the land no one is sure.  It could be because the idea of owning land (since it belonged to the gods) seemed silly or wrong, they might not have known about the change in the law, or maybe they just did not understand the process of obtaining land.  After all, the Hawaiian people were not educated to this modern lifestyle.  Most could not read or write and still lived the same way that their ancestors did and so no reason to change.  Since the Hawaiian people did not claim the land all of the remaining land became Government land most of which was sold off by the government to get money to cover the increasing government expenses.  The people that purchased the land were the foreigners because they were the only people on the islands with the money to do so.  Therefore, Kamehameha III’s dream of protecting the land for the Hawaiian people by allowing ownership opened the door for the foreigners to purchase nearly all of it.

Source:  The Great Mahele Hawaii’s Land Division of 1848
John J. Chinnen, University of Hawaii Press 1958

THE MAHELE OF 1848:  LETTERS OF DISTRESS
August 1851

Love to you,

. . . . We are in trouble because we have no firewood and no la’i (ti leaf) and no timber for houses, it is said in the law that those who are living on the land can secure the things above stated, this is all right for those present who are living on lands which have forests, but, we who live on lands which have no forests, we are in trouble.  The children are eating raw potato because of no firewood, the mouths of the children are swollen from having eaten raw taro.  We have been in trouble for 3 months, the Konohiki with wooded lands here in Kane’ohe have absolutely withheld the firewood and la’i and the timber for houses. . . . 








Signed by Hio and 54 others

Hanalei-Kaua’i

April 1852

Love to  you,

. . . . This is the reason of my being sorry and my protest, too, concerning the improper survey made by the surveyor on my premises was very much lessened, the places that I worked and raised my crops, pineapple, bananas, onions . . . . replanted and all began to grow again were all pulled up.  My taro patch was also taken, piece of kula (plains) houselot and five patches, 3 orange trees bearing fruit and because I was grieved for the loss of my crops and my patches having been acquired by the foreigner who made claim thereto, the foreigner who made the survey listened to the lying claim of that foreigner. . . . and I have been living there ever since and now is the first time it has been taken away without knowing the reasons why it was taken, the claim was under the description that it was to be used for planting cane but, it has not been used for that, my said place was turned into a cattle run and I am living in great trouble now.







Puamana at Kapukawai
4th District, East Maui

January 13, 1854

. . . .  Dismiss John T Gower as our Land Agent.

. . . It is not right, that when we wish to buy our own lands that he should sell them to foreigners.

. . . We offered $1, $2.00 and up to $3.00, the foreigner offered $3.00, and the foreigner got it, it was only $1.50. . . it was a swindle and a lie. . . The sale is conducted like an auction, bids are made, and went to the highest bid. . . The law says that the residents are to have first choice, and it

is not taken up, then to sell to outsiders.

. . . Because he will not listen, and he will not confer with the natives, he only talks in the foreign language, and the foreigners are the only ones he talks with.

. . . Running the price of the land away up to $250.00 an acre for taro land, and we know that he made the bids himself until the price is too high, and the Government gets it, he pays no attention to the Hawaiians







From us the people in Kaupo, now called Kauao.







Kuloku and 61 others.

History of the Hawaiian Kingdom



Name_________________________________

CONSTRUCTED RESPONSE 



            Date_____________________Pd_________

MAHELE OF 1848

Describe the social political and economic effects the Mahele of 1848 had on the maka’ainana (commoners)?  Use details from the passages to construct your response.  Your answers should be written in your own words, and written in complete sentences.
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CONSTRUCTED RESPONSE RUBRIC--MAHELE OF 1848

	Exceeds


	Meets


	Incomplete

	Describe, with clear and precise detail, the social, political, and economic effect the Mahele of 1848 had on native Hawaiians and others and thoughtfully completes the extra constructed response.
	Describe, with clear and precise detail, the social, political, and economic effect the Mahele of 1848 had on native Hawaiians and others 
	Something missing or incorrect and revisions are needed


To exceed the standard you have to complete the following constructed response.
If you were Kamehameha the III what would you have done about the system of land ownership in Hawaii to make sure that the foreigners would have been left without and the commoners would have ended up with all of the land?  Use the reading to specifically state which laws should be changed and you must explain how your solution would work.
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Task:  Read the two documents, The Mahele of 1848:  Letters of Distress and History of Land Ownership in Hawaii and the Great Mahele and identify the social, political, and economic effects the Mahele had on the people of Hawaii and record them in the graphic organizer listed below.  Then use the information from the graphic organizer to complete the constructed response.
