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The Golden Age of White Ships
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A hundred years ago, a cruise ship
arrived in Honolulu—along with
Hawai'i's first tourism boom

here was a time, long before

yvou could book airllne flights
anling, when getting o and from
Hawai'i often meant a leisurely sea
vovage aboard one of the luxurious
ocean liners baili by the Maison
Navigation Company. For half s century
these American-flagged stcamehips
connected San Francisco and Los
Angeles with Honoluls and the South
Pacific. The exguisite service and
hospitality onboard came to be known
as the “grand manner of Matson”

Ba

Theoy were called the “white ships,”
for they were painted gleaming white.
They bore the names Lurline, Monterey,
Maripos and Makalo, later renamesd
Marsonia. The largest carried seven
humdred passengsrs—a lot then, if not
today. A single modern cruise ship,
carrying five thousand passengers or
more, would have dwarfed the entire
white ship fleag.

Duncan OFBrien, an amiable video
producer from Canada, knows both
el ay’s megaships and the elegant

occcan liners of the past. When he was s
by in the 19705, the white ships were
the O'Brien family’s preferced means of
traveling o Australia to visit relatives,
something they did almost every other
year, [t was g thres-wesk voyage to
Sydney from San Francieco aboard one
af the twin ships Marposa or MWontera,
with stops in Hawai'l, Tahiti, Sdmoa,
Fiji sind Neew Zealand, O Brien recalls
vividly the carefree days of breakfass
buffets, shuffleboard and sloshing
around in the seawater swimeing pool.
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Before the jot age, visitors to Hawal'i arrived by sea, most aboard Matson's "white ships,” which were integral to tourism starting in the
19205, Matsen's marketing emphasized remance and glamour; artists llke Alfred Btleglitz=wha lllustrated the woman above and the woman
waving an page "1—halped create the ade, Opening page: A tugbost nudges the 35 Lurfine away from the dock in Honalulu Harbar,

“l think becausze the trips were a0 long.
the memorics are very clear in my
oinel,” he says.

He still goes to sea frequently, now
as a guest lecturer for Princess Crufses,
From October to May, peak croise-ship
season in the Pacific, he's more likely
o be found on the open ocean than
on dry land. His talks foous largely on
the golden age of steamship travel in
the Facific, with particular aitention
on the white ships, He's written two
illzsirated hisiories on the subjeci—
The White Ships and The Grand
Manner of Matson —plus a children's
book, wherein an adventurois young
mouse goes o sea aboard the Lurfine,
discovering, among other things, the
joys of the breakiast buffet,

He: gives one forty-five-minute talk
for each day his ship is af sea, offering
insights into the bygene cra that Lagd
the founcdation for kday’s croising
experience. “Eventually the cruise ship

a4

model took over the steamship model,
bt it was Matson that set the bar and
perfected " he savs. A popular talk
might draw three hundred people-—not
enough to fill the cavernous cruise ship
auditoriums nat rH-:.u:r|].'.'|:1 many s eEther

the Marfposs or the Monterney coubd carry.

Matson today focuses on
transporting freight between the

West Coast and Hawaiti, something

it's done for more than 140 years. It
initially carried passengers, foo, though
without many frills. That changed in
1927 with the launch of the Malolo—the
largest, fastes) and most luxurious
passenger ship of its day, Five hundred
eighty-two feel bong, with a 1op spead
of twenty-three knots, the Malole made
the passage from the Golden Gate 1o
Diamond Head in just four and & half
days-—nezcly two days faster than any
ship before it

Matolo (“flying fish” in Hawaiian)
was lavishly appointed, with staiely
furnishings and paintings of hula,
surfing, woloanoes and other evocative
Island scenes. [is seven passenger
decks were conmecbed via elevalors, a
novelty on ships at the time, Iis indoor
swimming pool resembled 5 Homan
bath, amd its wellequipped gymnasium
came with fitness instructors and even
a mechanical ball. As OFBrien writes
in The White Ships, the dalode had “a
unique ambianee that was part Tudor
manor, part grand American hobel and
part tropical resort.”

In the 1930s, the Lorine, Monterey
and Mariposa joined the Malofo, Even
during the Great Depression, encugh
well-heeled vacationers came 1o Hawai'l
to keep the ships busy. To accommodate
tleem. Matson basilt the riczy Royval
Hawsiian Hotel and obtained its regal
neighbor, the Moana Hotel. “This was
Matson's way of continuing their ‘grand



manner’ on shore in Hawai'i, and o
ensure there wers encugh rooms for
everybody,” OFBricn says.

The arrivals and departures

of passenger liners s Honoluly
Harbar were marked with grzat
fanfare, especially in the years

before commercial jet travel, when
Hawai'i relied on the steamers for
transporiation. Large crowds gathered
on the piers beneath Aloha Tower to hid
gleha—hello and goodbye—to traveling
friends and relatives. Bamds played.
Cockiails flowed, Boys dove for coins
toesed by passangers inio the water,

Boat days remained a big deal
well into the jet age. which drastically
reduced Hawai'l's dependence on
stoamships. As O'Brien recalls, the
excitement on arriving ships began
at firar sight of Land and intensified
alter rounding Diamond Head, when
Hawallan entertainers, riding out in &
launch to meet the ship, came aboard.
“Then, when we entered the harbor,
things really went off the charts,” he
gays. “The crowd on the dock is
waving and crying. the ship's whistles
are blasting and theres an orchestra
plaving—as a kid from Toranto o come
in and experience that was incredible.”

The send-off eeremonies were
more misly-eyed, After the visitors who
came aboard to say their farewells had
returned to shore, the passcngers tossed
coborful streamers down o them, and
each side held an end as the ahip sased
away from the pier. “When you have five
hundred prople on deck throwing these
things, it creates this massive tangle
of enlor,” (FBricn says. "Then the ship
starts pilling cut from the dock, and the
band is playing "Aloha 'Oe,’ and a1l thess
atreamers egin tearing apart—and
when the last sireamer broke. that wis
it—it wras e o go”

Hoat days could draw thousands of Hiriese | 'y
wellwishers, especially when celebrity .
passengers were aboard, which was
aften. “All the hig celebrities fram the
19205 on came o Hawat'i” O'Brien says,
‘Tt was the thing to do, And most of them
wonld mingie freely with the passengers
&g if they were just another guest,”
When the child movie star Shirley
Temple arrived on the Mariposa in 1935,
newspapers eslimated the crowed at
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ABCVE [/ Etatercams for trips o Hawai'i
n 1933 startod ot 5125, abewt 53100
nowadays, “Lansl Suites,"” seen advertisad
abowe, started ot $1.000=—a whapping
525,000 vaday.

FACIMG PAGE [ Fastive “bodt daya"
markad the arcivals and departures of
the white ships in Henolulu. One traditien
called for daparting | g&rs to toss
straamers to those remaining behing.

ten thousand. As the ship docked, the
six-year-nld steod on the beleony cutaide
her family's stateroom and sang “The
Good Ship Lollipop,.” accompanied by
the: LIS Marine Corps band and all the
kids who Enew the wortds,
After Elvis Presley performed in
Honedulu in 1937, the press reported,
five thousand weenagers—mostly girls— TO S H I KO TA K A E Z U
turned gut for boat day to see him
off. As the Lurlime pulled sway, Elvis W.P L DS W I T | | I |‘\, |
appeared near the captain's h[idgc in 1 !
a long-sleave aloha shirt unbutioned a
the chest, Flinging one leg over the rail,
ha tossed air kisses and flower =i to
his sereaming admirers belosy, F E E‘ “unnv 14-J u I-v I'E
Worldfamoos surfer Duke
Kahanamoku sometimes boarded the

ships to welcome visiting dignitaries and Experience 70 years of work by this
mewvie stars, including Groucho Marx groundbreaking Hawai'i artist.
in 1937, As the comedian wisecracked B
nonsiop during a shipboard press
conference {Epproaching Honoluhe on a A N B
stunningly clear morning, he quipped, E
“looks just like Philadelphia to me™ HDI-]D [LI ELI n gLICh I
Kahanamoku hoisted him upon his M Liseurm
broad shoulders for the phodographers, MADE MOSSIILE 1Y
cchoing a phote he'd taken two years Df Art ” HWEHRY

([ A

carlier with Shirley Templie, i Ly 5 i o
Mot every VIF was so lucky. The Upen Wednesday to sunday

movie star Bette Davis, who arrived honolulumuseum.arg 0= = |
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A5 & guedt leeturer fora cruids ling, Duncan O'Brien teaches about the golden age of steamship travel, when Matson's white ships
camected San Francisco, Honolulu and the South Peoifio. Howal'l's modern taurlsm industry emarged aleng the way. O'Brien s sean sbovs
on @ erulse ship in Mew Zealend,

aboard the Wonterar in 1940, was one
whom Kahanamoko-—who was also
Honoluly's sheriff—misscd. As the
Hapolulr Adverfiser explained; “Seems
Duke, greeter de luxe, couldn't come
down and shower Bette with leis as he'd
have liked to. "He sent me apologies
instead.” she choked with laughter, ‘for
he was busy putting somecne In jail'™
The white ships carried so0 many
celebritics and appeared in a0 many
movies and TV shows that FBrien’s

32

talk entitled “Sail with the Stars! From
Hollywood o Hawaii™ is & two-part
presentation. The 1927 debut of Malkeh
coincided with the dewn of talking
pretures, and the ship appeared in one of
the earliest “talkies,” Feet First, starring
Harold Lloyd as a hapless shoe clerk
who becomes gn accidental stowsway.
Hawalt Five-Chwas among the TV
shows featuring white ships, often in
thee background and sometimes more
promincntly. In the 1968 pilot episodas,

the Larfine doubles as a Cooniminist spy

ship posing as & huxury liner, [n another
eptsode, Five-O's delectives search for
a killer during a voyage of the Wonterer
"'I'hr._'." actually filmed that one on the
Muonierey and used real passengers and
crew as exiras,” (' Brien says. “Some

evien got speaking parts.”

In a talk entitled “Stowaways!™
CrBrien delves into & problem that
plagived the steamship companies
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Matson's 55 Malolo rounds Dismend Head on its inssgural voyege to Homnolulu bn 1927, At the time Malolo wos the festest and most majestic
passanger ahip ot see—"part Tudor manor, part grand Amesican hotel and part tropical resort O'Brion says, But it wasn't painted white unsil
1952, Oviginally it wos “soal brown™

trip from Honolula o Hilo in 1955,
Eleven stowaways, ages 17 o 20, sere
arrested, Cithers slipped away wnnoticed.
The Star-Bullerin said at least thirty-five
peaple were involved—it was “one of the
worst-kepd secrels of the year, ps many
persons in the Waikiki Beach area were
inwvited i jain.”

The most colorful nnpad
s S e {¥Brien discusses was
Frederick Butler, a baker from London
who set ol o see the waorld in

“stowaway clazs,” sometimes donning
costumes and a ke mustache to

avoid detection. The Australian press
celebrated his exploits in the late 1930s,
dubbing him the *Houdini of the Doeep®
for his ability fo slip through the hands
of the authorities.

Oinee he was believed to have besn
spotied aboard the Waripess, disguised
a4 a crew member, before it deparied
Sydney for Auckland. He wasn'i

T

found during & search of the ship, but
twio other would-be sty were

disctverad hiding in the crew's quartors.

In a talk entitled “White Ships

Turn Gray,” O'Brien covers the
history of Matson’s passenger ships
during VWaorld War 11, when they were
requisitioned by the 115 government,
painted Navy gray and used s

troop transports.

Ships that hed been carrying a few
hundred passengers wers jam-packed
with thousands of soldiers. Ballrooms
and lounges were filled with bunks and
cos, Anti-aircraft guns were mounied
on decks. Portholes were blackened o
block light that might be seen by the
enemy. Champagne and caviar service
wias suspended for the duration, “One
of thelr masis was hit by a crashing
Lrerman aircrafi. but all four ships

survived the war.” 0"Brien says. *That
added to the Matson mystigque,”

In 1948, when the Lunline roended
Diamond Heed as a civilian ahip for
ihe first time since the attack on Pearl
Harbaor, it was greeted by a (lotilla of
two hundred local vessels, An eighiy-
foot loi was draped around its boa,
(O'Brien says that “Lurdine Diay,” as tha
cpic boat day was called, marked “a
return to normaloy,”

Matson rebounded after the war
siromger than before, building two
more Walkiki hotels. launching new
ships christened with the old names,
Monteray and Mariposa, expanding
its passenger service in the South
Pacific and making the “grand manner
al Matson” more affordable. But the
world was changing. When the first
conmmercial jet airliner wouched down at
Honobulu International Airport in 1939,
the era of mass tourism had begun.



And Mataon pivored, selling its four
Waikiki hatels,

Tm 1970, with the cruise ship
infusdry on the rise and its ocean
liners showing thelr age, Maison
sold the white ships. The new oamer.
Pacific Far Easi Line, kept them poing
until 1978, when the federal subsidies
that helped sustain them expired.
Foreign owners stepped in, the flect
was disperasd around the globe
and the days of American-flagged
steamships where dose. Eventualby all
were salvaged or sank.

As a ten-vear-old in 1977,
during his family’s final white ship
vovage, 0'Brien had mo idea il was the
end of an era, He had first traveled by
white ship as an infant, and his family
connection went even deeper: His
parenis had met aboard the Monferey
in 1963, while salling from San
Franciseo to Sydney. “The end of the
white ships in the Pacific was a very
cmodional momsent for passengers and
crew,” [VBrien says soleminky,

When the Coral Princess pulled
into Honodule Harbor one recent
darwn, (' Brien looked down from
the Lido Dock. fifteen storses up, and
saw st two people on the pier—a
dockworker and a securlty guard. It
was & far ery from the rollicking boat
days of his youth, though just ome of
rnieny changes from the wondrous
iime when top shipboard amusements
inchided driving golfballs into the sea,
shooting at clay pigeons or simply
whiling away the hours getting to
know other passengers.

In the golden age of steamship
traviel that O'Brien recollects so
well, a sea voyage meant leaving
the world behind, Now, well into the
age of cruise ships, the world comes
along for the ride, with NFL games
live on the Jumbotron above the
pool, twenty-lour-hour cable news in
every stateroom and hypercharged,
HOnsop entertanment.

I look back fondly on the
vintage ara,” O Brien =ays. “And so
do A lot of other people who god 1o
expersence 1t. Bul the flip side is the
people who didn’t get to do thae, they
lowe cruising. Tt's what they know,
And they've created 8 new life at sea
[or themselves” hh

The best
adventures on Maui!
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