HAWAIIAN HEROES:

AMERICA’S FIRST BATTLE OF THE PACIFIC WAR

RICHARD J. CAPPELLINO
KAUA'T COMMUNITY COLLEGE

UNIVERSITY OF HAWAI'l 5YSTEM

SOCIETY FOR MILITARY HISTORY
2013 CONFERENCE, NEW ORLEANS, LA

MARCH 15, 2013



Ni‘thau; The Forbidden Isle. For most, | myself included, this tropical paradise is
nothing more than a mystery seventesn miles from the shoreline of the Hawaiian Island of
Kaua‘i. For others, it is a short-lived and very expensive once-in-a-lifetime getaway. Yet, fora
few, Ni‘ihau is both home and a way of life that dates back to the early years of the Hawaiian
Monarchy. To this day, Ni‘ihau remains off-limits to visitors unless permission is granted by its
proprietors, the Robinson Family, Not even the celebrity status of rock star Mick Jagger is
enough to gamer this prestigious consent. From time-to-time, numerous foreigners, including
mariners, missionaries, and even crew members of Captain Cook’s Endeavour, have innocently
landed upon the island’s beaches. In 1941, however, the welfare of this tiny island"s population
was tested for the first time with the crash-landing of a Japanese pilot following the Pearl Harbor
raid* This event would later become known as the “The Battle of Ni*ihau.”

Ni‘thau is the westernmost island of the Hawaiian chain. Measuring eighteen miles long
and six miles wide, it is inhabited by Native Hawaiians who live in isolation as ranchers and
farmers. Ni*ihau was property of the Hawaiian Monarchy until it was sold by King
Kamehameha V to the Sinclair Family in 1864, The Sinclairs settled in, and although Ni*ihau
was now the possession of haoles, the island’s livelihood remained unaffected. Custody of
Ni‘ihau was eventually passed to Aubrey Robinson, grandson of Eliza Sinclair —one of the
island’s original procurers. Although Aubrey steadily reduced the number of Ni‘thau's
pecupants, he never altered the operation. © Even through changing times and technological

advancements, Ni*thau's neolithic roots endured.
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Following Aubrey’s passing in 1936, the family operation fell to his son, Aylmer.
Aylmer Robinson, the island’s new superintendent, chose not to live on Niihau but rather on
neighboring Kaua'i, and commute weekly via sampan® When Pear] Harbor was attacked on
December 7, 1941, Aylmer was at home on Kaua'i, and lacking radio communication, was
unable to notify the Ni‘ithauans, Also, in the aftermath of the raid, the Hawai'i Naval
Commander ordered all boats off the water, meaning Ayvlmer would have to wait for approval to
sail to Ni‘ihaw® With no knowledge of the attack on Oahu or the looming war with the Japanese,
Ni*ihaw's residents continued fiving their conventional lives.

During the planning stages of the Pearl Harbor attack. a contingency for disabled aircraft
was studied by Imperial Navy Commander Mitsuo Fuchida, With great consideration, Fuchida
declared that Ni‘ihau's flat terrain and low populous would make it a favorable site for impaired
planes to ditch, The Imperial Navy would then dispatch a submarine to the coast for crew
rescue. As it turned out, J-74, the submarine tasked with this operation was called away to
support the Oahu raid well before any Japanese fighters neared the Ni*ihau coastline.” Had this
not occurred, The Battle of Ni‘ihau may have been nothing more than a brush with paradise.

Imperial Mavy First Air Petty Officer Shigenori Nishikaichi was an airman from the
Japanese Carrier Hirvii, His squadron, commanded by Licutenant Sumio Nono, was part of the
second wave set 1o attack Kaneohe Naval Air Station and Bellows Field.* Nano's squadron of
Zeros departed Hiryit at -15AM and successfully executed its mission over southeastern Oahu.”

As the Zeros maneuvered for return to the carriers, they were met with American resistance and
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a dogfight ensued.'” During the altercation, Nishikaichi’s plane was struck six times, including
one direct hit o his fuel tsnk. Damaged but still maintaining altitude, Nishikaichi navigated his
plane to the meeting point. He arrived at 10:00AM but no other Japanese fighters were 1o be
seen, Disheartened, he continued flying westward, where he was eventually joined by another
Zero also damaged during the raid; this piloted by Airmian 2™ Class Saburo Ishii.'' Nishikaichi
figured that if they could make it to Ni‘thau Island, they could later rendezvous with the rescue
submanne.

Asx the planes neared Ni‘ihau and reduced altitude, Nishikaichi viewed houses along the
western coast of the island. Looking closer, he observed natives making their way to church,
These were the residents of Ni‘ihau’s village, Pu*uwai.'? While Nishikaichi scanned the plains
for a safe place to land, the other Zero pilot chose rather to return to Oahu. Shortly after banking
east, Ishii’s plane, already low on fuel, dove sharply and crashed into the ocean. Nishikaichi was
once again alone.”

It was after 1:00 PM when Shigenor Nishikaichi angled his aircraft into its final descent
towards an open pasture near Pu'uwai.' By this time, the inhabitants had been well aware of the
distressed plane flying overhead. One of the villagers even identified the markings on the
aircraft as anmmse-"‘ Just as the Zero was about 1o touch down, its landing gear canght & wire
fence, ripping it from the fuselage. The plane dug into the hard soil, knocking Nishikaichi

unconscious before coming to rest.” Observing the crash from his ranch house was Howard
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Kalechano. Firstio arrive on the scene, Kaleohano freed the comatose pilot and pulled him from
the cockpit. He then searched the pilot, confiscating both his pistol and documents,"’

Howard Kaleohano was not originally of Ni‘ihaw, but rather the Big Island. There. he
was educated, then traveled to Ni‘ithau in 1931 to visit his sister. Later, he acquired permission
from Avimer Robinson to remain on the island permanently as a ranch hand. '* Because of his
education, Kaleohano was among the best English-speakers on Ni‘ihau, which happened 1o be
the language the pilot first spoke upon regaining conscicusness, “Are yvou a Japanese?”
Nishikaichi asked. “No, | am a Hawaiian,” Kaleohano replied.' The two conversed shortly,
then Kaleohano brought the dazed aviator to his house where he was fed. Nishikaichi offered
both Japanese money and cigareties for the hospitality, but Kaleohano politely declined. **

Needing an interpreter, Kaleohano called upon Ishimatsu Shintani. Shintani moved to
Hawai‘i from Japan in 1900 and shortly thereafter relocated to Ni‘ihau where he was employed
as a beekeeper. Shintani married a native Ni*ihauan and together they raised three children. *'
Although his children were eligible for US Citizenship, us wife was stripped of hers and he was
restricted because he was an issei, or first-generation Japanese immigrant.™ Therefore, Shintani
was hesitant to fulfill the request 1o translate for the pilot. He spoke with Nishikaichi only
momentasily before hastily deparfing. Since Shintani was of no use to Kalechano, he sought the

assistance of the Haradas.
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Yoshio Harada was bomn on the island of Kaua'i in 1903, Being a nisel, or second-
generation Japanese immigrant, he was awarded citizenship with his birth; however, his parents
were barred because of their am&-’.l.ry-ﬂ Early in his 30°s, Yoshio mamed Trene Tanaka, the
Hawai'i-bom daughter of Japanese immigrants, In 1939, the Haradas were contracted by
Avlmer Robinson to work on Ni‘thau for a period of five years, Once settled in. life was simple,
a5 Irene managed the general store and Yoshio worked as a beckeeper.™ This all changed the
day they were summoned 10 Howard Kaleohano's house. Following mtroductions, the pilot and
Haradas spoke extensively in Japanese; at which point Nishikaichi explained his situation,
detailing Japan’s raid on Oahu and how he crash-landed on Ni‘thau, Not wanting to jeopardize
their status with the Hawaiians, the Harsdas kept the disclosare 1o themselves™ At nightfall,
Nishikaichi was treated to a luau by the residents. A large meal was served and music followed.
Even though his rescue party was nowhere 1o be seen, Nishikaichi refused 1o surrender hope that
it would show.”™’

Avimer Robinson was expected to arrive on December 8 as part of his weekly visit to
Ni*ihau; Nishikaichi was transported from Pu‘uwai village, north to Ki‘i landing where he
would be handed off for transfer (o Kaua'i. The Hawaiians waited several hours but Avimer
never appeared. The next day, the pilot was again taken to Ki‘i and still no Aylmer.™ As his
escorts pondered the fate of their carctaker, Nishikaichi questioned the absence of his rescue
party. He grew frustrated and nervous, and his conversations with Yoshio Harada became more

personal: speaking of Japan's growing empire and predicting victory over the United States in
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war. Mishikaichi knew il there was anyone on Ni‘ithau he could win over, the Haradas were it,
And knowing there was strength in numbers, Ishimatsu Shintani, oo, was needed. ™

Refore an offensive could be executed, Nishikaichi needed to destroy any intelligence
that would endanger his homeland. This included both his confiscated documents and aircraft.
Friday afternoon, December 12, Yoshio Harada instructed Shintani to confront Howard
Kaleohano and obtain the pilot's papers. ™ Shintani arrived at Kaleohano's house and demanded
the documents, claiming that he was going to destroy them: Kalechano refused. Disturbed by
the response, Shintani asked onee more, this time offering $200. ' Howard. again, turned down
the request, and with no other alternative, Shintani stormed away,

Because Shintani had failed to peacefully recover the papers. a more forceful sapproach
was needed. While Irene Harada kept the prisoner’s chaperones entertained, Yoshio went to a
neighboring home and removed two firearms, placing them in hiding outside a nearby
warehouse. When he returned, Nishikaichi requested to use the bathroom and was escorted
outside by Yoshio Harada and one other Ni‘thauan, Hanaiki Nian. Harada cleverly diverted the
men to the warehouse, whereupon the traitors revealed the weapons then hastily locked Niau
inside the building. ™ Moments later. Niau's wife, Loisa, pulled up 1o the warehouse in her
wagon, The two men angrily pointed the guns at her, and seizing the wagon, commanded she
take them to Howard Kaleohano's house,™

The earfier exchange with Shintani had left Howard Kaleohano anxious, so when the

Japanese arrived at his front gate with arms, his suspicions of rouble were confirmed. As the
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mwo men made their way onto the property, Howard bolied over a lava wall, barely escaping a
shotgun blast.™ He ran straight to the village center to alert the residents of danger, then
procecded to Ni*iahu's highest peak, Mount Pani“au. to light a signal fire. With Kaleohano
gone, the rebels ravaged his home in search of the documents. ¥ Unsuccessful in their pursuit,
they set both Kaleohano’s house and the Japanese Zero ablaze, then proceeded to Purwwai.
There, Harada and Nishikaichi terrorized the residents as they searched for Howard, Wandering
through the village in the early hours of the moming, they fired their weapons demanding he
reveal himself., This led many frightened Ni*ihauans to seek shelter away from their homes into
the thicket.™

Just after midnight on Saturday, December 13, Howard Kalechano had reached Mount
Pani*au to find a signal fire already burning; this started by other concerned Ni‘ihauans. Fearing
this may not have been enough to alert the residents of Kaua'i, he suggested they instead sail to
the island immediately.”® He, along with five men, traversed to Ki'i landing and readied a craft
for the transit. They embarked at 12:30 AM and paddled east owards the Garden Isle, landing
on the shore of Waimea town 15 hours later.™ The men were promptly taken to the Waimea
Palice Station where they contacted Aylmer Robinson. Aylmer arrived shonly thereafter and
listened to Kaleohano described the siuation.” Concerned for his residents, Aylmer alerted

Kaua‘i District Army Commander [Lieutenant Colonel] Eugene Fitzgerald. Fitzgerald requested
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Lieutenant Jack Mizuha lead a band of soldiers to Nitihau, The expedition squad, along with
Aylmer Rehinson and the Ni*thauans, departed Waimea at 6:00 PM Saturday evening ™'

Back in Pu*uwai, the panic continued. By sunrise on Sunday moming. most of the
inhabitants had fled the village. Afer daylight, however, in an attempt to secure rations for the
now refugees, Ben and Ells Kanahele started back for their house.™ Their mission ended
quickly as they were discovered by Harada and Nishikaichi and taken hostage, The Japanese
pilot demanded Ben Kanahele help him search for Howard Kaleohano. Although Ben knew that
Howard had left for Kaua'i earlier that moming, he agreed, fearing the safety of both him and his
wife. Together they hunted for Howard, but as late moming neared, frustrations grew and
patience wore thin.® 1t was then, in a moment of opportunity that Ben Kanahele chose 10 act
against his agpressors.

During a weapons exchange between Harada and Nishikaichi, Ben Kanahele sprung at
the pilot. As Nishikaichi raised his pistol to Ben, Ella seized his arm. Harada rushed over and
pulled her away, Again, Nishikaichi aimed, and this time shot Ben three times. Injured and
extremely angry. Ben took hold of Nishikaichi, lifted him into the air, and threw him into a lava
rock wall." With the pilot lying on the ground unconscious, Ella took a large rock and
repeatedly struck it against his head.”® Then, to ensure Nishikaichi’s death, Ben Kanahele sliced

his throat with a hunting knife. Watching these events unfold, Harada knew he had no other
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option but to take his own life. He pointed a shotgun at his stomach and pulled the rigger. Not
accounting for the recoil, the first shot missed. Harada's second effort, however, proved fatal, *
The expedition squad from Kaua'i arrived at Pu*wwai Sunday afternoon to find the
incident under control and both men already dead and buned. After a series of questions,
Ishimatsy Shintani and Irene Harada were both placed into custody and transported to Kaua®i,"’
Irene was later imprisoned on the island of O ahu and Shintani sent to an internment camp on the
LS West Coast.™ Novelist William Hallstead has argued that the disloyalty of both Shintani and
the Haradas influenced the decision of the Roosevelt Admimistration to actively pursue
internment of lapancse living in the United States® Even if it did not directly impact
Roosevelt's judgement, his sdministration was aware of the events that occurred on Nitikau
istand.™ Following the War, Ben Kanahele was honored with the Medal of Merit and Purple
Heart for his gallantry. Howard Kalechano, too, was commended for his efforts with the Medal
of Freedom.” Although “The Battle of Ni‘ihau™ is sometimes overlooked in history books or
classroom lectures on World War I1. this great epic survives each genemation of those residing on

the “Forbidden Isle.”
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