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There has been a lot of talk the last couple of weeks about the Sainthood of Father Damien and the leprosy settlement located at Kalaupapa, Molokai, Hawaii where he spent 16 years caring for patients.  In this column, I’m going to summarize and provide you with the most important information about Leprosy (Hansen’s disease), the Kalaupapa Leper Colony, and Father Damien De Veuster.

Hansen’s disease (leprosy) is caused by a slow growing bacterium that mainly affects the skin, nerves, and mucous membranes. In severe cases, there will be numbness in the hands, arms, feet, and legs along with muscle weakness.  Sores and large disfiguring lumps and bumps will appear on the skin. All these things will eventually lead to the patient’s death. Leprosy got its (politically correct) name from Norwegian physician Dr. Gerhard Amauer Hansen, who in 1873 discovered the bacterium that causes leprosy.

Historically, leprosy has affected mankind since biblical times.  The World Health Organization (WHO) estimates that between 2 and 3 million people have died of leprosy.  Up until the 1930s, leprosy was believed to be highly contagious and a sexually transmitted disease with no cure. Early doctors could not tell the differences between syphilis and leprosy. Many countries thought that forced quarantine or segregation of patients was necessary to protect the public from a leprosy epidemic.  Thousands of leper colonies sprang up all around the world.  There are still hundreds of leper colonies in countries like China and India.  
It is now known that leprosy is not highly contagious and is actually very difficult to get. It is not a sexually transmitted disease. In fact, approximately 95% of all people are naturally immune to the disease. The disease is curable with a multi-drug antibiotic therapy. Early detection and treatment limits the damage by the disease and allows for a normal lifestyle.  
But, in 1865, leprosy was sweeping through the Hawaiian population. Panicked, the kingdom's government ordered that all persons who had contracted it be removed and send to a flat peninsula on Molokai, one that backed up to a wall of towering sea cliffs. Children were taken from parents, wives were separated from husbands, royalty was sent off with the poor, and all were consigned to living out their days at Kalaupapa.  At its peak, about 1,200 men, women, and children were in exile in this island prison.
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In 1873, Father Damien de Veuster, a Belgian priest, arrived at Kalaupapa and devoted himself to the care of the lepers; but in 1884, he, too, contracted the disease, and five years later, in 1889, he died at the age of 49. Father Damien’s work was carried on by Mother Marianne, who arrived at Kalaupapa in 1888, and lived and worked there tirelessly until her death at the age of 80. By the 1940s, the discovery of sulfone drugs had rendered leprosy curable and no longer contagious, and so a few years later most of the inhabitants of Kalaupapa were cured and free to leave at their choosing. Although Kalaupapa ceased operations in 1969, about 80 ex-patients chose to stay, for Kalaupapa was the only home they had known for much of their lives. Today, there are still about 25 people living in Kalaupapa. 
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	Father Damien de Veuster


Kalaupapa is now a National Historical Park and open to the public. But, tourists are forbidden to roam freely in this historical park. The remaining people still living there don't want the visitors staring at them. There is a $500 fine or jail time if you're caught taking a picture of a patient. Visitors can take guided van tours of the settlement and the peninsula, taking in the Kalaupapa grounds and buildings, including a 1900’s store and dispensary, as well as the white, steepled St Philomena Church, built by Father Damien in 1872. On the tour you can also see two other churches (Catholic and Mormon) and visit the grassy Kalawao Park on the east side of the peninsula overlooking the ocean and the north coast of the island. There is also a stop at the Kalaupapa Museum and Bookstore where you can get some souvenirs. How many places do you know with 25 residents that have three churches? 
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	Catholic Church
	St. Philomena Church
	LDS (Mormon) Church


In the old days, you could only get to the Kalaupapa Leper Colony by boat and I can promise you that nobody wanted to go there.  But now that it is a National Historical Park, they even built an airfield.

	On the isolated northern side of windward Molokai, there is a small area of relatively flat land jutting out into the ocean. This is where the town of Kalaupapa (known for its leprosy colony and Father Damien) is located. Steep cliffs cut off Kalaupapa from the rest of the island making air or sea as the best way to get there.  Pictured here is the Kalaupapa Airport, a small uncontrolled airfield that opened in 2006. 
	[image: image10.jpg]





If you are a little more adventurous, Kalaupapa can be reached on the back of a mule. The Molokai Mule Ride can accommodate up to 18 visitors on an excursion that takes up most of the day. The route starts from Pala’au State Park and winds its way down a 1,664-foot cliff, bending around 26 switchbacks for a little more than three miles. 
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You better hope that you are lucky enough to get a sure-footed friendly mule!!


After a decades-long push to see one of Hawaii's heroes become a saint, Father Damien was canonized on October 11, 2009, by Pope Benedict XVI.  
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More than 550 islanders made the 12,000-mile trek to Rome for the canonization of Hawaii's first saint, which comes 120 years after Father Damien's death in Kalaupapa from leprosy.
“It is great that there are people like Father Damien that have the fortitude and compassion to care for the sick and the poor condemned soles of the world – I could not do it.” – Jerry D. Petersen
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