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The War Memorial Natatorium is a reinforced concrete structure which contains 
an open air 100 meter by 50 foot swimming pool which is fed by ocean water 
through a series of coffered locks.

The pool is surrounded on four sides by a twenty-foot wide deck which is enclosed 
on the three ocean sides by a three-foot high walI. On the fourth, mauka 
(mountain) side, concrete bleachers rise thirteen levels in height and provide 
seating for approximately 2,500 people. The bleachers are divided into two parts, 
each with four sections, with a central entry space separating the two parts.

The Beaux-Arts inspired main entry, with its triumphal arch flanked by two lesser 
round arches, is the major architectural feature of the Natatorium. A pair of 
Ionic pilasters support the triumphal arch's entablature which has the words, 
"The War Memorial" inscribed in its frieze. An elaborate sculpture rises from 
the entablature. It consists of a garlanded base with an American eagle perched 
at each corner and the Hawaiian motto and seal in the center. The triumphal 
arch itself, has a paneled ceiling decorated with hexagonal floral designs. 
Flanking the triumphal arch, and above the two lower arches, is a medal lion with 
floral patterns and a woman's face in the center in relief. The ocean and 
mountain sides of the entry are similar.

To either side of the main entrance, the bleacher's rear walIs extend approximately 
100 feet. Locker rooms are below the bleachers and inset behind centered round 
arched arcades of seven bays each. Round arched windows, which correspond to 
the arcade openings, provide the locker rooms with ventilation and illumination. 
A pair of simple pilasters flank the arcade and support large concrete urns, 
which project above the bleacher walls and demarcate the end sections of each 
bleacher. A flagpole with a ball finial is located above the second and sixth 
openings of each arcade. The bays on either side of the arcade contain office 
and restroom spaces and are distinguished by rectangular windows with grills.

A ramp leads to the main entry; to either side of this ramp are a volleyball 
and basketball court. A concrete wall with an incised diamond pattern, encloses 
these courts. The end walls are stepped, and two bays long at the main entry end 
and three bays long at the other end. The front walls are five bays long and a 
tapered concrete column, which originally supported a light globe, is at each 
pier. At the corners of the entry ramp, these columns are fluted metal and 
support spotlights which illuminated the triumphal arch entry. A hau arbor, 
supported by pipes, is adjacent to the front walls.

The War Memorial is situated on the ocean in Kapiolani Park and is surrounded by 
expansive lawns with a large number of tall coconut trees, a few banyans and 
other varieties of vegetation.

The basic structure is in poor condition and presently is officially closed, 
although people still use the facility. There have been no additions, and the 
only alterations have been the removal of a free-standing clock and diving platform 
from the deck area, and the removal of several light fixtures.
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The War Memorial Natatorium is significant as a major landmark along the Kaplolani Park 
stretch of Kalakaua Avenue. Rendered in a Beaux-Arts style, which is typical of its 
period, it presents a striking image of monumental ity within its setting of open lawn, 
beach and ocean.

In I92I, the Territorial Legislature authorized the issuance of bonds to produce $250,000 
for the construction, on the former Irwin property, of a memorial dedicated to the men 
and women of Hawaii who served in World War I. The legislature further provided for 
the appointment of a Territorial War Memorial Commission to decide 'upon the form the 
memorial was to take. The legislature stipulated that a swimming pool of at least 100 
meter length be included and a competition be held to determine the most appropriate 
design. The competition was held under the general rules of the American Institute of 
Architects. Three architects, Bernard Maybeck of San Francisco, E!I is F. Lawrence of 
Portland, and W.R.B. Willcox of Seattle, were selected to judge the competition, and 
Louis P. Hobart of San Francisco won the first prize. Hobart f s plans, however, had to 
be twice modified before they could be implemented in accordance with the budgetary 
parameters. Thus it was not until I927 that Mr. T.L. Cliff started construction.

The Natatorium was completed in the summer of I927, the first "living" war memorial in 
the United States. The opening ceremonies were held on August 24, and were the major 
social event of the year. The feelings of the populace were expressed in an editorial 
appearing in the Advertiser that day: "Tonight the Hawaii War Memorial Opens. It is 
highly appropriate that this Memorial to the heroes of the World War should be a 
public natatorium. .America went to war to assure safety and independence and the 
privileges and righrs of a free people to all her citizens, and a part of the birthright 
of a free people is sound heal;th and the opportunity for wholesome recreation. The 
Natatorium epitomizes Hawaii's prominence in one of the world's great sports. Situated 
at Waikiki, it looks upon and is part of the ocean, whereof Hawaii is the "crossroad"... 
No such galaxy of swimming stars has ever been gathered together since the last Olympic 
Games. The opening of the natatorium will be signalized by the greatest competitive 
swimming ever seen anywhere in the Pacific, once more giving Hawaii a place of honor and 
distinction." ,

The actual ceremonies were colorful and dignified. "Duke" Kahanamoku who traveled from 
Los Angeles to open the pool on his birthday made the first swim, emerging at the end 
of the IOO meters to a thunderous,ovation. It was an, unforgettable moment the man who 
symbolized the Hawaiian people to the rest of the world opening a memorial whose design 
captured so well the character of the Territory and its relationship to the sea.

An AAU Nationa 
participating,

championship swimming meet, with swimmers from Japan and South America 
capped the opening activities. Olympic champion, Johnny Weissmuller, was
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in excel lent form, managing to break the world's record for the 100-meter freestyle 
swim, and in the following three days qf competition, set new world's records for 
the 440 and 880-meter freestyles, cutti'ng more than ten seconds off the previous 
world marks for these events. Clarence "Buster" Crabbe, a local swimmer, who was 
later to replace Weissmuller in the famous "Tarzan" series, won the 1500-meter contest.

The natatorium became a social-recreationaI center for local people immediately, and 
many important international and national swimming meets were held there. It became 
a factor in moves toward a "Pan-Pacific" philosophy, at least in the area of athletics,

There were, however, problems. Maintenance gradually became less and less efficient. 
The job of superintendent of the natatorium was awarded by the Territorial government 
more on the basis of political loyalty than expertise. Gradually, deterioration set 
in.

After Pearl Harbor, the natatorium was taken over by the army until 1943, and used for 
training purposes. Its physical condition continued to deteriorate, and began to 
take on the proportions of a scandal. In 1949, the natatorium was rehabi I ffated by 
the Territorial government at a cost of $82,000 and subsequently turned over to the 
City and County of Honolulu on J.uly I. The sporadic and inefficient maintenance of 
the memorial continued, however, and today, the natatorium is once again in need of 
extensive rehabilitation, if it is to continue to serve as a major social-recreational 
center. Although officially closed, the pool still attracts -its share of visitors: 
local swimmers, people seek ing-; to experience the ocean-park-beach scene from a 
unique space, and spectators who gather nightly to view a serene sunset*,
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