The Hawaiian Flag.
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Why is it like that? Specifically, why does it have a Union Jack in the corner?

Lots of countries in the Empire had/have a Union Jack in the corner of their flag: Australia, New Zealand, Canada, India (Raj); some still have. 

I had always assumed that there was a time when the tentacles of the Empire had assimilated Hawaii. Wrong? (Maybe not; read on). 


First, some history. 

Captain Cook’s first voyage, on the Endeavour, got no further than Tahiti.

He tried again in 1772, testing the first marine chronometer, which allowed longitude to be calculated for the first time. 

Captain Cook, in voyage #3, this time with both the Resolution and the Discovery, was the first European to visit Hawaii, on 18 Jan 1778. He called them the Sandwich Islands, either because of the Kalua Pork, or because the Earl was the guy who, in his capacity as First Lord of the Admiralty,  paid for the Resolution. Surprisingly, Cook did not immediately claim the islands for King George. 

He went off to San Francisco, Alaska, and back to Hawaii; had an altercation with the natives (by kidnapping their king, Kalaniʻōpuʻu), and they killed him, at a place now called “Captain Cook”, on the Big Island, on 14 February 1779. Today’s monument and land there are still owned (in some fashion) by Britain. 

Also on the ship with Cook was a George Vancouver (yes, that one), who returned to Hawaii on (the new) Discovery in 1793. 

Meanwhile, the islands of Hawaii had been formed into a single unit by King Kamehameha I (hereafter K1, to save my typing), the nephew of Kalaniʻōpuʻu. 1795 saw the merge of the Big Island, Oahu, Maui, Molokai, and Lanai. [And I assume the renaming of Sandwich to Hawaii, at least in Hawaii. The British Government still used Sandwich Islands until at least 1843].  Kauai and Niihau held out till 1810. 

Vancouver returned in 1793. K1 and Vancouver made Hawaii a British Protectorate (the term at the  time was cession), although it was never formally approved by Parliament. See https://evols.library.manoa.hawaii.edu/server/api/core/bitstreams/3605ba6f-1586-4a0a-a175-03e2c0e3c025/content and https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/5014816.pdf .  Vancouver gave K1 his flag, a red ensign (pre-1801 version, ie without the flag of Ireland, the diagonal red cross). This, and the post 1801 version, were used as the flag of Hawaii until 1816.  It is clear that K1 liked the British, despite (or because) Cook had attempted kidnapping of his uncle. 
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 [At this point,many flag issues arise. Wikipedia stories differ, as do Britannica and various US/Hawaiian web sites. Pick your choice.]

Story 1:

In Hawaii, Scottish sea captain Alexander Adams had somehow become head of the Hawaiian Navy. He bought a brig from John Jacob Astor, and went off to trade with China in it. Because of  the War of 1812 [ed: silly, pointless, in which the only accomplishment was the Royal Scots burning down the White House], Adams refused to sail under the brig’s original US flag, so he designed his own. 
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Story 2:

A  variant of #2; In 1817, Adams gave K1 his flag to replace the only one K1 had, which was of Russia(!)  Adams’ flag was one of the East India Company [ed: although: why? Adams wasn’t in the EIC]
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Time for a splendid digression. 
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This is the Grand Union Flag, 1776, showing the Union Jack (pre 1801 version) and the 13 colonies, and used by Washington and his fellow rebels until the Stars and Stripes came along.  It is identical to the EIC flag of the same time, even down to the same 13 stripes [why? What did 13 represent to the EIC? Some say it was Masonic.] Yes, Washington fought the British under a British flag! 

Story 3:

Similar to #2, except K1 himself designed the flag. 

Whichever was true, the Hawaiian flag, with 7 or 8 or 9 stripes representing the islands (Kahoolawe, the smallest,  variously made the cut or didn’t; Niihau also came and went) became roughly what it is today. 

In 1826, the US declared that Hawaii was independent. (Hah!)

In 1843, Captain Paulet on HMS Carysfort arrived in Hawaii and took it over. This lasted 6 months. It is unclear whether Whitehall knew or approved of this. For six months, the flag was simply the Union Jack.

Britain and France formally agreed that Hawaii was independent, in 1843.  The previous flag returned. 

In 1898, the US annexed Hawaii. As in all Empires, the citizens weren’t required to give their approval. There were many villains in this, but Sanford Dole, of sugar and pineapple fame, was the biggest.  The country’s national flag became its state flag. 

So, one way or another, K1 is responsible. Was Hawaii ever British? Sort of!

