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The View Across the 21st Century Peninsula
The modern landscape of  Mōkapu Peninsula is an expression of  Marine Corps order.  Administration 
complexes, training and operations facilities, and Runway 4/22 and its hangars speak to the military 
mission.  New family neighborhoods, commercial centers, and Klipper Golf  Course serve the 
community of  Marines, Sailors, and their families.    

Underlying this landscape is a foundation of  times past from not so long ago.  In the decades before 
World War II, Mōkapu Peninsula was home to a community of  hard-laboring farmers and ranchers, 
weekend fishermen, and Honolulu families relaxing at their country beach homes; workers cared for 
exotic birds at a government game farm, and manned radio towers run by Pan American Airways.  This 
book recounts the stories of  this community, of  the people who worked, lived, and played at Mōkapu 
Peninsula before it was transformed into the military landscape of  today.
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Mōkapu at the Time of Western Contact

Portion of J.D. Dana’s map of O‘ahu,  
showing detail of Mōkapu Peninsula.  

This was the first geological map created of 
any portion of Hawai‘i.  The yellow denotes an 
elevated coral plain, the pink refers to basaltic 

lava, and red marks volcanic tuff cones.

J.D.  Dana’s map of O’ahu, with an overlay  
of traditional Hawaiian district boundaries.  
At the time of Western Contact, each island was divided 
into districts; and each district was subdivided into 
political-social units called ahupua‘a.  The archetypal 
ahupua‘a extended from the ocean to the mountains, and 
thus contained the wide range of resources to support an 
economically independent community. 

B ritish Captain James Cook made landfall in Hawai‘i in 1778, the first documented 
Western contact with the islands.  He was followed in short order by European 
and American explorers and traders whose interests were far different from what 

existed in Hawai‘i.  These newcomers entered into economic activities that included cattle 
ranching, collecting natural resources like sandalwood that had a world market, and setting 
up shop in growing urban centers like Honolulu.  

Mōkapu, and Kāne‘ohe, in general, were far from the attentions of  foreigners.  It was not 
until the U.S. Exploring Expedition of  1840-1841 that Kāne‘ohe Bay and its environs were 
documented in detail.  Scientists of  the expedition, like geologist James Dwight Dana, were 
intrigued by the natural history of  the islands.
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Mōkapu in the 19th Century

He‘eia and Kāne‘ohe Ahupua‘a. 
Note that the pass across the Ko‘olau Range at  
Nu‘uanu Pali falls within the southern corner of Kāne‘ohe.

I n the first decades after Western Contact, Honolulu was the nexus of  interchange between 
Hawaiians and foreigners.  On remote Mōkapu Peninsula, separated from the urban 
Honolulu milieu by the high, sheer Pali, life continued in the cycle of  subsistence farming 

and fishing.  However, changes in Hawaiian social, political, and religious life were on horizon, 
and these would not leave the  peninsula untouched.

A fundamental event in the mid-1800s had a 
profound effect on Hawaiians.  All lands were 
divided among the king (as Crown Lands), the high 
chiefs, and the government through a process called 
the Mahele, which bestowed fee simple title on 
land.  On Mōkapu Peninsula, these changes were 
manifested in a division of  the peninsula into three 
sections that were owned by two ali‘i (chiefs) and the 
king, Kauikeaouli (Kamehameha III). 

Maka‘āinana (commoners) were also given the 
opportunity to claim lands that they used.  Over 25 
individuals made claims for land on the peninsula, 
testifying that they were planting sweet potato and 

gourd, and growing pandanus trees; one 
claim was for lo‘i (wetland taro field) in 
Ulupa‘u ‘ili.  Several claims were for pa‘akai 
(salt), which could be a reference to the 
salt pans east of  Kaluapuhi Pond.  None 
of  the claims were awarded, so the entire 
peninsula remained in the hands of  the 
two ali‘i and the Crown.



6

Prior to the Mahele, there are few accounts of  the people of  Mōkapu.  However, there must have been a sufficiently sizeable 
community: a Catholic church was established on the peninsula in the late 1830s or early 1840s.  According to the records of  the 
Catholic diocese, the first baptismal ceremony at Mōkapu took place in 1841.  In 1844, the stone edifice of  St. Catherine’s Church 
rose on the high ground of  Keawanui on the western edge of  Mōkapu (in the area now called Pali Kilo).  It was constructed on a 
site that had been an ancient heiau (temple) dedicated to the Hawaiian gods Kū and Hina.  St. Catherine’s was abandoned in the late 
1850s after plague and migration decimated the peninsula population.  The church was moved to a location at He‘eia across the bay.  
Church members, friends, and family carried coral stones and blocks by hand and canoe from the Mōkapu site to the new church, 
what is now St. Ann’s Church.

This photograph in the 
collections of the Hawaiian 
Historical Society is tied to 

Mōkapu Peninsula by only a 
hand-written caption in the 
margin: “Heiau at Mokapu 
Point, Oahu.”  If this is the 

heiau at Keawanui, which is 
the only known temple on 

the peninsula, then the pillar-
like structures and mounded 

rock on the left side of the 
photograph could be remains 

of St. Catherine’s Church.

Heiau at Mōkapu Point.
Photograph by  

Eduard Arning, 1886.
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The Landscape in the Early 20th Century

T he Mōkapu of  the first decades of  the 20th century was a 
landscape of  small farms and cattle.  Japanese truck farmers tended 
fields in almost all of  the tillable land of  the peninsula, including 

inside Ulupa‘u Crater.  The main cattle operation was Kaneohe Ranch in the 
eastern portion of  the peninsula; Robert Davis and later Arthur H. Rice, Sr., 
had their own smaller herds in the former ‘ili of  Mōkapu.  Scattered wild 
lands were covered in kiawe, hau, and haole koa trees, and lantana and feral 
tomatoes were rampant.

In the late 1920s and through the 1930s, while cattle continued to graze 
on the Kaneohe Ranch lands of  eastern Mōkapu, the face of  the western 
peninsula changed.  On the north and west sides of  Halekou Fishpond, the 
Territorial government established a farm devoted to propagating exotic 
game birds.  The ‘ili of  Mōkapu became the “Fisherman’s Paradise” of  the 
Mokapu Tract Subdivision.  In 1934, a Pan American radio facility rose on 
the top of  the sand dunes east of  Pyramid Rock.

Cattle on the Kāne‘ohe Bay shore, 1938.

Truck farm in the western peninsula, 1939. Weekend home in Mokapu Tract Subdivision.
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On June 1, 1893, a terse statement “We commenced today doing business under the name of  Kaneohe Ranch” opened the first ledger for the new Kaneohe 
Ranch.  Two years later, the ranch was incorporated, with J.P. Mendonça and C. Bolte as the only shareholders.  They started with a herd based on imported 
Angus cattle purchased from James I. Dowsett, one of  the founders of  the ranching industry in Hawai‘i.  Horses, sheep, and goats rounded out the livestock 
assets. At its beginning, the ranch had a shepherd’s house and two windmills and tanks on the peninsula. 

Mendonça, one of  the most successful ranchers on the island, and his partner Bolte had been leasing the former Kāne‘ohe Ahupua‘a lands of  Queen Kalama 
since at least 1890.  Charles C. Harris, a justice in the Hawaiian Supreme Court, had bought Kalama’s land, fishponds, fishing rights, and livestock after she 
died in 1870.  His daughter, Nannie Roberta Harris, inherited his estate in 1881.  By 1905, however, Nannie had married David Rice and was living in Boston, 
Massachusetts, leaving the property with Kaneohe Ranch, which now included James B. Castle as a shareholder.  In 1917, Castle’s son, Harold K.L. Castle, 
purchased the ranch and established the long-lived connection with Kāne‘ohe (as well as Kailua) that continues to the present.

On the western side of  the peninsula, Wally Davis also ran cattle and horses.  This operation was taken over by Arthur H. Rice, Sr., around 1915.  Rice shipped 
cattle to the market in Honolulu:  the cattle were 
driven into a corral on the edge of  Kāne‘ohe Bay 
near Davis Point, then herded into the water and 
lifted into a market-bound steamer by pulleys.  In 
later years, cattle were rounded up and herded 
across the Pali in a day-long drive.  

The Landscape of Ranching

Cowboys at Mōkapu.
Photograph by Eduard Arning, 1886.
Although there was no formal ranch 

company until 1895 when Kaneohe 
Ranch was incorporated, this 1886 

photograph indicates a longer history of 
cattle ranching on Mōkapu Peninsula. 
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I n the 1920s, the peninsula was a private holding with no access to the general public, and there were few permanent 
residents.  Wally Davis and the Date family lived at Davis Point in southwestern Mōkapu.  Some Japanese farmers had 
homes on the peninsula, but many lived in Kailua or Kāne‘ohe and came to the peninsula only to work their fields.  

Harold Castle and his family spent weekends at their beach home on the north shore.  Dr. George Straub and members of  the 
Kawainui Shooting Club were periodic visitors to their places along the Kailua Bay frontage.  The supervisor of  the Territorial 
Game Farm had a residence at Halekou Fishpond.

Mōkapu in 1928.
The buildings 
(orange squares) 
and roads are 
taken from a 1928 
USGS topographic 
map.  The base 
map is by F.W. 
Thrum, 1892.

Living on the Peninsula:  the 1920s
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Living on the Peninsula: the 1930s

Mōkapu Places 
and Place Names
New residents on the peninsula, 
unfamiliar with earlier names for 
places, gave new names based on 
local associations. Based on its 
off-shore profile, Kekepa Island 
became Turtle, or Turtle Back, 
Island.  Kū‘au became Pan Am 
Beach, or Big Wave, to ocean-
loving teenagers. Pu‘u Hawai‘i 
Loa was known simply as “The 
Hill.”

T he 1930s was a decade of  change on the peninsula.  Although cattle still grazed and farmers still cultivated in the eastern peninsula, the 
Mokapu Tract Subdivision changed the face of  the west.  What had once been an isolated outpost for truck farmers, Kaneohe Ranch 
cowboys, and the Davis family became a vacation retreat for well-to-do city dwellers, and brought new possibilities for middle-class families 

looking for a chance to own land in the country.
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On watersnakes and mud:
Sumner Cove was relatively calm but as you progressed up to Pyramid Rock the 
water and cliff areas were treacherous so we had to abide by the rules set down 
by our folks that we were not to go in that direction. We did all of our excursions 
and playing further south to the pier and Davis Point. …

When we were kids over here [near the pier], there were a lot of watersnakes 
and this was all muddy.  If you disturbed the bottom it was very soft, with silt 
bottoms.  This area from Davis Point to Sumner Cove, at low tide you could 
walk out three quarters of a mile from the shore line to the water...walking out 
toward Kekepa Island from Sumner Cove. This was all mud.   Henry Thompson, 
1981 – Henry’s family visited his uncle Jimmy Lemon at his house on Pali Kilo

On loli (sea cucumber) as squirt guns:
They did eat loli and I ate some too, but I never cared for it you know.  But we 
had more fun just playing squirt gun.  All the kids would fight with the water.  We 
didn’t have water pistols, we used loli.   Lucia White-Whitmarsh, 1995

On mud and cars:
This all over here used to be swamp.  And when I say 
swamp it was a lot of water and stuff and when it 
rained the water was all hanging.  What the people 
would do with their cars is go run up and down the 
swamp and slide, jam on the brakes and you’d just 
slide in the mud all the way around inside here.  That 
was their recreation with the car, and in those days 
you had Model T and Model A Fords is what they 
used. The older kids did it…I didn’t ‘cause I didn’t 
drive.  Leroy Gilliland, 2013

On playing Tarzan and Robin Hood:
Next to our lot [near Davis Point] before you got to the market [at the Mōkapu 
gate], there were these huge, huge hau trees, all big hau trees and as kids we 
used to call that our forest.  We used to go in there, you could go for all over the 
creation without even touching the ground. Because you know how the hau 
grows and it was, you know, talk about Tarzan and Robin Hood or whatever.  Oh, 
as kids we used to go in there and smoke.  We were terrible, but anyway we had 
big tree houses and you know growing up.  Kina‘u Boyd Kamali‘I, 1981 – the Boyd 
family had a house near Davis Point

On Arthur Rice:
Arthur Hyde Rice … oh he was really, really nice, nice to 
us.  We were just kids but, I know he would take us out 
in his car when he’d go over there, throw net, catch fish, 
and on the way coming back, he’d be picking us up, we’re 
riding or walking on the road, you know.  Just for a short 
while but just because being nice to us give us a couple of 
moi.   Mitsuo Uchibori, 1995 – the Uchiboris had a farm in 
eastern Mōkapu

On going home:
In those days we…did a lot of card “Come Out” playing, 
which is like Trumps.  Lot of card playing, listening to the 
radio, talk story.  Listen to The Shadow – that was a big deal.  
In fact, when we would go home [to Kaimuki] at night we 
would plan it so that the program is pau before we would go 
home.  Otherwise, you’d be driving up the Pali and we didn’t 
want to miss the program so we’d wait until it was pau, then 
we’d go home; when it’s like on Sunday evening to come 
home.  Leroy Gilliland, 2013
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Mōkapu Happenings:  A Snapshot by Decades

Cleaning birds at Moku Manu Island, 1886.

1840s Members of  the U.S. Exploring Expedition drew the first detailed map of  Mōkapu. 
St. Catherine’s Catholic Church was built on the site of  a heiau on Keawanui; the first 
baptism was held in 1841.

1850s In the Mahele, Abenera Pākī received the ahupua‘a of  He‘eia, including Mōkapu ‘ili, 
and Hazaleleponi Kalama received the ahupua‘a of  Kāne‘ohe, including the ‘ili of  
Heleloa and Ulupa‘u.  Kamehameha III received the ‘ili of  Kuwa‘aohe in the center of  
the peninsula, and Halekou and Kaluapuhi Ponds, as Crown Lands.
In 1856, Pākī died, and his holdings on Mōkapu were acquired by John and William 
Sumner.

1870s Kalama died in 1870 and her Mōkapu land was acquired by her partner, Charles C. 
Harris in 1876.

1880s Charles C. Harris died in 1881, and his daughter Nannie inherited his estate. 
William Sumner died in 1885, leaving Mōkapu to his brother John.
Eduard Arning took photographs at Mōkapu in 1886.

1890s J.P. Mendonça leased lands, including Mōkapu, from Nannie Harris for ranching.
John Sumner assigned the ‘ili of  Mōkapu to his nephew Robert (Wally) Davis through 
a trust in 1892.  Sumner was living in Tahiti with his wife Ninito at the time; they 
returned to Hawai‘i in 1897.
Kaneohe Ranch was established in 1893, and was formally incorporated as Kaneohe 
Ranch Company, Limited, in December 1895.

1900s In 1907, James B. Castle bought stock in Kaneohe Ranch.  Nannie Harris had, by this 
time, married David Rice and was living in Boston.

1910s In 1910, A.V. and Addie Gear started an initially successful but short-lived commercial 
cotton plantation on 464 acres leased from Wally Davis.
In 1915, John Sumner died at the Mōkapu home of  Wally Davis. Around this same 
time, Arthur Rice acquired a lease on Heleloa ‘ili. 
In 1917, Harold K.L. Castle bought Kaneohe Ranch from Nannie Rice.
In 1918, the U.S. Army established Kuwaaohe Military Reservation on 322 acres in the 
middle of  the peninsula; it was de-activated after World War I and leased for ranching.  

1920s In 1921, the Territory of  Hawai‘i established a game bird farm on 345 acres on the 
north side of  the fishponds.
A private club for shooting was set up at what is now Fort Hase Beach.
In 1927, the U.S. Army began construction of  Battery Kuwaaohe on the west rim of  
Ulupa‘u Crater.
In 1928, the Game Farm acquired two pairs of  nēnē from Big Island breeders.

Harold Castle and herd behind Heleloa Dune.
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