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ROOTS

The year was 1868, a time of many 
firsts for Japanese immigrants who 
traveled to Hawaii. Gannenmono is what 
they were called, meaning “the people 
of the founding/first year.” A befitting 
title for the group who started their 
venture within the first year of the new 
Meiji era—a group who also experienced 
their first time aboard a ship, their first 
time to Hawaii, and their first time 
interacting with a culture different than 
their own. It was their first time seeing 
and working on a sugar plantation, and 
their first time leaving a home that their 
families and ancestors had known for 
centuries. Although their lives have been 
romanticized by some, the Gannenmono 
endured many hardships and challenges. 
Triumphs and tragedies, hate and love, 
failure and victory were all too common 
themes to the Gannenmono way of life 
prior to, during, and after their time spent 
in Hawaii. It was the leap of faith they 
made in choosing to leave their homes for 
a faraway, unfamiliar land that ultimately 
progressed into inspiring stories of hope 
and determination.

To arrive in Hawaii was no easy feat. 
The Edo period was characterized by the 
isolation policy known today as sakoku, 
which forbade Japanese people from 
leaving Japan and most foreigners from 
visiting it. It wasn’t until 1854, when 
Commodore Matthew Perry and the 
American Navy forcibly imposed a treaty 
between Japan and the United States, 
that the isolation policy came to an end. 
Shortly thereafter, this was followed by the 
arrival of Westerners in Japan, who took 

up residence within certain designated 
treaty ports. Even though the ban on 
travel abroad was lifted in 1866, those 
who did not have business connections 
to international trade were left out and 
the gap between the rich and poor began 
to grow even wider. It wasn’t until an 
American businessman named Eugene Van 
Reed—an import-and-export merchant 
in Yokohama, Japan—was appointed 
as the resident consul in Japan for the 
Kingdom of Hawaii, that the idea for the 
Gannenmono began to take shape. 

Dr. Mark T. McNally, a professor 
of history at the University of Hawai‘i at 
Mānoa whose expertise is in the Edo era, 
believes there were two reasons why there 
was a push for immigration to Hawaii 
during that time period. 

“Hawaii’s population was going down 
by tens of thousands of people within a 
short span of years,” said McNally, who 
references the influx of disease during that 
particular time frame. “The other reason 
is the rise of the sugar industry. The spike 
in the production of sugar created by the 
global market demand led to a heightened 
need for labor that the local population 

could not meet, and so [Hawaii] decided 
they would have to get these people from 
abroad.”

However, Japan wasn’t the first 
country of interest for recruitment to the 
islands. The Chinese were the first group 
of recruited foreign laborers in 1852. For 
various reasons, some of which McNally 
believes had to do with the anti-Chinese 
immigration sentiments that swept 
through the United States at that time, 
the plantation owners were disappointed 
with the Chinese recruits and approached 
the Hawaiian government to find different 
foreign workers to employ. Following 
an unsuccessful search and recruitment 
throughout Polynesia, and an exploratory 
study of Southeast Asia, the Hawaiian 
government decided to focus their 
recruitment efforts on Japan. After Van 
Reed was appointed as resident consul, 
he was given permission to recruit up to 
350 people to send to Hawaii. However, 
Van Reed had to narrow the pick down, as 
the ship they were about to embark on—
known as the Scioto—could only hold 180 
persons. 

But just as they were about to leave 

for Hawaii, the forces supporting the Meiji 
Restoration arrived in Yokohama and 
began removing and replacing the officials 
appointed by the previous government 
of the shogunate—so the passports of the 
Gannenmono that Van Reed had already 
received from the shogunate were no 
longer considered valid. He requested new 
passports for the Gannenmono recruits 
but was turned down multiple times. The 
new Japanese government didn’t trust 
Van Reed’s intentions and argued that 
there was no formal 
treaty of “amity and 
commerce” that 
existed between the 
Kingdom of Hawaii 
and Japan. After his 
final unsuccessful 
attempt, Van Reed 
ordered the Scioto 
to leave with the 
Gannenmono 
despite not having 
valid passports.              

“May 16, 1868 
was the Western 
date when the Gannenmono left Japan,” 
continues McNally. “They put out all the 
lights on the ship and pushed out to sea 
before dawn.” The Gannenmono, with a 
revised headcount of about 150 persons, 
were unaware of Van Reed’s rejected 
appeals, and so they sailed out into the 
dark waters before anyone in Yokohama 
knew they were missing. 

So began their 34-day journey to 
Honolulu. The majority of Gannenmono, 
a group that mainly consisted of urban 
residents of Yokohama and Edo, were 
merchants and artisans. Few of them 
were farmers by trade and roughly 10 
percent of them were of the samurai or 
bushi class, which included their leader 
Makino Tomisaburo. Of the roughly 150 
Gannenmono, five were women, one 
of whom was pregnant and even gave 
birth on the ship. During their trip, they 
encountered at least one dangerous storm, 
which prompted all but two of the men 
to cut off their topknots once the weather 
had cleared as a symbol of gratitude to 
the spirits of the sea. The two holdouts 
did the same shortly before disembarking 
in Honolulu. Despite their sea legs 
and the disheveled hair of the men, the 
Gannenmono walked off the ship, wearing 
matching uniforms with the kanji symbol 
for “ki” (木)—short for a Japanese recruiter 
named Kimura—written on the back of 

their jackets, ready to work.
Following a brief break in order 

to get to know their new host country 
a bit, the Gannenmono were assigned 
to their employers. Around 90 people 
were placed within sugar plantations on 
Oahu, 45 on Maui, and 10 on Kauai. 
The remaining 10 workers were assigned 
to work as domestic servants for wealthy 
families in Honolulu. After a couple of 
months of work, a majority of them were 
not adjusting very well to their new jobs. 

Along with having to 
endure backbreaking 
work under the hot 
sun, the Gannenmono 
were often beaten for 
not understanding 
instructions. The 
language barrier 
proved to be more 
difficult than anyone 
had anticipated. 
Makino collected 
stories of the 
mistreatment of 
the Gannenmono, 

reporting that they were experiencing 
slave-like conditions in Hawaii. As the 
Japanese authorities got word from 
Makino’s reports, they were unsurprised 
yet still alarmed that the Gannenmono 
were being treated so poorly. In the fall of 
1869, the Japanese government sent Ueno 
Keisuke (later known as Kagenori) and 
Miwa Hoichi to investigate their people’s 
living and working conditions. 

However, 
when Ueno and 
Miwa reached 
Honolulu and 
interviewed the 
Gannenmono, 
they were 
surprised to learn 
that a majority 
of them were 
still willing to 
stay and finish their three-year contracts. 
In Ueno’s final report, the hardships that 
the Gannenmono had experienced were  
attributed primarily to Hawaii’s tropical 
climate and its high cost of living, and to 
general cultural differences.

After a few days of negotiations, Ueno 
came to an agreement with the Kingdom 
of Hawaii. The Japanese government 
was willing to forgive the illegal transport 
of their citizens if the Kingdom and the 
plantation owners agreed to improve 

working conditions and also to allow those 
of the Gannenmono who wished to return 
to Japan to leave immediately. 

“[Ueno] was even able to negotiate 
paid sick leave,” McNally asserts. “Even 
the medicine had to be paid for by the 
plantation owners. It was a wild idea 
at the time, but the Kingdom agreed 
to it if it meant keeping some of the 
Gannenmono.”

In the spring of 1870, 40 of the 
Gannenmono, along with two Japanese 
castaways who had arrived before the 
Gannenmono and the baby who was 
born on the ship, went back to Japan. As a 
dozen or so of the Gannenmono returned 
after their contracts were up the following 
year, and half of the remainder left for 
the Mainland, roughly 50 Gannenmono 
remained and made Hawaii their 
permanent home.

As this year celebrates 150 years since 
the Gannenmono first arrived to Hawaii, 
McNally is quick to point out that the 
Gannenmono quest for a new chapter 
for themselves and their families should 
serve as an inspiration of hard work and 
perseverance.

“I believe the Gannenmono 
experiment was a success,” McNally 
concludes. “If the Gannenmono had 
failed, then I think it would have been 
harder for Japan to open up immigration 
in 1885. People were lobbying for more 
Japanese to immigrate to Hawaii, which 
they eventually did; therefore I believe 
their stories sparked an inspiring message 
of courage, determination, and hard 
work.”

Do you know of any interesting stories 
related to Japanese establishments? Or 
perhaps you have a great family story 

you’d like to share. If so, then send us an 
email at mail@readwasabi.com
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Next issue we will dig even deeper into 
the story of the Gannenmono, 

so stay tuned for that.


