
THE KANAKAS 

The Kanaka Story 
wi.ll be told at the season's first · 

meet~ng of the Salt Spring Historical 
Soc1ety. to be held at Central Hall 
on Tuesday. Sept. 10. 1985 at 2 

pm. Visitors welcome. 
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The ori ginal cause of many events in the his tory of British 

Colu mbia can b e traced to the fur trade. On e s u ch event was the 

migr ation of natives of Hawaii, o r the Sandwich Islands as they were 

called at the time, to the coast of North Amer ica. Ships corning from 

the east coast and from Europe to t rad e for fur s often used to winter 

1n Hawaii befor e sailing to China to sell thei r cargoes . 

A British ship, the Imperial Eagle, was the first vessel recorded 

as carrying an Hawaiian crew member . This was a woman named 

Winee, who was taken on in May of 178 7 as the pe r sonal servant of 

the captain 's wife. Wh en the shi p r eached China, the captain ' s wife 

decided to continue westward to England, so Winee had to find her own 

way horne . She g ot passag e on the Noo tka, under John Meares , which 

had left Hawaii in August and was heading back. Also on board were 

an Hawaiian chief name d Tianna and two othe r Kanakas who had travelled 

to China in different ships. Meares, whose name we often hear to -day 

when Meares I s l and is discussed, said of Winee that she had "virtues 

that are seldom to be found in the class of her countrywornen to which 

she belong ed; and a portion of understanding that was not to be expected 

in a rude and unc ultivated mind. 11 

After Meares, Captain Georg e Vancouver r eached Hawaii fr om 

the Far East and went on to no r the rn California w ith two Kanaka women 

on board. Soon it became a r e gular practice for s hips to sign on 
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Kanakas as r eplacement crew member s, since on the long voyages round 

the Horn or ac r oss the Pacifi c it was an exceptional vessel that did not 

l ose a few men to sickness or acci dent. They we r e good seamen in 

can oes , and adapted well to larger shi ps . Their local chiefs favoured 

their g oing to sea, as they got a percentage of the wages paid to each 

islander contracted for. Wh en Astor in the Tonquin sailed to the 

Columbia River to build F o rt Astoria, some K anakas enl isted in Honolulu 

for three year s 1 ser vice. Their wages were room and boa r d, clothin g 

and $100 in m e r chandise . 

Afte r 1821, when the Hudson 1 s Bay Company and the Northwest 

Company merged, th e Hudson 1s Bay Company employed Kanakas on a 

la r ge r scal e . The r e were 35 at Fort Vancouver on the Columbia 

Riv e r, 32 at Fort Walla Walla a nd others at Fort Simpson and Fort 

Colville . The compan y preferr e d them as crews fo r the canoes and 

York boats carrying furs to Fort Vancouv e r , since they were better 

worke rs than the halfb r eeds a nd Iroquois, and cheape r than the French 

Canadi ans. T h ey were also employed in the Hudson 1 s Bay sawmill 

a few miles above Fort Vancouv e r. By 1836 28 Kanakas we r e wo r k ing 

there, for an annual wage of 17 shilling s plus food . 

would have had the pur chasin g powe r of $25 to-day. 

At the outside this 

In 18 42 Hudson 1 s Bay governor Sir George Simpson told Dr. John 

M c Loughlin, chief factor at Fort Vancouver, tha t the company had too 

many K anak as in its empl oy. McLoughlin, however, had just requested 

50 mo r e to replace employees w h o had died and French Canadians who 
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had retired. P r esumabl y he g ot his way, as by 184 9 a nati ve minis ter 

and a school teacher had been hired espec ially for the Kanakas. 

However, soon afterwa r ds, whi t e settlers in Oregon began t o 

dis l ike and r ejec t the Kanakas, as ho lding jobs that they wished fo r 

themselves . The Kanakas were denied c i tizenship p r ivileges and 

were disc rim ina ted agains t as much as were the Chinese, Indians and 

Negroes. Some followed the Hudson 1 s Bay Company in its withdr awal 

to British Columbia, other s moved to no r the r n Califo r nia where the i r 

skill s we r e s ti ll in demand, and a few accep ted a passage home. 

This cycle of emigration, empl oyment and event ual r ejection 

was r epeated in Austral ia, wher e l arge numbers of Kanakas had been 

enga ged to clear farmland and work gold mines. Here too lhe re was 

conflict w i th the white settle r s because Hawaiian labour was so cheap. 

The pol itical impac t of the situati on was s o g reat tha t the government 

was forced to send nea rly a ll of them back to Hawaii . 

One of the Hawaiians who worked for the Hudson 1 s Bay Company 

at Fort Van couver in 18 40 was William Naukana. Born in 1813, 

he was of g reat val ue to the company because he quickly learned the 

Indian lan guag e and was able to act as in t erpreter a t Fo r t Vancouver 

and later at Fo r t Victoria . When the wes t end of the international 

boundary was being s u rveyed, he was on the $urvey ship. His name 

is listed in HBC r eco r ds in Beav er House in London . He had been 

close to the Hawaiian royal fami ly of King Kamehameha lV and had 

leadership ab i lities . William Naukana was also a peacemaker; 
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when Governor James Douglas was confronted by an Indian chief 

demanding the hand of one of Douglas 1 daugh ters in marriage, to 

which the governor was resolutely opposed, Naukana was sent to 

tactfully decline the proposal. He managed to persuade the chief 

to depart without his intended bride, but the chi ef was very .ang ry 

and the incident almost r esulted in an uprising . 

Naukana r etur:qed to his homeland but later came back to 

the Pacific coast with 17 others, mostly family members, to set tle 

on San Juan Island. When San Juan was ceded to the United States, 

the g roup moved to Portland Island on the Canadian side of the bo rder. 

Land r e gistry records in Victoria show that William Naukana owned 

Lot 3 in 18 77. He built a lar g e home there. 

H e and the other three Kanaka landowners sold the island to 

Sir Cliv e Philips- Woolley about 1900 and established farms on Is abella 

Point on Salt Spring Island . On both Portland and Salt Spring the 

Kanakas held luaus according to the tradition of their Hawaiian birthplac e . 

These were week-long parties that moved from house to house until all 

the food and drink -- a potent home b rew had been consumed. 

The endurance of the sing ers and dancers set a worthy precedent for 

that of celebrants at gold rush p a rties at Christmas at Dawson City. 

On th e ir Salt Spring farms, one of the Kanakas 1 crops was 

tobacco, which they cured in the ir own special way. They would cut 

a round off a log , a foot or two long , and bore a hole down the middle. 
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They then filled this hole w i th tobacco l eaves, mol asses a nd rum, 

packed in sequence and r epeated un til the hole was full. A few days 

l ate r the l o g was spli t open and a stick of rich tobacco was r eady fo r 

smoking or chewin g. 

In 1895 the Rev e rend Edward Wilson compiled his well -known 

pamphlet on Salt Spring Island, in whi ch he lis ted the population by 

national origin. William Naukana was one of the six S a ndwich Islande rs. 

Nau kana had five daughters. His o nly son was drowned in the Fraser 

River. On e of the daugh ters mar ried Peter R o l a nd, who h ad worked 

in the Br emerton shipyard before coming to Salt Spring as a logger and 

fisherman. The Roland s had nine children . It was Mrs . Roland 1 s 

second marri a g e . By her fir st husband she had six childr en. 

M any of th e Hawaiian n ames wer e changed over the years, 

because the white settl e rs found them hard to pronounce . Palua, for 

example, became Fallow. 

Oth e r Kanakas w hos e names a re well know n on the island we r e 

Pevine, whose house still stand s, and T a houney, who had a r r i ved as 

Nawa na. A child bo rn in 1864 to one of the Kanakas on San Juan Island 

J{A H ~rJA 
was M ary Nawa n a , who married an E n glishma n n a m ed William Lumley, 

whose parents were London costermonger s. The Kanaka Restaur ant 

in Ganges is n ow run by one o f the Lumley grandchildren, Jackie Hembrui£ 

Another Salt Spring Hawaiian was David Fredison. He pionee r ed 

a farm at the head of L o n g H a rbour, late r acquired by T h omas M ans ell . 

Besides farming , Mr. Fre dison occasionally p r eached at the M ethodist 

c hur ch at Central, w hic h u sed to stand whe r e the Highways D epartment 
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yard is now. 

I cannot conclude this bri e f g limpse of the S a l t Spring I s land 

Kanakas without g oing back to the story of William Naukana. He spent 

his final y ea rs before his death in 1909 in a shack on th e Isabella Point 

waterfront, near where Ruby Alton's house is to-day . He r e in his shack he 

lov ed to tell stories of his ten years with the Hudson's Bay C ompan y . 

One of them is reco rd ed in Bea Hamil ton's history of the island and 

d eser ves to be told in h e r own words: 

Naukana wen t with several Hudson's B ay C ompany men on a fur 

hunting expedition tha t took the m fa r into unsu r veyed territory. He spoke 

of the ir many days of cold and s tarvation as they wer e cau g h t by a sudden 

storm w ith onl y horses fo r t ransporta tion, whi ch wer e useless as snow 

fe ll and piled around them in deep drifts and as they r an out of feed for 

hors es and men. Camped beside a small plot o f bushes, th ey managed 

to light fires, and when they finally decided to kill a ho rs e fo r meat , 

they found their ho r ses had all wandered off and we r e los t in the blizzard. 

Frostbite and hung e r n early drove the men mad and they finally d ecided 

to draw lots to see which o f them should pay the pri ce as horsemeat. 

That really a l a rme d N a ukana as he wasn't in on the bizarre 

draw and he fi gured they would naturally choose him to b e sacrifice d 

as h e was the servant -- the only native among s t them. To him 

this was a no r mal proc edure, as in h is na tive land in far off days he 

knew that for any sac rific e, a slave o r servan t was always the choice. 
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And Naukana didn ' t relish the thought of being served up as an entree 

for anyone, he told his people, who had gathe r ed around him to listen 

breathlessly to the old Kanaka' s tal e. 

"I r an away," said the old man simply. 

"What did you do?" they asked. 

Into the cold snow he had floundered a t dusk for he knew that if 

the d eed was to be done, it would be after dark -- and Naukana wasn't 

waiting around to find out. In the back of his mind he was hoping for 

a miracle that would g et them all out of the t rouble b ut he was not very 

optimistic as he c ut his way deep into a snow bank when he fi gured he 

was far enough away from the camp to be safe. He didn't have t o go far 

as h e knew no man in the party was fit to come afte r him . 

As he dug down with his hunting knife, he came upon a mound 

that was pretty solid and he dug quickly hoping that this might be a log 

where some sleeping grubs would ease the gnawing hunger in his stomach. 

Suddenly he shouted aloud in his joy -- he had stumbled onto the dead 

a nd frozen body of one of their poor hors es ! 

indeed ! 

This was his miracle 

Naukana managed to hack off a chunk of meat and h e hasten ed 

to r etrace his steps before they became obliterated by the s till falling 

snow . Armed with the froz en meat, Naukana almost caused hys te rics 

when he suddenly stumbled in to the firelight out of the dark, holding out 

his peace offering . Tears, laughte r, all the emotions of men unde r 

stress bubbled over in hilarious abandonment as the men hardly waited 
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for the meat to thaw over the hot fire before they tore into it with 

their teeth. 

Perhaps this introduction to Hawaiians who put down new roots 

on Salt Spring will inspire some of you to research more fully this 

interesting aspect of our history. Who were the people who put 

themselves on the map at Kanaka Creek and Kanaka Bar? 

find out. 

Let's 
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