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OPPOSITE The Queen Mary 2 sets 
sail out of New York City with 

the Manhattan skyline as a 
magnificent backdrop. THIS PAGE  

The Queen Mary 2 entering New 
York with the Statue of Liberty 

in the foreground. 
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t r a v e l t h e w o r l d  

May 10, 1873. 
Father Damien, along 
with 50 patients and 
some cattle, arrives on 

a steamer to become the settlement’s first priest and attend 
to the 720 Hawaiians condemned to the peninsula. They live 
in thatched huts with dirt floors and are cursed by a chronic 
bacterial disease that attacks their skin and extremities and 
damages their respiratory tracts. They’re disheveled, deformed 
and dying. There’s no real treatment and no cure.

An old school bus from Damien Tours awaits 
our group and our guide Norman tells 
us that although the isolation law 
was lifted in 1969, 27 patients have 
chosen to stay at the settlement and 
live in peaceful seclusion, along with 
family and the caretakers who staff this 
national historic park. Some staff stay 
here during the week and walk the pali 
trail to go topside on weekends. 

There are a surprising number of 
wooden homes with tidy yards, a general 
store, post office, hospital, churches and 
vehicles. Norman warns us to stay off 
the roads and jokes that the patients, 

though elderly and with poor eyesight 
due to the disease, love to drive. Sulfone drugs 
administered to patients in the late 1940s helped 
to treat and prevent the spread of the disease, 
but damage to many patients’ nervous systems 
and tissue had already been done. Depression, 
anarchy and alcoholism (residents distilled a 
brandy-like drink from ti plants) also plagued the 
settlement before Father Damien arrived. Children 
born to patients were apprehended and given to 
relatives or adopted out and were rarely reunited 
with their parents. 

We stop at the Catholic Church near the 
waterfront where a barge comes just once a 
year to drop off supplies. Pastor Joseph, a thin, 
bespectacled man dressed in a shirt from a by-
gone era greets us excitedly and in his thick 
Flemish accent tells how Father Damien provided 
spiritual guidance to the patients. He cleaned 
and bandaged their sores since there was no 
local physician and when they died, he built their 
coffins, dug their graves and buried them.

At the bookstore, we read a framed “letter 
of notice” written to a former patient. Before 
being sent from the Kalihi hospital in Honolulu to 
Kalaupapa for treatment, patients would receive 
a week’s notice to gather their belongings and 
say good-bye to their families. A fence encircled 
the hospital and patients were under guard but 
some would try to escape. Later, patients were 
given only a few hours’ notice before being 
shipped off.

We have lunch near the base of the towering 
sea cliffs where Father Damien first came ashore. 

Though 30 metres of annual rainfall made 
this landscape a haven for flora and fauna, 
the dampness hastened the patients’ demise 
because the disease made them susceptible to 
pneumonia and tuberculosis. In the 1890s the 
Kalawao settlement was moved to the drier, west 
side of the Kalaupapa peninsula.

April 15, 1889. Father Damien, 49, dies after living  
with Hansen’s disease since 1885. He is buried under the 
pandanus tree near St. Philomena church where he spent his 
first night after coming ashore. 

At Saint Philomena, Norman points out holes 
hewn into the floorboards at the back of the 
church. Oral traditions tell how patients suffering 
from the advanced stages of Hansen’s disease 
needed to clear the mucous from their throats 
and thus they crowded around the windows 
outside the church to attend services. When 
Father Damien realized this, he cut the holes into 
the floor so patients could roll large leaves into 
funnels, place them in the holes and use them 
as spittoons.

Though he had chosen this spot to be his 
last resting place, Father Damien’s body was 
exhumed 47 years after his death and taken back 
to Belgium. In 1995, a relic of the remains of his 
right hand was returned to his grave, which is 
now adorned with delicate shell leis that chime in 
the breezes of cooling trade winds. It’s difficult to 
reconcile the splendour of this serene spot with 
the pain and despair for which this natural prison 
had become known.

It’s time to get back on the bus and Norman 
points out signs of growth on our return to the 
stables. A garden has been planted with mango 
and avocado trees and soon, rare species of flora 
only found in Kalaupapa’s protective isolation 
will thrive here. Old buildings are being repaired 
so they can help to continue to tell the story of 
Kalaupapa, long after the residents are gone.

We say our good-byes to Norman and we 
saddle up again under the sun’s warming rays. 
The mules carry us back up the trail where, at 
each switchback, I steal glimpses of Kalaupapa 
and notice how it looks different now.  

GETTING TO MOLOKA‘I >  
Flights from major North American cities 

to Moloka‘i via Honolulu or Maui are 
available. You can also fly from other 

Hawaiian islands. 

ACCESS KALAUPAPA > 
 There is no entrance fee for the park, 
but access is restricted. Visitors must 

be at least 16 years of age. Unless 
you are invited by one of Kalaupapa’s 

residents, you must take the tour offered 
by Damien Tours (included in some 

packages) once you arrive. 

RIDE > Moloka‘i Mule Ride Inc. | 
muleride.com | toll free: 1-800-567-7550

HIKE > Kalaupapa National Historic 
Park (National Park Service) |  
nps.gov/kala | 808-567-6802

FLY > Paragon Air offers flights 
from Maui to Kalaupapa | paragon-air.
com | 1-800-428-1231 | Pacific Wings | 
pacificislandtravel.com/hawaii/flights/

pacwing_schedule.html

TOUR > Damien Tours | 808-567-6171
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FROM TOP TO BOTTOM  One side of cliffs that surround 
the settlement of Kalaupapa; Church and mosaic; 
View to the sea from under the church archway; 
Rainbow comes out over Kalaupapa after a 
typical rain shower. OPPOSITE PAGE, CLOCKWISE FROM TOP 
LEFT St. Joseph’s Church, Kamalo, built by Father 
Damien in 1876;  Hand-made welcome sign at 
Moloka‘i Airport; Palms at the golf course on 
Moloka‘i;  Scenic view of beach in Halawa Valley;  
“Uncle Larry” at Kamalo bus stop; Kapuaiwa 
Coconut Grove;  Mules at Moloka‘i Mule Ride; 
Green papayas in Halawa Valley; Statue of Father 
Damien at St. Joseph’s Church adorned with leis.

more info +
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 flavours of Moloka‘i 
 — topside




