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Discovering the Heart of Hawaii Through
Fiction: Alan Brennert’s Moloka’i and
Honolulu

When one thinks of Hawaii, images of pristine beaches, swaying palm
trees, and vibrant sunsets often come to mind. Yet beneath this paradise
exterior lies a rich, complex, and sometimes painful history that few
outsiders truly understand. No author captures this layered reality quite
like Alan Brennert. Through his critically acclaimed historical novels,
The Hawaii Novels Molokai And Honolulu By Alan Brennert offer
readers a deeply moving, meticulously researched window into the
human stories that shaped the Hawaiian Islands. These novels are far
more than simple beach reads; they are poignant explorations of
resilience, identity, love, and loss set against the backdrop of a changing
world.

In this comprehensive guide, we will explore both novels in detail,
examining their plots, historical contexts, major themes, and why they
have earned such a devoted following among readers worldwide.
Whether you are planning a trip to Hawaii, looking for your next book
club selection, or simply seeking a powerful story, understanding the
depth of The Hawaii Novels Molokai And Honolulu By Alan
Brennert will enrich your reading experience.

Who is Alan Brennert? A Brief Introduction to the
Author

Before diving into the novels themselves, it is helpful to understand the
mind behind them. Alan Brennert is an American author, screenwriter,
and playwright. While he has written across genres, including science
fiction and fantasy, he gained widespread literary acclaim for his deeply
researched historical fiction set in Hawaii. His ability to weave factual
historical events with compelling fictional narratives has made him a
beloved figure in contemporary literature. Brennert’s background in
screenwriting is evident in his vivid scene-setting, crisp dialogue, and
ability to maintain narrative momentum across hundreds of pages.
However, it is his evident compassion for his characters and his
meticulous attention to Hawaiian history that truly sets his work apart,
making The Hawaii Novels Molokai And Honolulu By Alan
Brennert essential reading. for.anyone interested: in, the. islands:;.
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Moloka’i: A Story of Courage and
Compassion

Published in 2003, Moloka’i is Brennert’s breakout novel and remains his
most beloved work. The book tells the story of Rachel Kalama, a young
Hawaiian girl born in Honolulu in the late 19th century. At the age of
seven, Rachel is diagnosed with leprosy, now known as Hansen’s
disease. Following the laws of the time, she is forcibly removed from her
family and exiled to the isolated Kalaupapa settlement on the island of
Moloka’i.

The Historical Reality of Kalaupapa

To understand the power of this novel, one must appreciate its historical
grounding. The Kalaupapa Peninsula on Moloka’i was a government-
mandated quarantine settlement established in 1866. For over a century,
individuals diagnosed with leprosy were legally separated from their
families and sent there, often never to see their loved ones again. It was
a place of profound stigma, fear, and isolation. Brennert does not shy
away from the harsh realities of this policy, including the heartbreak of
separation, the challenging living conditions, and the societal shame
attached to the disease. However, The Hawaii Novels Molokai And
Honolulu By Alan Brennert is not a story of despair; it is a story of
survival.

Rachel Kalama: A Heroine for the Ages

Rachel’s journey is the beating heart of Moloka’i. Arriving as a
frightened child, she must learn to navigate a new world, one populated
by other patients who have become her unintended family. Through
Rachel’s eyes, readers experience the full spectrum of life in the
settlement. We meet the leprosy patients who manage to find joy, love,
work, and purpose despite their circumstances. We also encounter the
dedicated priests, nuns, and physicians who chose to serve the
community, most notably the legendary Father Damien, who himself
contracted the disease and died in Kalaupapa.

One of the most compelling aspects of Rachel’s story is how her life
parallels the broader history of Hawaii. She lives through the overthrow
of the Hawaiian Kingdom, the annexation by the United States, the
attack on Pearl Harbor, and the slow, painful journey toward a cure for
Hansen’s disease. Her personal milestones—falling in love, marrying,
losing a child, finding her own voice—are inextricably linked to the
historical events unfolding around her. This intricate layering of personal
and political history is a hallmark of The Hawaii Novels Molokai And
Honolulu By Alan Brennert.
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Major Themes in Molokd8iennert

¢ Resilience and the Human Spirit: The novel is a powerful
testament to the ability of people to build meaningful lives even in
the most restrictive circumstances.

e Community and Found Family: Rachel’s real family is taken from
her, but she finds a new family among the residents and caregivers
of Kalaupapa.

e Identity and Stigma: The book explores how a diagnosis can
redefine a person’s identity in the eyes of society and how one must
fight to reclaim their own sense of self.

e History and Memory: Brennert preserves the memory of a
specific time and place that might otherwise be forgotten, honoring
the real people who lived and died in Kalaupapa.

Moloka’i was a finalist for the 2004 Pulitzer Prize and has been praised
for its sensitivity, historical accuracy, and emotional depth. It is often the
first recommendation for anyone looking to understand the personal
impact of Hawaii’s history. Truly, when discussing The Hawaii Novels
Molokai And Honolulu By Alan Brennert, Moloka’i is the essential
starting point.

Honolulu: A Tale of Dreams and
Disillusionment

Following the success of Moloka’i, Brennert published Honolulu in 2009.
While both books are set in Hawaii and explore themes of displacement
and resilience, Honolulu tells a very different story. This novel shifts
focus from the native Hawaiian experience to the immigrant experience,
specifically that of Korean “picture brides” who came to Hawaii in the
early 20th century to work on the sugar plantations.

The Story of Regret L. Choi

The protagonist of Honolulu is a young Korean woman named Regret L.
Choi. (Her unusual name is a direct translation of her original Korean
name, which her father chose to express his disappointment over having
a daughter instead of a son.) Determined to escape a life of poverty and
rigid gender expectations in her homeland, Regret agrees to become a
picture bride, marrying a man she has only seen in a photograph. She
travels to Honolulu with hopes of a better life.

Upon arrival, Regret’s dreams are quickly shattered. The man she
married is not the handsome gentleman in the photo; he is a poor,
struggling laborer. Instead of the comfortable city life she imagined, she
is thrust into the brutal world of the Hawaiian sugar plantations, where
working conditions are harsh, and discrimination is rampant. Regret,

whorenames herself ‘Rosa’ in Hawaii, mustuseher intelligence, wit,
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and determination to navigate this new and unforgiving world.
Immigration, Labor, and the American Dream

Honolulu provides a vivid and often unflinching look at the sugar
plantation system, a cornerstone of Hawaii’s modern economy. Brennert
details the ethnic hierarchies that existed on the plantations, where
Portuguese, Japanese, Chinese, Filipino, and Korean workers were often
pitted against each other to prevent solidarity and unionization. Rosa’s
story is one of grinding labor, small victories, and devastating losses.

What makes Honolulu a worthy companion to Moloka’i in The Hawaii
Novels Molokai And Honolulu By Alan Brennert is its focus on a
different kind of isolation. While Rachel was physically isolated on
Moloka’i, Rosa is isolated by language, culture, and gender in the
bustling, diverse city of Honolulu and the rural plantations. She
struggles to find her place in a society that views her as an outsider,
even as she works tirelessly to build a future for herself and her family.
The novel spans several decades, following Rosa as she moves from the
plantation to the city, builds a business, and raises her children in a
rapidly changing Hawaii.

Major Themes in Honolulu

e The Immigrant Experience: The novel captures the hope,
sacrifice, and disillusionment of leaving one’s homeland for an
uncertain future.

e Gender and Agency: Rosa’s journey is also a feminist story about
a woman gaining agency in a patriarchal society, both in Korea and
in Hawaii.

e Race and Class: The book explores the complex racial dynamics of
plantation Hawaii, showing how class and ethnicity intersected to
create a rigid social order.

* Resilience and Reinvention: Like Rachel, Rosa must constantly
reinvent herself to survive and thrive. She is a master of
adaptation.

Honolulu is a story of grit, ambition, and the often-painful process of
assimilation. It highlights the contributions of Korean immigrants to
Hawaii’s multicultural foundation, a group often overshadowed in
historical narratives.

Comparing the Two Novels: A Shared
Universe of Emotion

While Moloka’i and Honolulu focus on different communities and time
periods, they share a deep thematic continuity that makes The Hawaii
Novels Molokai And Honolulu By Alan Brennert a cohesive literary
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pairing. Both novels center Bhestimeny, resilient women who face

new lives in unfamiliar and often hostile environments. Both stories use
a single character’s life to illuminate a broader historical era, making the
reader feel the weight of history on a personal, intimate level.

Furthermore, both novels are unflinching in their honesty about the
darker aspects of Hawaii’s history. Brennert does not romanticize the
islands. He shows the racism, the economic exploitation, the disease,
and the loss that have always been part of the Hawaiian story. Yet, he
balances this darkness with profound moments of joy, love, and human
connection. The result is a reading experience that is both educational
and deeply moving.

For readers interested in Hawaiian history, reading these two novels
together provides a more complete picture. Moloka’i offers insight into
the native Hawaiian experience and the trauma of disease and forced
isolation. Honolulu offers insight into the immigrant labor experience
and the building of modern Hawaii. Together, they form a rich, nuanced
portrait of a place that is far more complex than its tourist brochures
suggest.

Why These Novels Matter Today

In an era where historical fiction is more popular than ever, The Hawaii
Novels Molokai And Honolulu By Alan Brennert stand out for their
commitment to authentic representation. Brennert spent years
researching Kalaupapa and the Korean picture bride system. He
consulted with historians, read personal letters and diaries, and visited
the locations he wrote about. This dedication to accuracy gives his
novels a weight and credibility that many historical fictions lack.

Moreover, these novels serve as a form of cultural preservation. The
generation that lived through the Kalaupapa exile or the plantation era is
passing away. By telling these stories with empathy and precision,
Brennert ensures that their experiences are not forgotten. For readers of
Hawaiian descent, these books can be a powerful connection to their
own heritage. For readers unfamiliar with Hawaii, they offer a profound
education that goes far beyond what any travel guide can provide.

Finally, these are simply great stories. The characters feel real. The
settings are vivid. The emotional stakes are high. Brennert’s prose is
clear, evocative, and deeply humane. He respects his characters and his
readers, trusting them to handle the complex and often heartbreaking
material he presents.
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How to Read The Hawaii Novels

While the two novels are not direct sequels, they are often read together.
Many readers recommend starting with Moloka’i, as it is the more
universally praised and emotionally devastating of the two. It sets a tone
of profound empathy that carries over into Honolulu. However, you can
read them in any order, as each is a completely standalone story. There
are no overlapping characters, though the historical settings are
interconnected.

Audiobook versions of both novels are also highly recommended. The
narrators often bring a subtle authenticity to the Hawaiian, Korean, and
pidgin English phrases used in the dialogue, adding another layer of
immersion to the experience.

Conclusion: A Lasting Literary Legacy

In conclusion, The Hawaii Novels Molokai And Honolulu By Alan
Brennert



