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Two decades after the founding of The Church of Jesus Christ of 
Latter-day Saints (LDS) in 1830, Mormonism was introduced to the 
Hawaiian Islands. Unlike Catholics or Protestants, who had tried to 
reform the mother church, the message the Latter-day Saints pro-
claimed was that the primitive Christian church had fallen into apos-
tasy and that there had been a restoration of the gospel of Jesus Christ, 
which called for modern-day prophets and apostles. 

In the fall of 1850, Elder Charles C. Rich of the LDS Church Coun-
cil of the Twelve Apostles called on a company of LDS (Mormon) 
gold miners working on the American River near Sacramento, Cali-
fornia. The miners had been sent from Utah the previous year on a 
“gold mission,” an unusual decision in light of the fact that church 
president Brigham Young was strongly opposed to the Saints 1 run-
ning off to California in the pursuit of riches. Yet he was willing to 
make an exception, for it was agreed that the Mormon missionaries 
would bring home to Utah whatever treasure they gleaned.2 
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On September 25, 1850, Henry W. Bigler recorded that Rich 
had visited him and his gold-mining brethren. The result was that 
Rich made a practical decision to send some of these missionaries to 
Hawai‘i: 

This morning the brethren was called together at the tent of Bro. 
[Brother] Rich, he stated that he wanted some of us to go on a mis-
sion to the Sandwich Islands to preach the gospel, that his opinion was 
that it would cost no more to spend the winter there than it would 
here, that we could make nothing in the wintertime in consequence of 
so much water in the streams, and another thing provisions would be 
much higher in the mines and it would cost us more money to stay here 
and make nothing than if we went to the islands to preach.3 

As a result of this counsel, ten men accepted the call to preach 
Mormonism in what came to be known as the Sandwich Islands Mis-
sion. Embarking from San Francisco on November 12, they landed 
in Honolulu on December 12, 1850, after a successful voyage of a 
month’s duration. The moment the anchor dropped, their vessel was 
fi lled with Hawaiians clamoring to sell various kinds of fruits. One 
of the elders, George Q. Cannon, recorded his thoughts on this 
occasion: 

The monotonous character of their language, their rapid utterance, 
their numerous gestures, caused us to watch them with interest. We 
thought them a strange people. I little thought at that time that I would 
ever learn their language . . . though we had been sent on a mission to 
the Islands, we supposed our time would be occupied in preaching to 
the whites.4 

The following day the missionaries ascended a nearby cliff, where 
they built an altar from gathered stones. They then petitioned the 
Lord to “help them to gather out the honest in heart.” 5 In less than 
three years, nearly 3,000 islanders had responded to the call and 
entered the waters of baptism.6 

One of the early baptisms was Jonathan H. (Hawaii) Napela, who 
is considered by many to be the most infl uential Hawaiian convert to 
Mormonism. Descending from the ali‘i [Hawaiian royal line], he was 
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born September 11, 1813, in Honokäwai on the island of Maui, to 
his father, Hawai‘iw‘a‘ole, and his mother, Wikiokalani.7 In 1831 at 
the age of 18, Jonathan began his formal education on Maui among 
the fi rst group of 43 students to attend a Protestant school called 
Lahainaluna, which the well known Hawaiian scholar David Malo 
also attended.8 From this academic foundation, Jonathan developed 
a keen mind and went on to practice law. He later served as a dis-
trict judge in Wailuku during the years 1848–51.9 On August 3, 1843, 
Jonathan married Kitty Kelii-Kuaaina Richardson (half-Hawaiian and 
half-Caucasian), who was also from ali‘i blood.10 From them sprang 
one known child, Hattie Panana Kaiwaokalani Napela.11

Jonathan was introduced to the LDS Church by a Utah missionary, 
George Q. Cannon, who would later serve as a counselor in the LDS 
Church First Presidency.12 Cannon fi rst came into contact with the 
infl uential Hawaiian judge on March 8, 1851. He said Napela was 

Jonathan Hawaii Napela (1813–1879). Photograph 
taken by Charles R. Savage in 1869 during Jonathan 
Napela’s stay in Salt Lake City, Utah. Church Archives, 
The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, Salt 
Lake City. 
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“the most intelligent man I have seen on the Islands.” 13 Concerning 
their meeting, Cannon noted, “The moment I entered into the house 
of this native and saw him and his two friends, I felt convinced that I 
had met the men for whom I had been looking”—meaning someone 
to assist him with the Lord’s work in Hawai‘i.14 Ten months after their 
fi rst meeting, and following much investigation and opposition, Can-
non recorded that he baptized Napela on January 5, 1852.15 

George Q. Cannon, Utah Missionary and Counselor in the First 
Presidency, The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. As 
a missionary in Hawai‘i in 1851, Cannon introduced Joseph 
Napela to the LDS Church and was later reunited with Napela 
in 1869 when Napela traveled to Salt Lake City, Utah. Church 
Archives, The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, Salt 
Lake City. 
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During their island years together, Napela and Cannon enjoyed a 
warm friendship. Less than two weeks after their fi rst meeting, Can-
non noted, “I was invited by Napela to come and stay with [him]. I 
having told [him] I wanted to fi nd somebody to learn me Hawaiian 
and I would him English; he told [me] he wanted [to learn] & to 
stay with him.” 16 Not only did they learn each other’s language, but 
Napela, while also learning the principles of Mormonism from Can-
non, was able to show Cannon and eventually other Utah missionaries 
a greater dimension of faith. 

Less than three months following Jonathan’s conversion, Cannon 
recorded an impressionable event in his journal. Apparently, after 
he and others had prayed for good weather during a church spring 
conference to be held the next day, they surmised that the weather 
would be unpleasant and therefore determined to hold that meet-
ing indoors. The next day as these men were about to enter a shop 
for the meeting, Napela and a few of the native Saints approached 
and inquired why they would hold the meeting indoors if they had 
previously asked the Lord to bless them with fi ne weather. Napela 
displayed much surprise at their lack of faith, and the missionaries felt 
duly rebuked. The meeting was successfully convened in a grove.17 

Just one week later, Cannon wrote on the back of a letter Napela 
had sent to President Brigham Young that Jonathan Napela was “the 
most infl uential man that has yet joined the Church,” adding that 
he was “anxious to see the [Salt Lake] Valley and the folks there.” 
Napela’s letter, translated by Cannon from Hawaiian and written from 
Wailuku, Maui, noted among other things Napela’s testimony: “This 
is the Church of God, . . . the gospel which is preached by the white 
men of the Rocky Mountains.” 18 Napela added, “my desire is great to 
see you, ye Fathers of the gospel of Jesus Christ.” 19 

Almost three years later, in early 1855, President Young wrote to 
the Sandwich Islands missionaries: “If some of the native brethren 
would accompany you that come here the ensuing season, I should be 
pleased to see them, and if they fi nd by trying our winter that they can 
endure the climate, I shall be glad to have them gather to this place 
as fast as the way shall open for them to do so.” 20 Only a few months 
passed before the Sandwich Islands Mission voted to send Napela and 
three other Native Hawaiians to Utah.21 But in 1850 the Hawaiian 
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monarchy had established a law prohibiting emigration,22 and it was 
another 14 years (1869) before Napela could meet the Utah Saints 
and President Young in Salt Lake City. 

In the interim, Napela dedicated himself to building Mormonism 
in the islands and thus had a great infl uence in furthering the work 
in his native homeland. Not only did he collaborate with Cannon 
on the translation of the Book of Mormon (1852–1853),23 Jonathan 
also deserves credit for having fi rst suggested the idea of a mission-
ary training center. Redick Allred explained that “Napela wanted to 
keep us [the Utah elders] in school 2 months & then we might go, for 
he thought we would begin to talk [in Hawaiian] in that time to get 
our places of appointment.” 24 Napela’s language training plans were 
immediately implemented in his home, and this same regimen is cur-
rently used at LDS missionary centers to train missionaries required 
to learn a new language.25 The Jonathan Napela Center for Hawaiian 
Language and Cultural Studies is also an integral part of the BYU-
Hawaii campus. 

Aside from providing food and lodging for the elders in his home 
while teaching them the Hawaiian language, Napela extended addi-
tional aid by lending his horse to Cannon, supplying him and other 
elders with shoes and pants, and offering needed money for their 
return to Utah.26 One Utah missionary who labored in the islands 
wrote, “Bro. Napela is a noble hearted man and has done more in 
assisting the elders than any other Elder in these islands. . . . He has 
fed us and assisting in clothing the elders from the time he fi rst took 
hold of this work.” 27 

As Napela preached to his native people, he also introduced them 
to the doctrine of the gathering. At the Sandwich Islands Mission Con-
ference commencing October 6, 1853, a committee was appointed to 
fi nd a gathering place for the local Saints.28 Less than two weeks later, 
this committee voyaged to the island of Läna‘i to explore possibilities, 
Napela being the only Hawaiian who accompanied seven Utah mis-
sionaries. The following year, the Päläwai Basin on Läna‘i was offi cially 
established as the fi rst local gathering place for the Island Saints.29 

On their return voyage, the Utah missionaries were again impressed 
by Napela’s faith when they encountered problems crossing the chan-
nel between the islands of Läna‘i and Maui. Cannon’s journal entry 
for October 21, 1853 records: “Bro. Napela prayed aloud to the Lord, 
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by my request to bless us with a breeze and it was only a few minutes 
before we had to unship our oars and we were gliding along delight-
fully before a pleasant breeze.” 30 One of the other Utah missionaries, 
Benjamin F. Johnson, also recounted the experience: 

A storm the night before our leaving for Lahaini [Lahaina] left the 
channel very rough, and on setting sail in the morning we were at once 
in a choppy sea and then in a dead and sultry calm of tropical heat. The 
natives plied their oars until exhausted, with little progress. The choppy 
sea and sultry calm was a terrible ordeal, and all became seasick—so 
very sick, and like some others I became unconscious. When aroused 
from stupor I heard Brother Cannon tell Brother Napela to pray. He 
stood up in the bow, and in his native tongue and simple faith asked the 
Lord to have mercy upon His servants there so sick, and send the wind 
quickly or they might die. I knew the wind would come, and it did, in 
less time than I take to write it, and we soon gladly landed at Lahaini 
[Lahaina].31

While Napela continued to be involved with island travel, for nearly 
a decade the Päläwai Basin on Läna‘i was his primary residence. 
Though the early period of gathering Native Hawaiians to the Lat-
ter-day Saint faith enjoyed a degree of success, by 1857 the Sandwich 
Islands Mission was generally in a dire state. That fall, Henry Bigler, 
one of the fi rst ten elders (missionaries) who had just returned to 
the island mission fi eld, observed the apostate condition of the local 
Saints: 

Everything seems dead and dieing. The Elders all say they have to labor 
with their hands to support themselves . . . and all testify that they do 
not believe there are more than one or two natives in the whole mission 
but had more faith in their old religion than they have in the Truth . . .
except the two or three hundred saints on the island of Lanai the gath-
ering place, they the Elders speak well of.32

During this same month, President Brigham Young wrote a letter 
to the Sandwich Islands Mission presidency (received by Henry W. 
Bigler) in which he revealed his strong feelings concerning reports 
he had been receiving from the mission fi eld. From these reports he 
observed, “The majority of the Saints of these islands have either been 
dead or are dying spiritually. . . . Having taken the matter into consid-
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eration, I think it best for all the Elders, with one or two exceptions 
to come home.” 33 

On April 20, 1858, Sandwich Islands Mission President Henry W. 
Bigler received another letter from Brigham Young, dated February 
4, 1858. Among other things President Young strongly advised: “You 
are all, without regard as to when you were sent, counseled to start 
for home as speedily as you can, . . . not even leaving in the mission 
one Elder who has been sent there, unless you deem it wisdom to do 
so.” Young hinted at an apparent war hysteria which had penetrated 
Utah Territory. He explained, “The present [U.S.] administration has 
at length openly come out and is following the lead of Missouri and 
Illinois, determined to crush out ‘Mormonism.’” 34 With this fi nal call 
to return to Salt Lake Valley, the Sandwich Islands Mission was left 
without the leadership of the Utah elders; all the remaining island 
missionaries determined it wise to return home as soon as possible.35

Between the spring of 1858, when the Utah missionaries left, and 
the summer of 1861, when Walter Murray Gibson arrived, records are 
scanty. Mormon records from the October 6, 1858 Sandwich Islands 
Mission, held on Läna‘i, note that after the elders from Utah departed, 
the responsibility rested upon the “red men . . . to carry on this work 
through the tender mercy and wisdom of God and the dictates of the 
Holy Spirit.” 36 Napela would be one of the local Hawaiians who would 
be left to carry on the work of the Latter-day Saints. 

In spite of the dearth of church records kept by the local Saints, 
a small collection of Protestant mission reports offer a glimpse into 
life among the Mormons throughout the islands, and specifi cally on 
Läna‘i during the 1858–1861 period, prior to the arrival of Gibson. 
For example, the report from the mission station at Lahaina, Maui for 
the year 1858 confi rms that Protestant missionaries were keenly aware 
of the effect of the Utah elders leaving the islands. It simply states, 
“Mormonism this absurd & polluted Sect seems to have vanished from 
among us.” 37 The report from Lahaina, Maui for the following year 
added, 

Mormonism. It is well known that the mormons selected a land, on 
Lanai, which was to become the New Jerusalem of the Sand. Isles, and 
Lanai was to be spared when all the other islands were swallowed up in 
the ocean. Famine soon scattered most of the saints to the four winds, 
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but a remnant still remain, strong in the faith; fully believing, that 
parched up Lanai will yet monopolize all the markets of the Islands, 
and supply, with vegetables, all the ships of the ocean. In the art of lying 
they cannot be out done.38 

This statement of deliverance from destruction suggests that the 
Native Hawaiian Saints were infl uenced by Utah elders who taught 
them the doctrine of the gathering: “The decree hath gone forth that 
they [the righteous] shall be gathered in unto one place . . . to pre-
pare their hearts and be prepared in all things against the day when 
tribulation and desolation are sent forth upon the wicked.” 39 

The Protestant account also seems to indicate that the Mormon 
Pälä wai pioneers were still quite optimistic about their eventual pros-
perity and the damnation of the wicked on the surrounding islands. 
Napela seems also to have shared their view. He had warned a mem-
ber of the Hawaiian monarchy, “Destruction is going to visit this Gov-
ernment, which destruction has been foretold by the prophets.” In 
this same letter, Napela implied that the only place the native govern-
ment would be safe was on Läna‘i.40

In 1860, a Protestant report noted, “mormonism, with us is dead; 
but . . . a set of men, mostly from other places, still cling to sun-burnt, 
parched up Lanai, the picture of desolation. They are ashamed to 
leave; & so they insist most pertinaciously, that Lanai is to be the happy 
New Jerusalem of the saints & that all the other Islands are soon to be 
buried in the Ocean.” 41 

This letter suggests that Napela and several other devoted Mormons 
who had gathered to Läna‘i were clinging to their beliefs with a child-
like faith. It also appears that they were looking for deliverance. Given 
their vulnerable condition, these native Saints were ripe for deception. 
In stepped Walter Murray Gibson, a man who desired to be called their 
king and deliverer, but surely not the messiah they had longed for.

Gibson was an opportunist who, having joined the Mormon faith 
in 1860, came to the Päläwai Basin the following year with a plan for 
his own aggrandizement. His true motives to gather native Saints on 
Läna‘i are most evident in his own diary, dated November 5, 1861: 
“I could make a glorious little kingdom of this, or any such chance, 
with such people; so loving and obedient. . . . I would fi ll this lovely 
crater with corn and wine and oil and babies and love and health 
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and brotherly rejoicing and sisters kisses and the memory of me for 
evermore.” 42

During the time Gibson presided over the Latter-day Saints of 
Läna‘i (1862–64), Napela served as one of his most infl uential lead-
ers. In a certifi cate dated October 9, 1862, Gibson certifi es that J. W. 
Napela had been chosen as president of the Twelve Apostles: 

This certifi es that J.W. Napela is a member of the Church of Jesus Christ 
of Latter-day Saints, and is [a] beloved and true convert. And by this it 
is certifi ed that he has been chosen to the high Offi ce of President of 
the Twelve of the Church in the Hawaiian Islands, and his Authority 
to teach the Gospel of Jesus Christ and to perform all the duties of the 
Offi ce to which he has been chosen.

Therefore, I give our brother in love and truth this certifi cate of 
election, to each one in his several callings; and that you may offer 
prayers with righteousness and gladness in the Kingdom of Christ.

Written and sealed at Wailuku, Island of Maui, of the Hawaiian Islands
October 9-1862 in behalf of the Church
Walter M. Gibson
Chief President 43 

While serving in this high ecclesiastical position, Napela was also an 
active leader and participant in the surrounding community.  Evidence 
of his involvement is illustrated in a Hawaiian language newspaper 
article which, in translation, reads:

The undersigned was appointed as a committee to make an appeal to all 
Lahainaluna students, residing anywhere in the Islands and those who 
have gone abroad, to provide relief for the Lahainaluna High School, 
which was destroyed by fi re, through monetary donations in the form 
of a bill which all of you will receive from me. This will enable us to 
restore the principal Star of this Pacifi c Ocean to its former place.

Respectfully,
J.H. Napela
Appeals Committee 44

Sincerely concerned with bettering the area, not only did Napela 
organize aid for the destroyed school, he also suggested various strat-
egies of reconstruction. Ultimately searching for a plan that would 
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profi t the students as a whole, he again proposed, “Here is an idea for 
the President. The Lahainaluna students should grow sugar cane on 
the fallow school lands which front the school building and extend 
to the Oceanside boundary. . . . This would be a means to raise a lot 
of money for the school.” 45 Because Napela was a conscientious and 
trusted leader, his public esteem secured him a position as a mem-
ber of the Representative’s Alliance of Wailuku, Maui. Here, Napela 
worked closely with legislative petitions and decisions that were later 
presented to an elected representative on behalf of the district.46 

Napela’s leadership became ever more important in 1864 with the 
apostasy and excommunication of Gibson, who had deceived many 
native Saints through such things as the sale of church membership 
certifi cates as well as priesthood offi ces.47 At this time of broken trust 
and great transition, Napela endeavored to reinforce his fellow Saints 
with spiritual strength. According to the minutes of a mission confer-
ence held in Honolulu in the fall of this same year, Napela testifi ed 
to the local Saints: 

We have been listening to plain but great truths, we have sinned igno-
rantly. We were deceived and led away by Gibson’s cunning words, and 
thereby have broken the sacred covenants we had made, but we are 
now undeceived, therefore let us renew our covenants and be faithful. 
I know this work is of God, that Joseph Smith and Brigham Young are 
prophets of God.48 

Because Gibson refused to turn over land he had sold the island 
converts the church had purchased in his name, and given the harsh 
conditions on Läna‘i, a new gathering place was soon selected in Lä‘ie 
on the island of O‘ahu.49 In a letter addressed to Brigham Young 
regarding the Saints’ movement to Lä‘ie, Napela wrote: 

We are beginning to congregate in Laie which is a suitable place for us. 
However, the residences are in close proximity to the ocean. My soul is 
sad for my nonspiritual friends who do not know about the Church of 
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. King Kamehameha V does not believe 
and is skeptical.50

By April 6, 1867, Napela was listed as the assistant clerk of the LDS 
Church conference held in Lä‘ie.51 Here the Church owned a sugar 
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plantation, where Jonathan and other Saints congregated and where 
he supervised the work of his island brothers in the faith. In time, 
the Lä‘ie Plantation was viewed as an exemplary model for Hawai‘i 
plantations, especially in the treatment of the laborers.52 In a letter to 
Brigham Young dated May 2, 1868, Napela wrote: 

My current work is here in Laie, where I encourage my brothers to 
cultivate sugarcane of which there is close to eight acres and done by 
hand, not by plow. . . . My desire is to end our poverty as we are in deep 
poverty. . . . We survive and do without nice homes or clothes. But all 
the brethren are hopeful that we will benefi t in the near future from 
the sugarcane we are planting.53 

About a year later in the summer of 1869, Napela made a mem-
orable visit to Utah, the fi rst known Hawaiian Latter-day Saint to 
enter Salt Lake City. Shortly after his arrival, the Deseret Evening News 
reported that Napela “has been welcomed warmly by all who have met 
him, and his meeting with some of the Elders who have labored there 
has been affecting. They have never forgotten the many acts of kind-
ness which they received from him while on the islands.” 54 

Two days later, Jonathan was privileged to observe the Mormon 
Pioneer Day celebration while seated on the reviewing stand with the 
First Presidency, members of the Quorum of the Twelve, and other 
dignitaries.55 This celebration apparently left quite an impression on 
him. Upon returning to his island home, Napela reported his Utah 
visit to King Kamehameha V, making special mention of the clothing 
President Young wore on that festive occasion.56 

The day following the pioneer celebration, Jonathan addressed a 
local congregation of Saints in his native tongue, while his beloved 
friend George Q. Cannon translated for him.57 One Utah resident who 
encountered Napela during his visit remarked that Napela was “a fi ne 
fellow . . . and a noble looking man.” 58 News of Jonathan’s kind recep-
tion and assimilation quickly reached the shores of his home and soon 
thereafter, Utah Elder Benjamin Cluff wrote from Honolulu that “the 
natives . . . are pleased to hear how Napela has been treated.” 59 

Napela’s Utah visit apparently stirred the native Saints for another 
reason. Just one week after the July 24th celebration, Jonathan 
received his endowment (a sacred LDS ordinance), the fi rst known 
Hawaiian Latter-day Saint to do so.60 Upon returning to his native 
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homeland, this privilege inspired other local Saints to travel to the 
Salt Lake Valley so that they also might participate in this sacred ordi-
nance.61 Napela reported his temple work to his fellow native Saints 
and also taught King Kamehameha V concerning the ordinance of 
baptism for the dead. In a letter to President Young, Napela related: 

I informed my king that B. Young’s responsibility to Kamehameha I 
was concluded, as I was baptized on his (Kamehameha I’s) behalf; but 
that he (the king) is responsible for the remainder of his ancestors 
buried in the earth and that their salvation rests upon him and that 
he must think about them. . . . There was much astonishment . . . and 
 appreciation.62 

A few days after his arrival back on O‘ahu in November 1869, 
Napela met with the Saints in a Church conference in Lä‘ie. Sharing 
with the congregation his experiences while in Utah, Napela gave the 
following speech: 

We met together with Young, our President. He is a pleasant and gra-
cious man. He welcomed us and we came forward. He is an intelligent 
man with no equal on this earth and is 68 years of age. Our church is 
the one true church on this earth. The words from the President to the 
brethren are of importance and not a word falls [on deaf ears]. The 
President is agreeable to some of us, men and women, to go [to Utah], 
as he had said, “I have not yet completed the tasks that need to be done, 
much remains.”

When we returned and the ship docked at Honolulu harbor, I 
immediately went to meet with our King. It was only the two of us at 
that night meeting. He has given permission for all of you to go to the 
Rocky Mountains. Your writer asked them, “The King truly gave his 
permission?” Kaula replied, “Yes.”

This land, Laie, came to us long ago before Hammond came to live 
here in Laie. This is a secret which I have been commanded to relate 
to you all. When William Cluff left [Hawai‘i], he discussed with Young 
about his meeting with [Young’s] physical manifestation in Hawaii. 

When I came before Young, he told me that on my return I should 
make this known to all of you.63

According to George Nebeker, who voyaged home with Napela 
from San Francisco to Honolulu, they “found the brethren and sisters 
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glad to see us and to hear what good news we had to tell them about 
the Saints at home. . . . The king advised Bro. Napela to offer himself 
as a candidate for the next Legislature.” 64

A few months later, Nebeker lamented that Napela had lost the 
election by only 40 votes, attributed to a lack of fi nancial support. 
Apparently the Saints had not thought it wise to invest in this adven-
ture at that time.65

During the October 1871 conference held in Lä‘ie, Jonathan and 
13 of his LDS island brethren were called as missionaries. Napela was 
appointed to oversee these elders, whose assignment was to visit each 
of the Hawaiian Islands.66 Just three months later, Napela encoun-
tered a great trial when it was discovered that Kitty had contracted 
leprosy, now referred to as Hansen’s disease.67 Kitty was exiled to the 
leprosy settlement located on a secluded area on the island of Molo-
ka‘i. Rather than relinquishing his beloved wife to her fate, Jonathan 
elected to remain with his sweetheart and serve as her kökua [helper], 
even though that necessitated living in an isolated community of 
unspeakable suffering. They arrived at the settlement on Moloka‘i, 
in 1873.68 

In order to stay with his wife, the talented Napela immediately 
secured an appointment as Luna [Supervisor] of the Leprosy Settle-
ment at Kalawao, Moloka‘i. However, after only a few months of serv-
ing in this capacity, on October 17, 1873 Jonathan was discharged 
from this position.69 Without this government job, Napela soon real-
ized that he would have to petition for permission to stay at the settle-
ment. Less than a week later he wrote E. O. Hall, Minister of the Inte-
rior and Chairman of the Board of Health:  

I humbly petition the Board, and its benevolence as our father, to per-
mit me to stay here with my wife as a kokua, for the following reasons: 
On August 3, 1843 I took my wife as my legally married wife and on 
that same day I vowed before God to care for my wife in health and sick-
ness, and until death do us part. . . . I am 60 years old and do not have 
much longer to live. During the brief time remaining, I want to be with 
my wife. My wife has also lived a long life, but with this disease, it will 
quickly shorten her life. Such is the reason for this petition.70

His heartfelt appeal was granted, and here he would spend most of 
the remaining days of his mortal life with Kitty. Just before this turn of 
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events, at a church conference held in Lä‘ie, Jonathan had been given 
the ecclesiastical assignment to oversee the local Saints at Kalaupapa 
on the island of Moloka‘i.71 

In his assignment, Napela continually ministered to the suffering 
Saints at the settlement. Through his charitable service to the settle-
ment he found a fellow yoke mate in the well known Catholic priest 
Father Damien, who had come to the settlement about the same time 
as Napela’s arrival. Notwithstanding their differences in religiosity 
and ethnicity, one resident in the Kalaupapa settlement noted that 
Jonathan and Father Damien “were the best of friends.” 72 In 1877, a 
Utah missionary who visited the Saints in this remote peninsula dur-
ing the time of Jonathan’s spiritual supervision wrote, “At this place 
we found brother Napela, who is taking care of his wife and presiding 
over the Saints there; he is full of faith, and is still that good-natured, 
honorable soul.” 73 

When LDS missionary Elder Henry P. Richards came to visit the 
settlement in January 1878, he noted, “There are 78 members of the 
Church represented in these two branches [at Kalawao and Kalau-
papa] over which Bro J H Napela presides.” 74 Sadly, by this time Jona-
than himself had contracted leprosy and appears to have been in a 
worse condition than his wife. 

On January 26, 1878, Richards penned his impressions of meet-
ing with Jonathan: “I called upon him [Napela], who was very much 
pleased to see me but poor fellow—I should hardly have recognized 
him he is so changed since I saw him last in Salt Lake City his face is 
swollen—many of his teeth gone—his hands broken out with the dis-
ease and he is a confi rmed Leper.” 75 Two days later, Richards wrote, 
“After conversing a short time with Napela and administering to him 
by his request—I bade him farewell probably never to meet him again 
in this world.” 76 

A letter dated August 15, 1878 and addressed “To Honorable 
S. G. Wilder” (Minister of the Interior for the Kingdom of Hawai‘i) 
describes the harsh conditions of their lives in that fi nal year. Kitty 
wrote: “The thought has occurred to me to petition you, as you are 
the provider for these people, and have pity upon my husband and 
me in this new land by giving my husband, Napela, a job such as a 
judge for these people.” 77 

However, this petition could not be granted. Just one year  later the 
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Kalawao Death Register 1879–1880 confi rmed that Jonathan had died 
from the effects of this dreaded disease on August 6, 1879. His beloved 
Kitty passed away just over two weeks later from complications related 
to the same illness.78 

Throughout his life, Jonathan Hawaii Napela proved to be not only 
a devoted husband to his beloved wife Kitty, but also a man commit-
ted to the welfare of his native Saints as well as the Utah missionaries 
with whom he labored. Jonathan erected a cultural bridge between 
Mormons in the Hawaiian Islands and fellow Latter-day Saints nestled 
in the Utah desert. He lived his life as a noble man, of whom it may 
rightly be said was Mormonism’s most infl uential island convert. 
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