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Put off thy shoes from off thy feet, for the place whereon
thou standest is holy ground.

– Exodus 3:5

IMPORTANCE OF PLACE
As a young boy in North Carolina, I vividly remember the

centennial of the American Civil War. During the four-years
of that celebration, my family traveled to many battlefield sites
in Virginia — and, ultimately, to Gettysburg. It was there that
I developed an appreciation of the importance of place in
American history. Gettysburg was no mere birthplace of a
governor or poet — it was, in fact, holy ground in our midst,
ground consecrated by the blood of freedom-loving Americans.

Those moments of revelation on the farmlands of
Pennsylvania — deeply moving even to a twelve-year-old —
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View of the southern tip of Ford Island,
looking southwest during the lull

between attack waves. While Hangar 6
burns out of control, the wreckage of
OS2Us and PBY-3s litters the aprons

and ramps south and east of the
hangar. In the foreground lie Hangar 38

at far left (cruiser and battleship
floatplanes) and Hangar 54 at right

(home to VP-23 and VP-24). (NARA)

came to me that summer of 1962, and remain embedded in my
consciousness today. As the years have passed, I am in-
creasingly aware of the transitory nature of the American peo-
ple and how divorced we have come to be from our history,
and how we have lost, in large measure, a critical sense of
place that is indispensable to any attempt to appreciate, fully,
our past, our present, and who we are as Americans.

OAHU AND FORD ISLAND 
AS A BATTLEFIELD

During my first trip to Hawaii in 1991, I was captivated
by the tropical allure of these islands, being glued to the
right-side windows of the aircraft, drinking in the beautiful
blues and greens of Oahu as we passed south of the island.
Instinctively, however, my mood shifted after the plane

reversed course for the landing at Honolulu International
Airport. Coming in low over the water from the west, I
strained to peer out of the opposite windows of the aircraft
and glimpsed the sights that I recalled so well from the pre-
war and wartime photography of Oahu — Hickam Field,
almost frozen in time, with its magnificent Art Deco hangar
line… and, farther off in the distance, the lochs of Pearl
Harbor, splayed up to the north, with a dominant feature at
center — Ford Island.

At that moment, I came at once, and forever after, to
view the island of Oahu as a battlefield, just as surely as the
ground at Yorktown, Gettysburg, Château-Thierry, the
beaches of Normandy, the waters of the Mekong Delta, the
sands of Iraq and Afghanistan, and a host of other places —
both well known and totally forgotten. Here in Hawaii, Ford
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