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“1t was Hard Work™

The memories of being a pineapple laborer in Hawaii are unforgettable for many
of those who lived through the experience. This was indeed true for my aunty and
mother, who worked as pincapple laborers to support themselves and their families.
Work in the pincapple-canning factory was physically taxing, however, because of racial
and class discrimination. This meant that the most strenuous job went to local women
whose employment opportunities were limited by their gender, race, and class. For these
women, plantation jobs were the only source of financial income. Furthermore, in
addition to working for paid wages, my aunty and mother, because of their gender, were
expected to do unpaid work when they armived home. In both situations, there was little
room for argument because of the restrictions of their clagg, race, and gender.

A Brief History of Pineapple in Hawaii

It is not exactly known when pineapple first arrived in Hawaii, but historians
agree that the pineapple existed in Hawan by the year 1813, However, it was not until
the 1850’ that pineapple became a source of revenue for the state of Hawaii. According
o Nell Elder author of Pireapple in Hawaii, “A report of the Roval Hawaiian
Agricultural Society says that 12,000 pineapples were shipped in 1849 and 1850’s. Many
of them however, spoiled on the way, and the venture was not a financial success™ (7).
Thus, it soon became obvious that shipping the pineapple as a whole was not the answer
for financial success, On the other hand, canning the pineapple first and then shipping

the final product seemed to be a great innovation. And it was,



In 1886, Captain John Kidwell and his associate John Emmeluth created the first
canncry named the Hawanan Fruit and Packing Company. Interestingly, according to
Elder, “Captain Kidwell planted four to five acres of pincapples-the Wild Kailua variety-
in Manoa Valley, about where the University of Hawaii’s large, modem campus is
located today” (7). They were able to operate the cannery until 1898, when they decided
to sell the company to the Pearl City Fruit Company, However, this clearly was not the
last of the pineapple industry. Rather, a few very important events shortly occurred after
this year that forever secured pineapple a history in Hawaii,

The first very historical event occurred in 1898 when Hawaii became a territory
of the United States. In direct relation to the pineapple industry, the tanifT was lifted thus
allowing for mass profit. The second event that also took place in 1898 was the arrival of
entreprencurs Bryon O. Clark, A.W. Eames and W_B, Thomas, later referred to as the
“Wahiawa Homesteaders”. Lastly, was the arrival of James B. Dole, who in 1901,
created the first modem pineapple cannery. All three of these events worked together to
make the pineapple industry of Hawaii very successful,

As stated by authors Kenneth Nagata and Lyon Arboretum of The Story of
Pineapple in Hawaii, “By 1940, Hawaii had become the world's largest grower of
pineapple, accounting for 80 percent of the world's supply. Cultivation peaked round the
late 1950's and carly 1960°s and the 1986 crop was valued at $90million” (5). Thus,
pineapple has had a long and prosperous history in Hawaii and it continues to do so. In
fact, there are many recent cookbooks that continue to discuss the history of the

pineapple and its history.



The Stories of My Aunty and My Mother in The Pineapple Cannery

For this portion of my research, 1 interviewed my aunty and my mother. [ decided
to interview and record them both at the same time for several reasons. First, upon
discussing t:}'huth of them individually about my research, I noticed that they were very
hesitant to speak about their expertences, Part of this stems from not wanting to be the
center of attention, fear of being judged for their speech or saying the wrong thing, but
mostly because they did not feel that there was anything important to discuss. However,
when put together the fear absolved, the language flowed, and memories revealed \ / :
important things to be said. This is their story.

As stated by Shelly Mark and Seiji Naya, authors of Current Economic
Conditions of the Hawaitan Pincapple Industry,

Labor — Most of the countries in which pincapple can be grown have ample

supplies of labor, since most areas in which there is both rapid population growth

and substantial underemployment, It is further of importance that relative wages

are low in these areas [...] (49)
This brief, but very blunt statement is a very accurate deseription of the financial
situation for many of those who worked for the pineapple company. Such is the for my
mother and aunty who are sansed, third generation of Japanese plantation workers, Due
to the interconnection of their race and class, they had little choice but to work in a job
that they did not want. As my aunty and mother state,

Mom - "Take it or leave it. You know in a way, we thought when we were hired

it was an honor, cause we have a job.”

Aunty — *Yeah, because it was hard to get anything and get in. We weren't going

for higher paying job.”
Mom — "They were selective. We had no other options then."



My aunty began working in 1959 for the Dole Cannery at the age of 16, She was
able to get the job because my grandmother knew someone in the cannery. My mother
ofi the other hand, began in 1965 and was recruited by the Dole Cannery at James
Campbell High School. She too began at age 16. They both had to §ill out applications
and they were both hired over the phone. Interestingly, when they arrived at orientation,
they were told not to discuss pay with their fellow co-workers. When | asked about this,
my aunty stated, *It wasn't a subject that came up, union wasn’t for us, they going pay us
this much and that’s if, no negatiations,”™

In regard to the different time period, the pay was very different. My aunty made
aboul 60 cents an hour whereas, my mother made about $1.15-51.20. My aunty, who is
older than my mother, gave over her paycheck to my grandmother to help supplement the
family income. Within the family, there were four children and 2 adults. My mother
being the youngest did not have to give her over to my grandmother. However, her
paycheck went straight into funding school fees and clothing. As my mother would say,
“it was not for play money.”

In the cannery, my aunty worked as a “trimmer” who cut the eyes off the
pineapple with a knife. My mother, on the other hand, worked as a “jammer”, who
shoved the pineapple in @ machine that cut the pincapple in into cubes. In respect to both
jobs, as mother would say, “it was hard work.” As I discovered from the stories of my
aunty and mother, they dealt with many physical ailments and inequalities in the

workplace.



In regards to physical allments they consisted of’ pineapple burns, sore hands,
sore wrists, and sore backs. The stories of my aunty's and mother’s pineapple bums are
perhaps the most disturbing. They state,

Mom — “Aunty had pineapple bums too, the after bumn,”

Aunty — “Oh yeah you get the glove, its long but,.."

Mom ~ “Glove and you tape it."

Aunty - "But it drips.”

Mom — Tt drips and it rubs."

Aunty — “In the matter of the day, it rubs, and that acid can burmn you,”
Mom —"“Can make a hole you know?™

Aunty — “Can actually make blood come out.”

In regards to workplace inequality, there was an old boys system in place. As
Evelyn Nakano Glenn states in her work, Racial Division of Reproductive Labor,
“Hierarchy is elaborated through a detailed division of labor that separates conception
E:g)q‘i‘n exccution and allows the top to control the work process” (22). Interestingly, it was
the older women who after many years of hard work were able to become supervisors
over the other women that made the workplace difficult. The supervisors had their
tavorites and moreover, they brought their family members into the job. Therefore,
whole tables of cannery women could be friends and family and thus, you could be
turned away lo find another table to work on. As my aunty and mother state,

Mom — “1f the supervisors heard you grumble, they'd say of you didn’t like it get
out, Oh they were mean.”
Aunty - “Yeah, not like now union wise.”
Mom — “They could tell you anything they want, and they could have favored to
give people easy jobs, You couldn’t say anything. They'd kick you out.”
Aunty —*Yeah™
Mom - “Plenty people needed jobs, so if they didn’t like you they could fire you.”
T € bl “Why were they mean?”
Aunty —“Cause they figure they were above us. Figure you young vou lazy
yeah.”
T ¢.7& — “In what ways were they mean? Did they say anything?”
Mom - “Stupid yeah?"
Aunty — “Yeah.”



Mom — “0Oh you're s0 hopeless. You can't do that?”

Mom — “You so slow. Pick up the pineapples. Pick up the pineapples.”

Aunty — "Pick up the pineapples.”

Thus, for many women, the pineapple cannery was not a place for socializing,
especially for the younger girls. In Ela:[m"l:rmk, there is a brief description about the type
of job that the women had. Elder stales, “After the Ginaca has done its work, it feeds the
pineapple cylinders to the trimming table at a rate of 50 to 100 a minute. Here women in
white caps, aprons, and rubber gloves pick up each cylinder and defily trim away any
eves, bits of shell, or over nipe portions on the fruit.” It is thus not surprising that th-;m‘,l Kf
was little socializing taking place. Moreover, when | asked my aunty and mother about
socializing with other women this is what they had to say,

T. &, ¥te —"Could you talk while you were working?”

Aunty — “Mot too much.”

Me - “Did you enjoy talking to the women in the workplace?”

Aunty —“No.”

Mom - *You weren't put with your friend?” ™

Aunty - I didn't know anybody there. When [ worked had older women.”

Mom — "You worked. That’s vour job.”

Furthermore, within canning itself, only women dealt with the actual preparing of
the pineapple. These women also came from the minority ethnicities and thus, lower
class. They were mostly from the plantation and working to support their families. The
ethmeities of these women were Japanese, Portuguese, Korean, and Hawaiian. Men on
the other hand operated the machinery. Also, women and men were scparated. Men
worked in the lower end of the cannery whereas; the women worked in the upper end.

Another aspect that made the cannery &n unpleasant place to work in was the

working conditions. My aunty and mother worked eight-hour shifts with only a half an



hour break, However, they rarely even got a half an hour break. This is what my aunty

and mother had to say,

Mom — “Half an hour, cause | remember by the ime you go she she and
everything, had so many girls using the bathroom you only get fifteen minutes to
eat”

Mom — “Oh I know why lunch took so long. We had to really wash up before we
ate remember? They made us. We had to take of our gloves wash them and the
cloth undemeath.™

Aunty — *“We had to wash our own gloves and hang um up.”

Aunty - “Usually we ate a sandwich.”

Mom — “Or home lunch.™

Aunty - “They had a cafeteria but no more time. Plus was expensive, yeah.”

However, this is not to say that my aunty or mom did not know how o rebel s
against the system. In fact, discussing their work in the cannery allowed them to laugh
about their memories. Not surpnisingly, they were really loud and happy when they
discussed how they were able to break get a few moment reprieve from the cannery.
Interestingly, it was my question to my mother about quitting that sparked the
commotion. Both my aunty and mother made the decision to work for only one surnmer.
Interestingly, both found secretanal work and thus, not labor intensive jobs. Although
the memones do not stem from happy experiences, they allow for happy moments of
reflection and empowerment. These are my favorite moments of the interview.

Me — “Mom, why did you quit?”

Aunty - “Lazy.”

Mom — “Me? You were tncky.”

Aunty — “Oh yeah”.

Mom — “If I didn"t want to go to work, | would stay home, aunty would go 1o
work,"”

Aunty — “I would say [ had backache so they would send me to the infirmary and
put me under the heat lamp and then they would ask me how I was doing and |
would say still sore and they would tell me to go home.™

Mom — “She didn’t come home though.”

Aunty — “Yeah,”

Mom - “Grandma thought she was so good.”

Aunty — *“Yeah. I used to hate it so much. [ used to give myself pineapple bumns.”



Me - “How did you do that?"

Aunty ~ “Let the juice drip down and let it rub and then they'd send yvou home.
Oh and then sore hand cause the pincapple, thumb in puka and spin all day.”
Aunty - "I used to like when the pineapple used to jam, Could sit around relax,
eat pineapple, happy.”

Thus, in regards to working in the cannery, financially it offered stability for a
poor family. However, there were many hardships for them to endure. Regardless of
all the negative aspects of work at the cannery, my aunty and my mother made the most
of it. Such is evident in the way that they responded to my questions about working at
the pineapple cannery.

T.C. 1 —“Did you enjoy working there?"”
Aunty — Shake head no. Silent, but smiling
Mom — “Huh Huh.” Laughs.

T. . % -] take that as ano.”
Mom and Auntly — "WNO.” Laughing and smiling

Mom - “Was hard work. Slave labor™
Aunty -~ “Hard work™

T.c. & - “If you wanted to tell people one thing about your job what would it be?”

Aunty ~ Laugh. *That before you had to work for your money.”

Mom — “It wasn’t demeaning cause it gave us financial help.”

Aunty - "It was an experience. We really worked for our money, helping the

family out.™

Their Stories of Reproductive Work

As Glenn states, “The division of labor in the public settings mirrors the division
of labor in the household. Racial-ethnic women are employed to do the heavy, dirty,
“back-room™ chores of cooking and serving food in restaurants and cafeterias [...]7 (20).
Thus, at the end of a long day at the cannery, their work was still not done. If all went
well, they could catch the first bus home (if it wasn't filled) and maybe even sit down for
the hour and a half ride home. When they finally reached home, they then had to do
unpaid work. Exhausted as they were, they did as told because that was what was

expected of them as women. They did not argue besk. The main reason for this is that



they were poor and thus, not privileged enough to complain about work. Everyone had to
do his or her own part to survive, However, as women, my aunty and mother took on a
double shift. Furthermore, a lot of this had to do with my grandmeother who also worked
very hard. My grandmother took care of the plantations manager’s home and children.
Thus, she too came home exhausted. Moreover, she had to repeat many of her daily
routines when she arrived at home, except without any pay.
T.¢. ¥ — S0 when you guys went home did you have to help around the house™”
Aunty — “Of course,”
Mom - *“We had to wash dishes and wash clothes and the clothes were on the line
you had 1o take it ofT.”
Aunty - “Saturdays was clean the house day."”

Mot surprisingly, when | asked if my two uncles helped around the home, [ got a
different answer.

Me — “What did uncle them do? Iid they work?”

Aunty — “Uncle them worked.”

Mom - “Uncle Craig worked sugar cane and Uncle Brian worked Arwakawas.”

Me — “Did they help around the house?"

Aunty — "o of course not.”

Me - “"How come?”

Aunty — “Cause theyjmen.”

Although, both my aunty and mother were aware of their gender roles in
reproductive work, they did not argue or complain. They were aware that the situation
was unfair, however, they were also aware that complaining would not change their
situation and reproductive roles. As I previously mentioned, this was due to the fact, that
they were poor. Also, they were Japanese women from a patrniarchal society. Moreover,

Ol
within the Japanese culture, one does not disobey teew parents. To do so would be an
absolute sign of disrespect and thus, a lack of honor. This in turn, would bring shame
upon the family. Furthermore, it was not worth arguing and making it harder for my

grandmother who would end up doing all the work. As women, both my aunty and









