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INTRODUCTION: A
STORY OF
RESILIENCE AND
ALOHA

Few novels manage to
capture the soul of a
place while telling a
deeply personal story
of triumph over
adversity. Moloka |
Alan Brennert is
precisely such a work.
Often miscategorized
or misspelled, the
correct title s
Moloka'i, the stunning
debut novel by Alan
Brennert that has
captivated readers

worldwide. Published in
2003, this historical
fiction masterpiece
tells the story of Rachel
Kalama, a young
Hawaiian girl who is
diagnosed with leprosy
(now known as
Hansen's disease) and
exiled to the remote
Kalaupapa settlement
on the island of
Moloka'i. More than
just a tale of suffering,
Moloka | Alan
Brennert is a
celebration of the
human spirit, a deep
dive into Hawaiian
culture, and a poignant
exploration of love,
loss, and belonging.
This article will explore
the novel's plot, its
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historical accuracy, its
unforgettable
characters, and why it
remains a must-read
for anyone interested
in Pacific history,
literary  fiction, or
stories of extraordinary
courage.

THE PREMISE: A
CHILDHOOD
INTERRUPTED

The story begins in
Honolulu in the 1890s.
Rachel Kalama is a
lively, curious seven-
year-old girl living with
her loving family in a
vibrant Hawaiian
community. Her world
is filled with the scent
of plumeria, the sound
of the ocean, and the
warmth of her parents
and siblings. However,
tragedy strikes when a
telltale patch of numb
skin appears on her
leg. In an era when
Hansen's disease was
poorly understood and

highly feared, the
diagnosis of leprosy
was a life sentence.
Rachel is forcibly
removed from her
family and sent to the
Kalaupapa settlement
on the island of
Moloka'i, a place many
considered a living
tomb.

The journey itself is
heart-wrenching.
Rachel is taken from
everything she knows,
stripped of her identity,
and placed on a ship
with other outcasts.
This exile forms the

emotional core of
Moloka | Alan
Brennert, forcing

readers to confront the
cruelty of a society
that would separate
families in the name of
public health. Yet,
Brennert does not
dwell solely on despair.
Instead, he uses this
devastating event as a
starting point for
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Rachel's remarkable
transformation.

LIFE AT
KALAUPAPA:
FINDING FAMILY IN
EXILE

Upon arrival at
Kalaupapa, Rachel is
confronted with a
harsh reality. The
settlement is a mix of
makeshift hospitals,
cottages, and a
community of people
who have been
discarded by the
outside world. But what
could have been a
story of unrelenting
darkness becomes
something far more
nuanced. Through
Rachel's eyes, we see
the residents of
Kalaupapa build a
society of their own.
They create schools,
churches, and
friendships. They fall in
love, raise children
(who are often taken

away at birth), and find
joy in the small
beauties of life.

The Role
of the
Church
and
Father
Damien

No discussion of
Moloka I Alan
Brennert would be
complete without
mentioning the role of
the clergy, most
notably Father Damien.
The novel portrays
Father Damien as a
heroic, if flawed, figure
who ultimately
sacrifices his life to
serve the people of
Kalaupapa. His arrival



brings hope, structure,
and dignity to the
settlement. Brennert
handles this historical
figure with care,
showing his
compassion without
turning him into a
mere saint. Alongside
Father Damien, the
story features Mother
Marianne Cope and the
Franciscan sisters, who
provide medical care
and education. These
religious figures are
not the main focus, but
they serve as crucial
pillars supporting
Rachel's new life.

Friendshi
ps That

Transcen
d Disease

One of the greatest
strengths of Moloka I

Alan Brennert is its
rich cast of supporting
characters. Rachel
forms deep bonds with
fellow patients like the
wise and nurturing
Sister Catherine, the
mischievous and loyal
Leilani, and the kind-
hearted Hale. These
relationships are not
defined by their illness
but by their
personalities, dreams,
and shared
experiences. They
laugh together, mourn
together, and protect
one another from the
cruelties of both their
disease and the
outside world. These
friendships provide the
emotional scaffolding
that allows Rachel to
not just survive, but to
thrive.

HISTORICAL
ACCURACY AND
SENSITIVITY

Alan

Brennert is
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meticulous in his
research. Moloka 1
Alan Brennert is not
just a novel; it is a
historically grounded
account of a dark
chapter in Hawaiian
history. The Kalaupapa
settlement was a real
place, and Brennert
captures its
geography, its medical
practices, and its social

dynamics with
remarkable precision.
He explains the
progression of
Hansen's disease in a
way that is both
informative and

compassionate,
helping readers
understand the
physical and emotional
toll it took on its
victims.

Brennert is also careful
to address the stigma
surrounding leprosy.
He shows how the
disease was
misunderstood, often

leading to forced
separations that were
more cruel than
necessary. The novel
does not shy away
from the pain and
injustice of these
policies, but it also
highlights the bravery
of those who fought for
better treatment and
understanding. By
weaving historical facts
into a gripping
narrative, Brennert
educates readers while
telling a deeply
personal story. This
balance is why Moloka
I Alan Brennert is
frequently used in
classrooms and book
clubs focused on
Pacific history, medical
ethics, and social
justice.

THEMES OF
IDENTITY,
BELONGING, AND
LOSS

Beneath its historical



surface, Moloka I
Alan Brennert is a
profound exploration of
identity. Rachel spends
much of her life
grappling with who she
is. She is Hawaiian, but
she is also an exile.
She is a woman, but
she is often seen as a
disease first. She longs
for her family, but she
builds a new family in
Kalaupapa. This dual
existence creates a
rich emotional texture.
Brennert explores how
Rachel navigates her
sense of self, especially
as she grows into
adulthood and
considers whether she
could ever return to
the outside world.

The Pain
of

Separatio
n and the
Power of
Memory

The theme of loss is
pervasive. Rachel loses

her childhood, her
family, and her
freedom. However,

Brennert masterfully
shows how memory
becomes a sanctuary.
Rachel holds onto the
sights, sounds, and
smells of her early life
in Honolulu. These
memories sustain her
during her darkest
moments. At the same
time, she learns to let
go of the life she could
have had and embrace
the life she has. This
thematic struggle is
relatable to anyone
who has experienced

6 Moloka | Alan Brennert

2024-07-10



Moloka | Alan Brennert 7

profound change or
loss, making the novel
resonate far beyond its
specific historical
context.

Love In
an
|solated
World

Another powerful
theme in Moloka I
Alan Brennert is love.
The novel explores
many forms of love:
the love between
parents and children,
the love between
friends, and romantic
love. Rachel's romantic
journey is particularly
moving. She meets and
falls in love with a man
named Kenji, another
patient at the
settlement. Their
relationship is tender,

complicated, and
heartbreaking. They
face the constant fear
of their disease
worsening, the lack of
privacy, and the
impossibility of having
children who can stay
with them. Yet, their
love grows stronger
precisely because of
these challenges.
Brennert portrays their
romance with a
delicate touch, showing
that love can flourish
even in the most
adverse conditions.

THE WRITING
STYLE AND
NARRATIVE VOICE

Alan Brennert's prose
is clean, evocative, and
deeply humane. He
uses simple language
to convey complex
emotions, making the
novel accessible
without ever being
simplistic. The
narrative follows



Rachel from childhood
to old age, allowing
readers to grow with
her. This long arc gives
the story a sense of
completeness and
weight. Brennert's
descriptions of Hawaii
are lush and
immersive, painting a
vivid picture of both
the pristine beauty of
the islands and the

rugged, isolated
landscape of
Kalaupapa. The

dialogue feels natural,
and the pacing allows
for moments of quiet
reflection as well as
dramatic action.

One of the most
striking aspects of
Moloka | Alan
Brennert is its point of
view. The story is told
primarily from Rachel's
perspective, but
Brennert occasionally
shifts to other
characters to provide
broader context. This

technique enriches the
narrative without
confusing the reader.
Rachel's voice s
authentic and
compelling; she is
neither a victim nor a
saint, but a fully
realized human being
with flaws, strengths,
and a wry sense of
humor. This realism
makes her journey all
the more inspiring.

WHY "MOLOKA'l"
REMAINS
RELEVANT TODAY

Published over two
decades ago, Moloka |
Alan Brennert has
not lost its power. In
fact, its themes of
isolation, stigma, and
resilience feel more
relevant than ever. The
COVID-19 pandemic,
for instance, brought
new attention to the
experiences of
quarantine and
separation from loved
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ones. Readers today
can draw parallels
between the forced
isolation of leprosy

patients and the
experiences of those
who were isolated

during global health
crises.

Furthermore, the novel
serves as an important
corrective to the
romanticized image of
Hawaii as a simple

paradise. It
acknowledges the
colonial  history,

disease, and cultural
erosion that have
shaped the islands. By
giving voice to a
character who is often
silenced by history,
Brennert honors the
real people who lived
and died at Kalaupapa.
The novel encourages
readers to look beyond
stereotypes and see
the full, complex
humanity of those who
are marginalized.

IMPACT ON
LITERATURE AND
BOOK CLUBS
Moloka | Alan

Brennert has become
a staple of historical
fiction reading lists. It
has won numerous
awards, including the
Booklist Editors' Choice
and the One Book, One
Community selections
in various cities. Its
popularity is due in
large part to its ability
to bridge the gap
between entertainment
and education. Book
club discussions of the
novel often center on
the ethical dilemmas of
public health policies,
the nature of family,
and the meaning of
home.

Readers frequently
report that the novel
changed their
perspective on
Hansen's disease and
Hawaiian history. It has



also sparked interest in
the real Kalaupapa
National Historical
Park, which now serves
as a memorial to those
who were exiled there.
By telling a compelling
story with empathy
and accuracy, Brennert
has done more than
just write a novel; he
has helped preserve a
vital part of Pacific
history.

CONCLUSION: A
NOVEL THAT
STAYS WITH YOU

In a world filled with
stories of triumph,
Moloka | Alan
Brennert stands out
because of its quiet,
persistent humanity. It
does not shout its
message; it whispers it
through the life of a
single woman who
refuses to be defined
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frightened child to a
wise, resilient elder is a
testament to the
strength of the human
spirit. The novel
teaches us that even in
the most isolated and
unjust circumstances,
we can find purpose,
love, and belonging.

Whether you are a
lover of historical
fiction, a student of
Hawaiian culture, or
simply someone
looking for a deeply
moving story, Moloka
| Alan Brennert offers
an unforgettable
experience. It is a book
that will make you cry,
but it will also leave
you with a profound
sense of hope. As
Rachel herself might
say, life is not about
the cards you are
dealt, but about how
you choose to play the

by her diagnosis. hand. In her story, we
Rachel Kalama's find a powerful
journey from a reminder of the beauty
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that can exist even in the most broken of
places.
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