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To Carter Umbarger






              After such knowledge, what forgiveness? Think now

              History has many cunning passages, contrived corridors

              And issues, deceives with whispering ambitions,

              Guides us by vanities. Think now

              She gives when our attention is distracted

              And what she gives, gives with such supple confusions

              That the giving famishes the craving.

—T. S. ELIOT, “Gerontion”
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Prologue

Just a piece of local history…

More than any of my previous projects, this one began with serendipity.


Summer 1996. I have gone with my wife for an evening visit to the home of an old friend in the town of Cornwall, Connecticut. Before supper we chat with other guests, one of whom begins to tell us a story from Cornwall’s past. It is, he says, “just a piece of local history”—but interesting all the same. In fact, it’s very interesting; as the details unfold, I’m transfixed.

A “heathen school” specially designed for indigenous youth from all parts of the earth … Young men and boys from Hawaii, Polynesia, India, China, plus a smattering of European Jews, and quite a few Native Americans, too, all brought together in little Cornwall during the opening decades of the nineteenth century … Educate them, “civilize” them, convert them to Christianity, then send them back to help start similar projects in their various homelands, and the entire world will be “saved” in the shortest time imaginable: thus the goal of the eminent Protestant ministers in charge … High hopes and strong claims of initial success, followed by unexpected crisis … They court, and marry, our daughters!…Families torn apart, public outrage at fever pitch: the school shut down in disgrace … And then, in the aftermath, two of the heathen “scholars” back in their own nation, leaders now, charting a painful “removal” process, along an infamous “trail of tears …” Until, at the very end, comes violent death…

At home later that night, I cannot sleep; what I’ve heard at my friend’s house goes around and around in my head. The next morning, I get up early and drive straight to the library. I’m anxious to discover how much this story of the heathen school has been known, and written about, previously. The answer is: not a lot. There are passing mentions in several books, and a chapter or so in at least two, but no full-fledged treatment. I drive home, and ponder. A book project is a major commitment; does this clear the bar? Is there more here than “a piece of local history”? It doesn’t take long to decide.1



Remembered now from many years later on, that moment is still vivid in my mind. The research, the thinking, the writing: All is done; only publication awaits. The process has not been easy, but I have no regrets. The story of the heathen school is “local,” yes, but it’s also a national story, even an international one. And it has taken me into some very deep layers of the American past.

One of these is the enduring legacy of “American exceptionalism.” At their best, our national traditions have fostered a generous spirit of outreach toward neighboring peoples and nations, a feeling of obligation—not to say “mission”—to make the world as a whole a better place. (Think the Marshall Plan, after World War II. Think the Peace Corps. Think the ever-ready offers of American-driven relief following disasters all around the globe.) “For we must consider that we shall be as a city upon a hill. The eyes of all people are upon us,” John Winthrop famously declared while leading the first band of Englishmen and women to colonize Massachusetts (1630). And that idea—America as a “redeemer nation,” showing others the way to broad-gauge human improvement—has been with us ever since. To be sure, exceptions to this exceptionalism intrude. Generosity may slide into arrogant presumption, helpfulness into imperialism. All of our country’s wars fought in my lifetime had, as their declared purpose, something more than national aggrandizement. Most were, in one way or another, meant to protect and advance humane values thought to be characteristically American—freedom, democracy, opportunity. Yet some of them, in hindsight (or even at the time), have a markedly downside look.2

In short, it’s been part of America’s history—this redemptive project, this crusader mentality—all along. It’s been creative and destructive, glorious and tragic, noble and ignoble, by turns. Inevitably, attitudes toward it will differ, but there is no doubting its power as a key historical theme. It both frames and suffuses the story of the heathen school.

A second large theme at the story’s center is what the critic Tzvetan Todorov calls “the discovery self makes of the other.” How do we deal with others who are manifestly different from ourselves? This, of course, is not a specifically American question, nor is it only a history question. Rather, it has a broadly existential grounding; it’s generic; it’s part of the “human condition.” It takes many forms (difference of race, of class, of gender, of culture, of religion, of age, of sexual orientation, and so on); each one of us confronts it, in our private lives, every day. Yet in America—the United States of America—it has acquired a public depth and coloration; for the bedrock fact of human difference has shaped our collective experience from the start. The three-way encounter of our colonial period—Indians, Europeans, and Africans—was extraordinary; the Old World across the Atlantic had nothing like it. And this was only the beginning. The magnetic force of our national project has continued to draw into our midst people of every stripe and condition. The heathen school was a microcosm of the struggles rooted in this part of our history.3

There is a third key element to mention up front; it may sound counterintuitive, but no matter. This is a story of failure. Its dark, tragic end lies far from its bright beginning. As such, it’s not the sort of thing writers and readers of American history commonly look for. The national narrative we favor has a triumphalist score; progress is its central note. Yet our history is strewn with failures, large and small: projects gone awry from poor planning or bad luck, ideas missing their mark, emotions running amok, and—especially in an “exceptional” country—the hubris of overreaching. Many of these are forgotten almost as soon as they conclude; often, a feeling of shame attaches to them. Sometimes the groups most directly involved acknowledge them only to claim a lesson learned, and a reason to “move on” as fast as possible. Yet most failures do, at the very least, tell us something about who we are as a people; we ignore them at our cost. Of course, every individual life knows personal failure—moments of falling down, or falling short. From this, too, much can be learned. As Samuel Beckett has written, “Ever tried. Ever failed. No matter. Try again. Fail again. Fail better.”4

In sum: America as a redeemer nation. The encounter of self with other. The shape and substance of failure. Plus the inherent drama of the story itself. Reasons enough for me to write this book, and—dare I hope—for others to read it.

And one thing more. Along with the serendipity that got me started came fate. My father, born of Greek parentage and raised in Istanbul, was educated just after the start of the last century at a place called Anatolia College, a missionary school in a remote part of central Turkey. Indeed, the college’s original sponsor was the very same American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions that played a key role in the story of the heathen school. Anatolia’s students were a mix of Eastern Orthodox Greeks and Armenians, and Turkish Jews, the staff (for the most part) Protestant Americans. It was, then, itself a heathen school.


Summer 1997. I’m a year into the project, and have a full day of research ahead; notes are piled high on my desk. At lunchtime I take a break to fetch the mail from our village post office. Included in the deliveries is a fund-raising brochure from Anatolia College. (The college goes on, though now relocated to northern Greece.) I am about to toss it aside, and go back to my work on the heathen school, when my gaze is drawn to an image on the brochure’s front; it’s an old photograph of the college orchestra taken many decades previous. And there, looking out at me from the middle of the photograph, is my father (age about eighteen), yet another heathen youth marked for salvation. In his left hand he grasps a trumpet.



A trumpet? Is this a summons? Serendipity and fate: Maybe the two together “make history”?

Final prefatory note: The book has a somewhat unusual architecture. Each of its four parts contains two chapters: The first is brief, designed to provide context for what immediately follows; the second unfolds the narrative. The parts, in turn, are separated by “interludes” about places central to the story. Occasional indented passages are vignettes presenting up-close views of specific events and people.

Tyringham, Massachusetts
May 2013
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BEGINNINGS




• CHAPTER ONE •

American Outreach: The China Trade

With their Revolution completed, their Constitution written, their nation established, the self-styled Americans faced the world in a fundamentally altered posture. Throughout the preceding two centuries, they had been colonists—and thus, in a broad sense, dependents. They had absorbed from elsewhere regular infusions of migrants, of “goods,” of cultural nourishment and guidance.

But henceforth the currents would flow, also, in reverse direction. The new United States would increasingly—sometimes aggressively—turn out toward other groups and places. It would proudly proclaim its republican credo as a “beacon of freedom” for political reformers around the world. It would proffer its “go-ahead” spirit as the key to social development. It would urge its highly charged version of Protestant Christianity on all sorts of “heathen” unbelievers. Moreover, its people would rapidly multiply their physical contacts with the rest of humankind. Especially after about 1800, their travel and commerce would extend, quite literally, to the farthest corners of the earth.

The acme—the epitome—of this remarkable outreach was the so-called China Trade. To be sure, Americans were followers, not pioneers, here. Britons, Russians, and Spaniards (among others) had preceded them along the route to “Cathay,” since at least the beginning of the eighteenth century. The Portuguese had claimed the island of Macao (just south of Canton) in 1557. And occasional Europeans had been voyaging that way, singly or in small groups, from far back in the Middle Ages. The American colonists, meanwhile, had been expressly forbidden by their imperial masters to join in most forms of international exchange.1

Yet once independence was achieved, American traders hastened to assert claims of their own; within little more than a generation, they gained for themselves a leading role. From Boston and Salem, Massachusetts; from Newport and Providence, Rhode Island; from New York and Philadelphia and Baltimore, the ships poured out—by the dozens each year. Canton was their chief, but far from their only, destination. For the China Trade was just one piece of a still larger “East India” (Asian) connection. Calcutta, Madras, Sumatra, Batavia, Port Jackson, Manila: These places, too, figured heavily in the traders’ itinerary. The eventual outcome would include some astonishing individual fortunes, and a burst of capital formation to fuel the first phase of American industrial development.2

Even within itself, the China Trade was complex, many-sided, ever changing.

It was a clutch of prosperous merchants—gathered on summer afternoons in a massive glass-domed structure called the Boston Exchange Coffee House—dressed in ruffled nankeen shirts, seated at finely turned mahogany-and-bamboo tables, sipping tea from china cups, exchanging choice bits of financial gossip, and looking out across the nearby harbor for the return of long-departed ships. (Some voyages lasted for as long as four years.)3

It was twenty-odd Yankee farm boys turned “tars,” the crew of a trim three-masted schooner—becalmed in the midst of a glassy tropical sea—mending ropes and sails and nets, whittling scrimshaw figurines, catching sea turtles, counting the spouts of a passing whale, cursing the endless, windless horizon, and dreaming all the while of the “shares” they would one day carry home to stake a claim in their native countryside. (Most sailors in the China Trade would make just a single voyage, and then return to the land.)4

It was a gang of sea-hardened hunters—young men bent on adventure, set ashore for months at a stretch on a rock-rimmed beach along the outermost of the Falkland Islands, deep in the lower Atlantic—methodically clubbing to death hundreds of bellowing fur seals, whose skins would then be scraped and dried on nearby pegging grounds prior to stowage en masse for shipment to the Orient. (Fur seals were taken from islands and atolls across a broad arc girdling the entire southern quadrant of the globe, including large sections of the Atlantic, Pacific, and Indian Oceans. Within a scant few decades, the hunt had rendered them nearly extinct, almost everywhere.)5

It was another group of Yankees—but this one a resident colony, and numbering in the hundreds—living as “alone men” on the Spanish-owned isle of Mas Afuera, off the west coast of South America, huddled in dank wooden huts, with scruffy little vegetable plots set alongside, struggling against ceaseless storms, insects, and disease, drinking, gambling, fighting, and gathering their own stash of skins for the arrival of the next season’s trade fleet. (Mas Afuera was a seal hunter’s El Dorado. It is estimated that three million skins were taken from this one little site, before a Spanish naval squadron evicted the hunters, and burned their settlements, in 1805.)6

It was yet another group, with another trading target, in another place: Fiji, far out in the South Pacific—where a transient population of foreign “beachcombers” mingled with native islanders, in love and war and occasional rites of cannibalism—all to the end of securing the highly aromatic bundles of sandalwood that would later fetch huge sums on the Canton market. (The Chinese turned sandalwood into a fine powder that, for centuries, they had used as incense in elaborate religious and funerary ceremonies.)7

It was a wholesale assault on another ocean fur-bearer—the charming, hapless sea otter—in the waters off the coast of present-day Alaska. And thus, too, it was a meeting ground for white and native North Americans—the latter including Tlingit and Haida, Salish and Tsimshian, Nootka and Chinook, with their powerful warrior traditions, their water skills, their swift dugout canoes, their totem pole–fronted, stilt-raised villages, their potlatch and other complex cultural practices, all achieved within a productive system that did not (and could not) include agriculture. (The Northwest Coast would quickly become a vast adjunct to the China Trade. Sea otter pelts, informally dubbed “soft gold,” were especially prized by merchants from the cold climes of north China; a fully loaded trade ship might thus expect triple, quadruple, or even better, returns on its investment.)8

It was a mile-long train of pack animals (llamas, horses, mules, and their attendant herders) laden with bags of silver newly mined from the cerro rico (rich hill) at the great boomtown of Potosí high in the Andes mountain range, threading its way week after week along precipitous trails in the descent to ports on the coast of Spanish Peru. From there most of the precious cargo would go in one of two directions: westward in ships known as “Manila galleons” through the Pacific via the Philippines to Canton, or north by boat to Panama, overland on the jungle-shrouded isthmus, back on the sea for transfer in Havana (Cuba) to Spain’s annual “treasure fleet,” and then across the ocean, to be unloaded, finally, at the imperial hub of Seville. Sooner or later, some might be procured by American (or other) merchants and sent on to the Far East. (Specie—Spanish silver dollars—was rated above all else in the China Trade. Indeed, the Potosí mines, by far the world’s leading source of bullion, fueled the entire system.)

It was also, of course, Canton, the only Chinese port of entry open to foreigners. Here, at its eastern terminus, the trade was subject to elaborate regulation and protocol: gift exchanges; the engagement of pilots, interpreters, provisioners, and stevedores; the payment of taxes, duties, and outright bribes; the inspection and rating of all imported products (sea otters, for example, were divided into ten carefully delineated categories). There were dangers to avoid, ranging from Malay pirates lurking outside the port entrance, to the sudden onset of Pacific typhoons, to local sharpers who packed shipping chests with wood chips or paper instead of tea and silks, to overindulgence in samshew (a potent Chinese whiskey). There were restrictions to obey, especially those that confined all fan kwae (“foreign devils”) to a narrow waterfront warren of streets and alleys set apart from the city proper. There was an intricate commercial system to master, with hoppos (customs superintendents) and cohong merchants (those formally licensed by the emperor), coolies (day laborers) and chinchew men (local shopkeepers), “chops” (official seals and marks) and hongs (warehouses), and the widespread use of Spanish dollars. Finally, there were “goods” to buy and carry home—the point of it all—starting always with tea and silks, but also including nankeens (hand-loomed cotton fabrics), crepes, and grass cloth; porcelain tableware (“china”) of every conceivable description; lacquered furniture; elegant oil, watercolor, and reverse-glass paintings (portraits, landscapes, garden scenes); carvings in ivory, jade, and soapstone (chess sets, for example); sewing and snuffboxes in mother-of-pearl; silver flatware sets that mimicked Western styles; brightly painted handheld fans of both “screen” and folding varieties (exported literally by the thousands, and considered de rigueur for genteel American ladies throughout the nineteenth century); elaborately filigreed tortoiseshell combs (also by the thousands, also wildly fashionable); umbrellas, window shades, straw mats, wallpapers, feather dusters, horn apothecary spoons, and numerous other bits and pieces too humble to have been included in the surviving records. In short: a kaleidoscope of (what came to be known as) chinoiserie, on a scale almost impossible to comprehend. (Virtually every “middling” household, in or near American cities of the period, would have had at least a few China-made objects. And in those with direct connections to the trade, the total might easily have risen into the hundreds. Moreover, tea was a beverage of choice for people of all classes.)9

It was, even beyond the terminus, the various people who made these things—in towns and villages stretched far across the interior of the Chinese mainland. First, the tea farmers in the eastern provinces above Canton who harvested the remarkably bountiful shrub three times a year, in dozens of varieties and grades. (Americans preferred green tea, especially the so-called young Hyson, which came principally from Kiangsi and Chekiang.) And also the merchants who brought the tea to market, mostly on rivers and streams in small, shallow-hulled junks. And the silk growers in the lower Yangtzee Valley who tended both the precious fiber-producing caterpillars (Bombyx mori, aka silkworm) and the equally essential caterpillar-sustaining mulberry trees. And, not least, the painters, carvers, carpenters, silversmiths, porcelain workers, and other anonymous craftspeople whose handiwork would grace the homes, and lives, of strangers half a world away.10

It was—most importantly here—Hawaii. Set roughly in the middle of this entire web, and known then as the Sandwich Islands, the Hawaiian archipelago served as crossroads, as refitting and provisioning stop, as vacation spot, as pleasure garden, as commercial entrepôt, as hiring station, as escape hatch, and (beginning about 1820) as key target for American missionaries. Ships arrived from several directions—Sitka Bay, the coastal towns of Peru and Chile, other parts of Polynesia—reflecting the different segments of the China Trade. Most stayed for intervals of from two weeks to two months before proceeding on across the Pacific. Officers, crew, and supercargoes alike described the islands in paradisiacal terms—“designed by Providence,” wrote an admiring visitor, “to become … a place for the rest and recreation of sailors, after their long and perilous navigations.” All praised “the genial climate, the luxurious abundance, and the gratifying pleasures” to be found there. All enjoyed the remarkable variety of fresh food and drink, especially pork from the hogs that ran more or less wild onshore, fowl of several types, tropical fruits and vegetables such as breadfruit and taro, and coconut, with its delicious milky contents. Most partook of the freely flowing liquor in the form of locally distilled rum and gin. And, perhaps inevitably after the long months at sea, many sought the company of lissome wahines, native women described as wonderfully “complaisant” and “amorous.” (By one account, similar to many others, “they would almost use violence to force you into their embrace.” But much of this activity was simple prostitution.)11

It was, finally, a host of impressions—thoughts, feelings, wishes—that grew, and spread, and palpitated in the hearts and heads of the innumerable throng whose lives it touched. Widened eyes, expanded horizons, a lifted gaze, a new sense of possibility and potency: thus its impact across the length and breadth of what was then called “Young America.” For the China Trade was indeed a key part of our national youth. “China,” wrote a pioneer sea captain who had seen for himself, “is the first for greatness, richness, and grandeur of any country ever known.” (Might America rise one day to become its equal?)12

As often as not, there was some reshuffling of personnel while the trade ships stood at anchor in Hawaiian harbors. Some sailors would decide to remain in the islands—would jump ship to become, in effect, deserters. Others were discharged by their captains for insubordination, incompetence, or failure to perform their duties. (Men from either category might subsequently put down roots in native communities; a few actually rose to the status of chiefs, or trusted advisers to the royal family.)13

The process also went the other way, with Hawaiian men hiring on as crew for the remainder of a voyage. Known as kanakas (the islanders’ word for themselves, modified in shipboard parlance to “knackies”), they would then sail to Canton, to London, to New York or Boston—and, in some cases, might begin a long career at sea. Most of these men led difficult, unrecorded lives, on the margins of organized society.14

One, however, would become a famous exception. He was called Obookiah, with “Henry” added in front. Even today, he is much remembered in Hawaii. And, across a large swath of nineteenth-century America, few names were more well and widely known than Henry Obookiah.


• CHAPTER TWO •

“Providence unquestionably cast them on our shores”

Who was Henry Obookiah? In the legend that would come to surround his life, one scene anchored all the rest.


On an autumn afternoon in the year 1809, at the main door of Yale College, in New Haven, Connecticut, a stream of undergraduates flows steadily in and out. Off to one side, a rather odd-looking young man—of “dusky” complexion and in ragged apparel—stands watching, and quietly weeping. After several minutes, his presence is noticed and acknowledged by some of the students. When asked the cause of his distress, he replies, haltingly and in broken English, “that nobody gives me learning.”1



Should we believe this as historical fact? Perhaps not; when set in the context of the entire Obookiah legend, it seems almost too good to be true. Still, it can be taken as a kind of capsule of much that did happen—in this place, with these people, at around this time. For Obookiah did reach New Haven at some point during the summer of 1809, following his arrival in New York, with a certain Captain Caleb Brintnall, aboard a China Trade ship called the Triumph. And he did take up residence, together with his friend and fellow “knacky” Thomas Hopoo, in the captain’s own home. And he did then become acquainted with a large number of Yale students. And the students did offer him some of the “learning” he craved.2

At first, however, he was discouraged by his “ignorance” and difficulties with the English language. Hopoo seems to have done better; according to Obookiah’s later recollection, “friend Thomas went to school to one of the students in the College before I thought of going to school.” At this point, Obookiah was inclined to return home, having “heard that a ship was ready to sail from New York … for Owhyhee.” But after staying another week, he was invited by a particular undergraduate—Edwin W. Dwight—to begin regular lessons “to read and write,” and soon became a frequent visitor to Dwight’s college room. Years later, Dwight recalled Obookiah’s initially “unpromising” appearance: his “rough sailor’s suit,” his “clumsy form,” his seemingly “inactive … mind.” As time passed, however, he began to display “an unusual degree of discernment,” a trait that belied “the dulness which was thought to be indicated by his countenance.”3

One senses here a complicated mix—of appreciation and condescension, of closeness and distance. There was, too, some genuine camaraderie. Obookiah proved himself “dextrous as a mimic,” and, from time to time, delighted his new friends with suggestive and satirical “imitations.” Walking strangely and flapping his arms, he would ask pointedly, “Who dis?” When once the pattern was reversed, and he was mimicked by another, “he burst into a roar of laughter and fell upon the floor, where he indulged his mirth until he had exhausted his strength.” In fact, this little picture is laced with ambiguity; Obookiah appears something of a buffoon. Other descriptive bits reflect his struggles in learning, his fondness for petty mischief, and his sense of the “ludicrous.” English, in particular, came to him slowly. (Long afterward, in a letter to Dwight, he recalled “one morning [when] I came into your room in College, and…you say, ‘what c.a.p. spell?’ Then I say, ‘c.a.p. pig.’ ”) Sometimes he would mock his own “heathen” religion: “Owhyhee gods! they wood, burn. Me go home, put ’em in a fire, burn ’em up. They no see, no hear, no any thing.” Not surprisingly, his Yale tutors saw him very much as an exotic.4

Yet, in some ways, Obookiah’s reception was remarkably full and positive—even generous. When he tired of living with Captain Brintnall, or perhaps when the captain tired of him, he was quickly invited into the household of Yale’s president, Rev. Timothy Dwight (a distant relative of young Edwin). There he stayed put for several months, while continuing his education. The president himself, and perhaps dozens of sympathetic undergraduates, sat with him to guide his lessons.

The president’s home was a stately Georgian-style building of three stories and fifteen rooms, closely abutting the college grounds. Its occupants at that point included members of Dwight’s immediate family—his wife and two youngest sons—plus a couple of indentured house servants. The duties of a college president meant that both students and faculty would be frequently dropping in. Moreover, Dwight cut a large figure well beyond the boundaries of Yale (and New Haven). His eminence among the Protestant clergy led to his being widely, if informally, known as “Pope Dwight”; he was a writer, poet, and naturalist, as well. No doubt, therefore, his home was open to important visitors from near and far. What his young Hawaiian guest might have thought of all this, we can only imagine—likewise what the others thought of the guest. But the bare fact of being invited, and accepted, into such a household is itself noteworthy.5

If President Dwight or any of the interested students had asked Obookiah about his origins, what might he have said? Later biographical accounts offer a riveting story.


When he is just “a lad of about 12 years … two parties [are] contending for the dominion of the island [on which he lives].” A battle ensues. There is a “dreadful slaughter.” His father is directly involved. The other side emerges victorious. His family then flees to the mountains and remains hidden for several days. Driven by thirst, they go looking for a spring and are promptly surprised by enemy forces. The father escapes, but the mother and children are taken and “put … to the torture.” At this, the father returns—whereupon he, “with his wife, [is] cut in pieces.” Obookiah takes up an “infant brother upon his back” and attempts to run away. But the brother is speared from behind and dies soon after. Obookiah is caught “and saved alive, because he [is] not young enough to give them trouble, nor old enough to excite their fears.” He is then held captive together with an aunt, whom he considers “the last individual of his kindred.” At one point, he gets free “by creeping through a hole into a cellar.” But his aunt is condemned to die and “taken to a precipice, from which she [is] thrown and destroyed.” Obookiah, “feeling himself more than ever alone,” runs to the same spot and tries also “to throw himself over,” but at the last moment he is caught and brought back. Thus is he preserved “by a kind interposition of Providence”—for reasons that will be revealed only by the subsequent course of his life.6



This, too, was part of the legend; its details cannot now be confirmed. (Nor could they have been in New Haven in 1810.) But some of the timing and structure does conform to known elements of Hawaiian history, and even to independently established facts of Obookiah’s life. We can be quite certain about his birth—in the village of Ninole, Ka’u district, on the eastern shore of the Big Island of Hawaii, in about the year 1787. We know, too, the names of his parents and their own points of origin: Keau (father), also from Ka’u district, and Kamohoula (mother), from Napo’opo’o, on the island’s western shore.7

The entire Hawaiian archipelago was then undergoing a major, and violent, transformation. The leading islands had long been divided into numerous separate chiefdoms. But a process of unification had recently begun, with one particular chief—later to be known as King Kamehameha I—leading the way. Starting in 1782, and continuing for a full decade, the islands were convulsed by a succession of civil wars. By 1792, Kamehameha had gained control nearly everywhere. However, sporadic local resistance continued for some while longer, culminating in a final, failed rebellion, on Hawaii itself, led by a subchief named Namakeha.8

This last, which ended in August 1798, may have been the war to which the Obookiah legend refers. And his father could have been a partisan of the defeated Namakeha. In any case, there followed a period of peace, with the islands joined under the rule of Kamehameha and his court. Here, then, was the setting for the next stage of Obookiah’s life, some of it described in his own words.


“The same man which killed my father and mother took me home to his own house.” Though he seems “amiable” enough (and so, too, his wife), Obookiah does not “feel contented.” After another year or two, he finds “one of my Uncles who was a priest among them.” The uncle “wished me not to go back … but to live with him” instead. However, Obookiah’s captor is for a time unwilling; long negotiations ensue. Finally, they reach an agreement: The boy will be transferred from the one household to the other—“and I lived with my uncle a number of years.” The uncle is indeed a native priest (kahuna), at a site called Hikia’u near Napo’opo’o; he decides that his young nephew should be trained “for the same service.” Thus Obookiah is “taught … long prayers” and given the task of repeating them daily in the “temple of the idol.” Eventually, he will assume personal charge of “three important gods.”9



In short: As Obookiah passed through childhood, he was himself marked for the life of a kahuna. Ironically—in light of what became of him later on—indigenous Hawaiian religion was entering a period of decline. Christian influence had begun to seep into the islands even before the arrival of missionaries, with the rise of the China Trade. Traditional practice was sometimes neglected and core principles flouted (a trend that Kamehameha tried to reverse by executing a number of violators). There is no evidence that young Obookiah was affected by any of this while going about his duties as an apprentice priest. But something was making him feel restless. As he remembered much later: “I began to think about leaving that country to go to some other part of the globe. I did not care where I shall go to. I thought to myself that if I should get away … probably I may find some comfort, more than to live there [in Hawaii] without father or mother.”10

The process that would lead to Obookiah’s departure was long and tortuous. Captain Brintnall and his ship the Triumph had reached Hawaii in 1807 and “tarried some time.” While there—and after having “completely gained the confidence” of Kamehameha—the captain agreed to take one of the king’s sons back to America “to receive an education.” As part of the same arrangement, two more Hawaiian youths were chosen to accompany the prince as “attendants”; this pair, apparently, was Obookiah and Hopoo. The king, however, soon changed his mind, “influenced by the fears of his subjects, that some evil would befall the Prince”; his son would remain at home after all. Meanwhile, Obookiah and Hopoo, “having their expectations excited, and a strong curiosity to see America, were unwilling to relinquish the voyage.” But now the problem was Obookiah’s uncle, who—acting in loco parentis—refused his permission. An elaborate struggle ensued. At one point, Obookiah was confined to a room as a virtual prisoner, and obliged to hear out the tearful pleas of “my old Grandmother.” (She “asked me what was my notion…[to] go with people whom I knew not.… She said that I was very foolish boy.”) Eventually, he escaped and swam out to the ship, with his uncle in close pursuit, only to be again “brought forth.” Now the uncle offered a compromise: “[H]e would not let me go … unless I paid him a hog for his god.” Whether or not this condition was fulfilled, the parties at length agreed, “and I … bid them farewell.” (Hopoo seems not to have experienced similar difficulties.)11

At last they were on their way, and enrolled as members of the Triumph’s crew. From Hawaii, the ship sailed to an island off the Northwest Coast (present-day Alaska), to retrieve a group of “twenty or thirty men” previously left there “for sealing business.” No doubt, too, it took aboard a full cargo of sealskins. En route, Obookiah made an important connection with one Russell Hubbard, “a son of Gen. H. of New Haven [and]…a member of Yale College.” Hubbard had gone to sea following his graduation in 1806, hoping that a change of air and climate would resolve some (unspecified) health difficulties. He was deeply pious—in Obookiah’s phrasing, “a friend of Christ”—hence, in due course, he began teaching his Hawaiian shipmates the rudiments of Protestant belief. Obookiah would long, and fondly, remember this “very desirable young man”; perhaps, indeed, the Hubbard friendship helped smooth his way when he fetched up, a year or so later, at Yale.12

By now, it must have been at least the summer of 1808, but a considerable journey still lay ahead. Upon arriving in China, the Triumph was seized by a British warship, with the crew confined to quarters and Captain Brintnall jailed in Macao. Released after a few days, crew and captain continued to Canton, sold their cargo of skins, and filled the ship with a quantity of tea, cinnamon, silk, and other goods. Sailing home past the southern tip of Africa, they ran low on provisions; daily rations per man were reduced to “one biscuit and one pint of water…[which] the cook put in our tea.” Just in time, they encountered another ship, outward-bound from Boston and able to supply their needs. There were frightening accidents, too: Hopoo fell overboard and was barely saved “after being several hours in the water.” (Still faithful to Hawaiian religious practice, he cried out from the sea “to his god Akoah,” and afterward consecrated his jacket as a gift of thanks “to the Great Spirit.”) At another point, while rounding the Cape of Good Hope, Obookiah and Hopoo were the targets of an elaborate prank—in effect, a sailor’s initiation rite—in which a crew member impersonated a supposed sea god called “Old Neptune.” These and like adventures would be vividly remembered years later when Obookiah composed a “relation” of his life.13

Eventually (April 1809), the ship arrived at New York; its cargo was sold, its crew dispersed. Obookiah and Hopoo, however, remained with the captain, saw the sights (including a stage play), met “two gentlemen” who invited them for a home-cooked dinner, were astonished by the crowds (“a great number of people, as I ever saw before”), and pondered how “strange [it was] to see females eat with men.” From there, they traveled to New Haven, still for a while longer in the care of Captain Brintnall. Thence to the steps of Yale College, and to the ministrations of the various students, and, finally, to the household of President Dwight.14

Dwight’s home was the starting point for a second Obookiah odyssey—an eight-year wander that would take him into three states, eight different towns, and at least a dozen separate families scattered across the New England countryside. The first in this chain of removals came following a visit to Yale by an especially ardent young clergyman-to-be named Samuel J. Mills, Jr. Obookiah encountered Mills “sitting with Mr. D[wight] my instructor” one evening in the fall of 1809. At once, the two began a friendship, and Mills became “deeply interested in this heathen boy.” (The “boy” was now about twenty-two years old.) Some weeks later, Obookiah ended his stay at the president’s house, and was temporarily at loose ends. Mills and Dwight worried that if he remained in New Haven, he might “be exposed to bad company…[or even] be treated as a slave.” (Treated as a slave? In short: This particular person of color must be exempted from the pattern that shackled so many others.) The result was an invitation to visit Mills’s home in the town of Torringford, Connecticut, where his father (Samuel, Sr.) was resident minister. Obookiah lived with this family for much of the following year, and would frequently return later on for visits of varying duration. Indeed, he would come to regard the Mills household “as my own home.” The Millses, for their part, treated him as they would a blood relative. According to a somewhat later account, they made a practice, in church on the Sabbath, of “seating him in their own pew at a time when a strong prejudice existed against any person having a dark colored skin.”15

While in Torringford, he continued his study of English, and also worked at various “kinds of business that pertain to a farm.” This would become a pattern for his subsequent stays elsewhere: lodging, board, and “learning” received, with labor given in return—a straight‑up exchange. In fact, farmwork was also part of his education, something else to be used and “improved” should he go back one day to his native islands. Rev. Mills noted his unusual aptitude in such matters: “He had never mown a clip until he came to live with me. My son furnished him with a scythe. He stood and looked on to see the use he made of it, and at once followed, to the surprise of those who saw him.… It was afterward observed by a person who was in the field that there were not two reapers there who excelled him.”16

After several months Mills, Jr. left home to pursue his own studies at Andover [Massachusetts] Theological Seminary, and decided to take his Hawaiian protégé along; thus began another stage in Obookiah’s journey. For the next two years, he was in and out of Andover, spending some periods in a room shared with Mills, others in the home of the seminary steward (a certain “Mr. Abbot”), and still others with local farm families. As before when at Yale, he was much noticed by the students and “taken under their care.” Some gave him lessons, and he “had a right to go to any room … to recite.” (By one later account, “he roamed over the buildings like a common pet.”) Perhaps, however, these arrangements seemed a little too scattered. For Mills concluded that he should “leave Andover and go to some school” where his time might be employed more efficiently. As a result, he enrolled for several months at nearby Bradford Academy. There he lived with yet another “most pious family”; but his own piety suffered from exposure to “unserious company [presumably, academy students] talking many foolish subjects.”17

Returning to Andover and the home of the steward, he managed to regain his spiritual “concerns.” Meanwhile, too, he sought to extend his knowledge of practical matters. The steward would later recall his “very inquisitive” attitude, which was “peculiarly observable during an eclipse of the sun, concerning which he asked many troublesome questions, and also with regard to many kinds of public business.” There was a particular morning that he devoted to “measuring the College buildings and fences.” When asked the reason for this, “he smiled, and said: ‘So that I shall know how to build when I go back to Owhyhee.’ ”18

At some point, he left Andover again and moved on to Hollis, New Hampshire, apparently at the urging of a seminary student who came from there. In Hollis, he lived with three more families, including that of the minister, Rev. Daniel Emerson. In Hollis, too, he was “taken sick of a fever” for over a month. This made him the focus of much tender concern—and of anguished prayer sessions with his hosts and interested neighbors “while I was upon my sickbed.” His sense of religious conviction deepened; he declared himself “willing to die and leave this world of sin” if God so willed it.19

In fact, he recovered—and, in the spring of 1813, returned to the parsonage at Torringford. His friend Mills, Jr. was away on a missionary tour in the western states, but he was able to reconnect with his first teacher, Edwin Dwight, living now in nearby Litchfield. That fall, he received another invitation, from James Morris, Esq. (also of Litchfield), “to spend the winter in his family, and attend the public grammar school, of which for many years he [Morris] has been Preceptor.” This second experience of formal schooling pushed him to make “very considerable progress…[in] the study of English Grammar, Geography, and Arithmetic.”20

When his teachers and mentors considered the reasons for Obookiah’s success in learning, they stressed his “great inquisitiveness,” his “industry,” and his capacity for imitation. In effect, they were saying that he was an unusually eager pupil, one anxious “to discover whatever was within his reach.” But equally important was his strong motive to connect himself with others. “To families in which he had lived, or to individuals who had been his particular patrons,” wrote Dwight some years later, “he felt an ardent attachment.” His own self-descriptions repeatedly stressed his orphaned condition—something he experienced as an agonizing gap, a void to be filled in his new surroundings. Once, upon seeing a particular “patron” after a period of separation, he pointedly declared: “I want to see you great while. You don’t know how you seem to me: you seem like Father, Mother, Brother, all.” With the Mills family, including “my father” the minister, these feelings were especially strong. Moreover, their force carried over into his religious life. At one point, under questioning about his faith in God, he replied “I have neither a father nor a mother … but He. But O! am I fit to call Him my father?”21

In March 1814, the younger Mills wrote on Obookiah’s behalf to leaders of the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions (ABCFM), the nation’s largest missionary organization, headquartered in Boston. Though focused on overseas missions, the board had already involved itself with nearby “heathen” converts by supporting the education of a singular Indian youth named Eleazer Williams. Born of Mohawk parentage in Canada, Williams had been sent to school in New England, where, as the great-grandson of Eunice Williams, a famously “unredeemed captive” taken a century before from Deerfield, Massachusetts, he had a claim to family connections. Board members would have known this about him, and their actions in his case (1811) prefigured their subsequent sponsorship of Obookiah. About “poor Henry,” Mills offered the following: “I believe his improvement has been as great as could be reasonably expected, with his advantages.… He speaks the [English] language with considerable propriety. He can read different Authors intelligibly.… He likewise writes a very decent hand. He has considerable acquaintance with Agriculture.… His Christian friends have hope of him that he is pious.” This summary of Obookiah’s progress to date must have seemed convincing, for soon thereafter the board approved a plan by a “consociation” of Litchfield County ministers to “superintend his education.” Three men from Newburyport, Massachusetts, volunteered “to put into the hands of Mr. Mills one hundred dollars this year … for the purposes of defraying the necessary expenses of Henry’s education.”22

Clearly, there was a building tide of public concern with Obookiah and his prospects; from now on, his tutelage would assume a more organized form. A year after the Litchfield group took him in charge, the board offered its direct sponsorship and support. The heart of this sequence—and the chief motive for these gestures of aid—was, of course, Obookiah’s promise as a convert to Christianity. Increasingly, his admirers and patrons “saw … the hand of God in bringing him hither.” His achievements in school, his growing fluency in English, his mastery of farming and related pursuits, his attention to public affairs: All were linked to his remarkable “growth in Christ.”23

Obookiah’s spiritual progress closely tracked the pattern for Protestants throughout the region. He felt, by turns, “hopeful” and “despairing”; he was “active … in the faith,” then “prayerless and thoughtless.” This stop-and-go pattern was entirely typical; no one would have expected otherwise. And through it all he was repeatedly—often fervently—coached and prodded by his associates. When asked at one point by Dwight, “How does your own heart appear to you?” he replied bleakly, “Oh, black, all black.” Yet on other occasions, in response to similar inquiries, he described his thoughts as being “in Heaven—all [the] time [and] then I very happy.”24

Finally, he reached a point of culmination, and felt himself ready for baptism and full church membership. He engaged in long and prayerful consultation with his “good friend and father [the elder Mills] concerning my case.” Mills then endorsed his “profession,” and arranged to present him to the congregation at Torringford. On the appointed day, Obookiah arrived, feeling “that I was going home to New Jerusalem—to the welcome gate.” So it was—as he solemnly recorded later on—that he entered “into the Church of Christ … on the ninth day of April, in the year 1815.” Mills used the occasion to preach from an obviously pertinent biblical text: “I will bring the blind by a way that they knew not; I will lead them in paths that they have not known.” Its meaning must have seemed powerfully important—and visible—to all present.25

Curiously, the moment was, for Obookiah himself, crossed with disappointment. He had asked Mills beforehand for a chance “to speak a few words to the people,” and the preacher had “readily consented.” But when the time came, he “did not recollect … Henry’s request, and it was neglected.” Afterward Obookiah approached Mills with a “broken heart” and blurted out, “[Y]ou no let me speak, sir—I sorry.” Mills acknowledged his oversight, apologized, and then inquired, “What did you wish to say, Henry?” To which his young convert replied, “I want to ask the people—what they all waiting for?—they live in Gospel land—hear all about salvation—God ready—Christ ready—all ready—why they don’t come to follow Christ?”26

This last was a mark of Obookiah’s growing confidence in his own religious vocation. From the position of object, he was moving now to that of subject, from proselytized to proselytizer, from recipient to giver. His personal story of rising from “heathen” origins to the status of a “civilized,” Christianized young gentleman was deeply compelling—for himself no less than for others. And he drew on it to issue a challenge to native New Englanders. They lived in a “Gospel land” surrounded by religious influence, in sharp contrast to the situation of his own land and people. (The contrast would be dramatically evident whenever he spoke to them in his still-imperfect English.) Their failure, in many cases, to achieve full conversion was thus doubly culpable: They had all the necessary advantages, with few of the expected results. Obookiah’s admission to the Torringford church was the capstone of his own spiritual (and spatial, and cultural) pilgrimage: how fitting, then, to use this chance “to speak a few words to the people.” Except the minister forgot. (Was there something a bit too jarring, even for Mills, in such blatant turnabout: a dark-skinned, personally exotic, formerly “pagan” youth exhorting—and at the same time upbraiding—a churchful of birthright parishioners?)

In other cases, Obookiah would act directly on his own. He was tireless in urging his “friends” toward greater and greater religious exertions—sometimes in person, but increasingly, too, by way of long impassioned letters (many of which were subsequently preserved and published). To one, he would implore, “Do not forget to pray for me with our heavenly Father when you are alone.” To another: “We cannot conceive the consequences of one sin.” To still another: “Oh, what a wonderful thing it is that the hand of Divine Providence has brought me here, from that heathenish darkness where the light of divine truth never had been.” He would say, and do, no less in meetings with complete strangers—with “a sick woman lying upon a sick bed,” with an “aged man” encountered in the course of “a walk for exercise,” with an “old grey-headed man [found] next to the road, hoeing corn.” Sometimes such opportunities seemed virtually to seek him out; for example, in visits paid by “two young gentlemen,” or “five pious young men,” or “a pious and good [minister], Rev. Mr. H. of L.”27

As his confidence rose, Obookiah was gradually forming a plan for the future. The story of his arrival at Yale underscored his misfortune as an uneducated heathen; its key line was his expression of sorrow that “nobody gives me learning.” The flip side of the same theme appeared in his wish to confront the members of the Torringford congregation: Their fortunate circumstances should (but often didn’t) enable them to achieve true godliness. As early as December 1812, he was writing to an unidentified friend in the following terms: “I hope the Lord will send the Gospel to the Heathen land, where the words of the Saviour never yet had been. Poor people, worship the wood and stone and shark, and almost every thing [serves as] their gods; the Bible is not there, and heaven and hell they do not know about it.” A similar preoccupation with relative advantage and disadvantage—with good and bad fortune, with “learning” and ignorance—echoed through much of his subsequent correspondence. The heathen were simply “poor people,” who for unknown reasons had so far been excluded from the outreach of God’s grace. They were not to be condemned for what they could not escape; to the contrary, they must be pitied—and, above all, assisted. In this project, as it specifically embraced his own people, Obookiah might cast himself in a leading role. Thus he would, with increasing frequency, tell auditors (and correspondents) of his aim to return home “to preach the Gospel to my Countrymen.”28

As part of his plan, he set himself the ambitious task of “reducing to system his own native language.” Since it was “not a written language, but lay in its chaotic state, every thing was to be done.” (The description is Dwight’s.) By linking the English alphabet with “the different names and different sounds” of Hawaiian, he began to create a spelling book, a grammar, and a dictionary. These, in turn, he could use in translating key biblical texts. Indeed, as part of the same process he undertook to learn also “the Hebrew language, and from its resemblance to his own, acquired it with great facility.”29

From all this, his reputation spread, both locally and beyond. Ministers, in particular, exchanged ideas and information about him, even as they passed him along from one community to the next. Expressions of interest came from many parts of New England, from New York and Pennsylvania, and (in one case at least) from even farther south. No doubt, too, there was a kind of lore that grew up around him, including striking (sometimes amusing) details of his everyday behavior. Mr. Abbot, the steward who had been his host in Andover, noted his “playfulness,” as evidenced in a trick he liked to try with puppets (presenting the image of “two little gentlemen dancing—shaking their feet and fists”). In Hollis, New Hampshire, “one time having the toothache (the tooth was a good sound one)…he got … a stone and knocked out the tooth.” Also at Hollis, he showed himself to be “fond of the narcotic weed”; thus he “kept a tobbacco [sic] patch back of the barn.” But “the turkeys would visit…[and] he would drive them away [saying] ‘Shew you there get out of my terbacker yard.’ ” (These details were a matter of local remembrance nearly one hundred years after their occurrence.)30

His physical appearance, his character, and his personal style would also invite comment. He was “considerably above the ordinary size”: nearly six feet tall, and “in his limbs and body proportionably large.” His posture and bearing, which upon his arrival in New Haven appeared “awkward and unshapen,” had become “erect, graceful, and dignified.” His facial expression had lost its previous aspect of “dullness” and now seemed “sprightly and intelligent.” He had “a piercing eye, a prominent Roman nose, and a projecting chin.” His complexion was olive, his hair black (“dressed after the manner of the Americans”), his features “strongly marked.” Considered overall, he cut a distinctly imposing figure. Years later, a Cornwall resident described, from personal memory, the power of his charm and charisma: “the lineaments of his countenance … when lit up, as in addressing an audience…[made him seem] almost divine. ‘Lovely man!’ they would whisper, as they gathered around him to see how a poor heathen could preach to them Jesus.”31

His “disposition … was amiable,” his “temper … mild.” Moreover, his mind “was such that, with proper culture, might … become … of the first order.” He consistently exhibited “sound common sense” and “keen discernment.” He had a “clear sense of propriety” and fine judgment of people. His manners were “grave and reserved,” yet his conversation was lively and occasionally spiced by “a fondness for humour.” For all these reasons he was a born leader, someone whose “counsel was sought … and regarded as decisive … by his companions.” Indeed, “few young men it is presumed command so much respect from persons of every age and character.”32

As time passed, his spiritual mentors sought his active participation in a variety of “social religious meetings.” He spent the period from 1814 to 1816 living first in Goshen, then in Canaan, Connecticut—in each case at the home of the local minister. He began to keep a diary, and (evidently at the urging of his hosts) composed an account of his previous life. The circle of his correspondence widened; his hortatory tone grew louder, more insistent. He “made it his habitual practice, to converse as he had opportunity, with persons whom he supposed to be destitute of grace.” In “several instances” he succeeded in promoting “an apparent conversion of the soul to God.” In short and in sum: His public profile was rising impressively. It would continue to rise—even more so—in the months ahead.33

Obookiah ranked as the most famous Hawaiian emigrant of his time, but there were others. His friend and shipmate Thomas Hopoo had, after living “for a season” in New Haven, chosen to resume “the life of a sailor.” Hopoo served on “several privateers during the late war [the War of 1812],” and, when that was over, he worked as a coachman for a family in “the interior of the country.” A year later, unemployed and increasingly despondent, he wandered back to New Haven in hopes of finding passage home to the Pacific. But here he was intercepted by “Christian friends” and persuaded to “stay and obtain an education.” Soon thereafter, he joined Obookiah at the minister’s house in Goshen. William Tennooe reached Boston in 1809 in a group of six “knackies” aboard another China Trade vessel. (Four of his companions would soon leave. The fifth, his brother, died some years later in Rhode Island.) Like Hopoo, Tennooe went to sea to fight on the American side in the War of 1812. Upon returning, he found work in New Haven as a barber’s apprentice (and “became very expert at his new occupation”). He attracted the attention of Yale students eager to instruct him—and also of some “pious females” who prayed for his soul and raised money for his upkeep. In due course he, too, joined the little band at Goshen. John Honoree, yet another Hawaiian seaman, reached Boston in 1815. Almost at once he gained local patrons, who passed him along to New Haven and “very generously gave one hundred dollars toward the expense of his education.” A few months later, he was taken into a minister’s home at Guilford, “where he began to learn the first rudiments of the English language.”34

Perhaps the most colorful of these stories featured a youth named George “Prince” Tamoree.


Born the son of an island chief (Kaumuali’i of Kaua’i, northernmost of the island chain), he is indeed a prince of sorts—and is also, by some accounts, in line to succeed to the kingship of Hawaii as a whole. His original name is Humehume, but at some point early on he is given the additional name George, after the king of England. (Later, when he enters the Mission School, he will become known also as Tamoree, an Anglicized rendering of his father’s name.) The father, “being a man of considerable information…[and] a manifest partiality for the Americans,” arranges with a visiting sea captain, James Rowan, to take the boy to Massachusetts “to receive a finished education.” His evident goal is to prepare his son for a role as adviser on foreign trade and related matters, for these are the years when Kaua’i, like all of its sister islands, is being suddenly swept up in worldwide commerce.

Since the boy is barely four years old, the plans with Captain Rowan include a generous “bequest” (said to amount to several thousand dollars) to defray the expenses of his care and schooling. However, the captain gives up seafaring, resettles his family in the countryside near Worcester, squanders the money entrusted to him, and ultimately hands George off to one Samuel Cotting, a local “preceptor” (teacher). The latter, in turn, “soon [leaves] the business of school keeping,” takes up carpentry, and makes his young charge into an assistant. Several years pass, and George grows “discontented.” Being now of an age to look after himself, he runs off to work for a farmer in the town of Fitchburg. But there he receives “much harsh treatment,” and so removes again—this time to Boston, to enlist “on board an American armed vessel.” For the next two years, he endures “all the hardships attendant upon the life of a common sailor,” including naval battles in various corners of the Atlantic basin. He takes part in a famous victory of the American brig Enterprise over the British Boxer (1813); he also serves on the frigate Guerriére and fights (as he later puts it) “the barbarous Turks of Algiers.” At one point, he is badly wounded by a boarding pike; but he recovers, and sees further duty along the coasts of North Africa, Italy, and Spain. At war’s end, he returns to Boston, “ragged, dirty, and in want.” Eventually, he hires on as manservant to an officer at the Charlestown Navy Yard, where Rev. Jedediah Morse, the minister of a nearby Congregational church, discovers him. At this point (1815), he seems a “good-looking” youth of “about 18 years,” who speaks fluent English but has “almost entirely forgotten his native tongue.” When asked if he would like an education—which was, after all, the original purpose of his coming to America—he says “he would be glad with his heart.” Morse arranges his release from service and his further transfer to New Haven. Like Obookiah before him, he lives for a time in the home of Yale’s President Dwight, and enjoys “everything that could render him contented and comfortable.” He is said to be “much noticed here—is put into good clothing & looks like a new man—his countenance is brightened—& his dejection gone.” Indeed, by this point George Prince (as he is generally called) has become a known figure; his link to Hawaiian royalty is much discussed. He is briefly considered for admission to the national military academy (West Point); President Madison is one of his sponsors. But instead, he is “sent to join his countrymen” at the minister’s home in Goshen.35



It is clear that the trade ships brought still more young Hawaiians to New England—for example, a certain Benjamin Carhooa, resident at Boston “several years” and “highly esteemed by his acquaintances”; another youth “recently arrived with Captain Edes…[and] said to be very promising”; a boy at school in Catskill, New York. Indeed, one account places the total of these arrivals at “fifty or sixty.” But it was Obookiah, Hopoo, Tennooe, Honoree, and Tamoree who gained, and held, the public eye. Their stories, though different in detail, showed a number of common elements. All had spent time as sailors on American trade ships. (Three had served, at sea, in the War of 1812.) Most had experienced periods of extreme hardship after reaching New England. (According to later accounts, they were “destitute,” or “in want,” or “under great depression of spirits.”) All had sooner or later found sponsors, teachers, and spiritual guides. All had been moved through a kind of missionary pipeline, centered in New Haven but reaching out well across the Connecticut countryside. Gathered together in the summer of 1816—closely watched over by a cadre of Protestant leaders, already launched into various kinds of secular instruction, and pointed as well toward religious conversion—this little group was about to become the founding nucleus of an institution unlike any previously seen on American soil.36

The idea of a special school for “heathen youth” emerged sometime during these same months, though its specific authorship is unclear. Certainly, it built on the hopes of Obookiah (and others) for a mission to the Sandwich Islands. Likely, too, it seemed a natural extension of the piecemeal instruction that several of the Hawaiian émigrés were already receiving from ministers, Yale students, and local schoolteachers. And, obviously, it incorporated an impulse of giving that was gathering strength all across New England.

A letter dated May 13, 1816, from a New York philanthropist named Ward Safford to Jeremiah Evarts, the corresponding secretary of the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions, includes the earliest surviving formulation. Safford urged decisive action for the sake of “our Owhyhean & other Heathen youths.” As soon as possible, “they should have a permanent residence & a permanent instructor.” This, in turn, might “grow into a great institution at which should be assembled heathen from any part of the world.”37

During the weeks that followed, a new “board of trust” was established in Litchfield County to assume “the more particular charge of these youths.” Meanwhile, money was beginning to accumulate for their support. An evangelical journal, The Religious Intelligencer, noted the increasing “liberality of the benevolent [toward]…these young men,” and then described one especially affecting case. A “pious lady” from Savannah, Georgia, while on a visit to New Haven, had “heard the story of three of the Owhyhee lads” and formed “a lively interest in their welfare.” Upon returning home, she told friends about them and began to “solicit contributions … in their behalf”; the upshot was a gift of $335 from “the citizens of Savannah … for the very purpose of educating [them]…as missionaries to Owhyhee.” In fact, the Savannah gift would set a pattern for many others in years to come. (The Intelligencer did offer an important caution: Monetary gifts should be sent only to the “trustees,” not to the “lads” directly, since they “are not considered competent to manage … pecuniary or other concerns” by themselves.)38

In late August, the three trustees submitted to the officers of the American Board a long memorandum, laying out in abundant detail the case for founding a mission school. Their reasoning was carefully measured, their tone restrained, their diction quite formal, not to say officious. Yet their excitement, their sense of importance in what they were about, comes through every line even today.

They began by noting “the hand of Providence” in directing particular young men to America—and thus identifying “the Sandwich Isles … as an important missionary field.” As a result, a process was already under way—and was already proving itself—since the various efforts to teach and convert “these heathen youth … have been singularly blessed.” Some, indeed, showed strong signs of being “endued [sic] with the special grace of God,” and all were “ardently wishing to be qualified to present the Gospel to their perishing countrymen.” If this outcome should actually be achieved in Hawaii, it might then inspire “youths from other heathen countries, in relation to a mission to their respective nations.” Appropriate candidates might “with little difficulty be obtained from China, from the different Nations in India, from Africa, from the Islands of the Sea, from Nootka Sound and the various tribes on the western coast of North America, from South America, and from among the Jews in various parts of the world.” The basic goal would be the same in every case: to create a class of native “laborers” ready to serve as “instruments of civilizing and Christianizing their countrymen.” (The term laborers seems nonspecific, but their primary focus would be one or another form of mission-centered work.)39

Here, then, was the end in view—leading the trustees to the further, and crucial, question of the most suitable “means.” One possibility was the creation of schools in each of the separate mission “fields.” But this would involve much duplicate effort and cost, since “the expense must be repeated whenever a new field is occupied.” Missionaries would have to be trained as teachers prior to leaving, with buildings bought
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