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In the late 1800s, travel to Japan coupled with extensive Japanese landscape displays 
at World Fairs resulted in a surge of Japanese garden construction outside of Japan. 
In the Kingdom of Hawai`i, Japanese landscape design is noted on royal properties 
as early as the spring of 1885, one month after the arrival of a shipload of Japanese 
immigrant labor for the sugar industry. In a few years’ time substantial gardens were 
created including the Haleiwa Hotel, Moanalua Gardens and Kapi`olani Park on 
O`ahu in addition to residential landscapes. The O`ahu gardens no longer exist as 
Japanese-style landscapes.

In the early 1900s, in Hilo, Queen Lili`uokalani (1838-1917), a Japanese women’s 
society, and a sugar mill manager’s wife separately began to plan a public Japanese 
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LILI`UOKALANI GARDENS IN HILO
A CENTURY-OLD TAPESTRY WOVEN 
OF MANY THREADS BY K.T. CANNON-EGER 

LILI`UOKALANI GARDENS 
Lili`uokalani Gardens in Hilo, Hawai`i, resulted from the collaboration of several 
women: the Queen after her rule was overthrown, an immigrant Japanese 
women’s society, and a Caucasian whose travels to Japan left her deeply smitten 
with Japanese gardens.
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garden. By 1907 it is believed Queen Lili`uokalani donated land for a public park 
at Waihonu – a five-acre lagoon at the Waiakea peninsula on the edge of Hilo. The 
1910 census shows that Japanese immigrants comprised the largest segment of 
the population of the Territory of Hawai`i and most of the Japanese resided on 
the island of Hawai`i. In 1912 those immigrants sought to express their culture 
when the Japanese women’s society, Hilo Shinkokai, formed to seek a location for 
placing lanterns and a potential teahouse. In 1914, Laura Vestal Kennedy (1879-
1967) joined her husband Charles C. Kennedy (1848-1919), retired manager 
of Waiakea Mill and president of the Hilo Board of Trade, on a trip of eighteen 
Hawai`i executives to Japan. Inspired by the gardens and plant nurseries she visited 
in Japan, Mrs. Kennedy became very active in park planning and beautification 
efforts throughout east Hawai`i. 

These three threads began to intertwine. 

In the spring of 1917, Governor Lucius Pinkham signed Act 53 setting aside 
seventeen acres on the Waiakea Peninsula including Waihonu for a public park to 
be named Lili`uokalani Gardens. Construction began in November 1917, the same 
month the Queen passed away.

Gubernatorial orders placed responsibility for maintenance of Lili`uokalani 
Gardens in the hands of Hawai`i County. Eventually the park expanded to twenty-
four acres with the addition of nearby parcels including Mokuola (Coconut Island), 
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Isles, and the Nakamura extension (also known as 
the Bicentennial Garden).

Well known garden designers and intense community 
effort have long been the hallmarks of Lili`uokalani 
Gardens. Some of the designers include Nagao 
Sakurai (1896-1973) who led a 1949 restoration 
following the 1946 tsunami, Kinsaku Nakane (1917-
1994) who oversaw the 1968 restoration following 
the 1960 tsunami, Katsuaki Nobukuni who created 
the 1972 teahouse garden, Kazuo Nakamura who led 
the 1976 bicentennial garden addition, Fred Nonaka 
and David Tamura who created the 1997 teahouse 
garden, and Leonard Bisel who, in 2000, refurbished 
the garden with funds from a $2 million bond issue 
secured by Mayor Stephen Yamashiro, and improved 
accessibility and parking.

Although many community groups who have assisted 
the garden, especially in rebuilding after tsunami 
damage, the first formal assistance organization 
was formed in January, 2013. Friends of Lili`uokalani 
Gardens is a non-profit organization that assists the 
County of Hawai`i in preparing the garden for its 
centennial in 2017. Its first task was to gather the 
history as county records were lost in the 1960s. 
Photographs in diverse collections, microfilm of old 
newspapers, and oral histories have yielded the rich 
tapestry referenced above. The organization is still 
searching for the name of the original designer and 
installation dates of various lanterns and plants.

Preparations are being made for the dual centennials 
in 2017 of the passing of Queen Lili`uokalani and her 

namesake garden. An inventory of assets – including 
significant plants as well as artifacts and structures 
– is underway. A translation and history project on 
the lanterns began this spring. Translation of the 
inscriptions on the lanterns requires volunteers 
proficient in reading older script. A comprehensive 
plan for repairs, maintenance, and improvements is in 
progress. Repair or replacement of aging structures 
such as the torii gates is in the planning stage. Two 
of the four gates crumbled and were removed as a 
matter of public safety.

Several annual events are held in the park. These 
include fund raising walks for the Heart Association 
and the Hawaii Island HIV/AIDS Foundation, hula 
activities related to the Merrie Monarch Festival in 
the spring, and a birthday celebration for Queen 
Lili`uokalani in early September. It is hoped 
lapsed events—such as the fall lantern festival 
and a children’s fishing contest—can be revived. 
Organizers hope to realize a full calendar of events 
marking the dual centennial.

Hilo is so fortunate to have a living work of art 
adjacent to the ocean and with a view of majestic 
Mauna Kea. The garden is used daily by scores of 
residents and enjoyed by visitors. Use ranges from 
jogging to tourist photography in this unfenced, free, 
and open park. Friends of Lili`uokalani Gardens will 
help the County of Hawai`i to preserve this cultural 
landscape beyond its one hundredth anniversary.

LILI`UOKALANI GARDENS www.us-japanesegardens.com

The 24-acre oceanfront 
County park is very 

popular with residents 
and visitors alike. There 
is no admission charge 
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