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My mother painted a beautiful picture. She said, Oh no, you’re going up there,
and you going see your father and the people, and be taken care. She
painted this beautiful picture. So it made it kinda easy for me. But I remember
that day when we were going all the children were crying.
Aloha mai kakou, I’m Leslie Wilcox of PBS Hawaii. Welcome to Long Story Short,
on location in Kalaupapa, Moloka‘i. This is the lush yard and the home of
Norbert Kaiama Palea, who was banished to the Hansen’s Disease settlement
here at the age of five, in the year 1947, without, he says, even a diagnosis of
leprosy. Just a small mosquito bite that alarmed authorities because of the times
of fear and dread in Honolulu. On this lovely day in 2009, Norbert Kaiama Palea
is the youngest patient at Kalaupapa, 68 years old. It’s one of the nicest homes
in Kalaupapa, a tribute to the nurturing of its owner, Norbert Kaiama Palea. It’s a
far cry from his first remembrance of life inside the system, a bad memory of his
introduction to life as a Hansen’s Disease patient.
What’s your first memory?
My first memory was the old Kalihi Hospital. Think of an old concentration camp,
like they had in Stalag 17; that’s what it reminded me of. It was like ten feet
high, and it had barbed wires all around the fence. And we were staying there,
and because we moved later to Hale Mohalu in Pearl City in 1949 because of
the soap factory that was there. So Kalihi was the receiving station for all the
people that lived within the islands.
First, back up. How did you get to the receiving center in Kalihi?
All I know is I was in school one day. And I remember my auntie coming and
talking to my mom in Hawaiian and said, Oh, Kaiama has to go to the mai pake
place in Kalihi. Mai pake means Hansen’s Disease. I remember that. And next
minute I know, I’m already in this hospital. I’m in Kalihi.
Was your family scared when they heard you had to go the hospital?
No, no. They used to come and visit me, before I came here. I stayed there
about three months.
And how old are you at this time?
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I’m five years old. This is February the 10th, 1947.
And why did you get sent?
Well, because I had a little mosquito bite on my ear, and because I had my
father who was here in Kalaupapa, who I never saw in my life, they thought, Oh,
it’s leprosy already. So there were about twenty-six of us. We were all sent to
Kalihi.
And you were there to be diagnosed? Or—
No, we were not there to be diagnosed, because there’s hundreds of people.
There’s so many patients coming in all the time, constantly.
So basically, when you had a mosquito bite, before you had a diagnosis of—
Yes.
—Hansen’s Disease—
I wasn’t diagnosed.
—you were in a place full of people who—
Full of people with Hansen’s Disease. And not only Hansen’s Disease because in
the early—late 30s the prevalent disease in Hawaii was tuberculosis. This is why
we have the hospital in Leahi.
M-hm.
So lot of the patients that came here had tuberculoi—tuber—[INDISTINCT], and
leprosy, they called that. It’s two, because it’s combined with tuberculosis and
leprosy.
So do you think you had Hansen’s Disease? Was that what—
No.
—that was?
I don’t think it was a mosquito bite, my mom said. I believe that. I don’t believe
I had the sickness, because from there, there was a shipman—what I remember
about Kalihi was the monkey shows, we called that. And lot of people ‘til this
day, the doctors in Hawaii, they don’t like us to remember that.
Monkey shows? What’s that?
The monkey show is like, they strip you and I have the pictures of it. All you have
is a little napkin in the front of you. Women too, they only have just little napkins
here. And you would walk this plank. And the doctors would come around
and—not doctors—just people who would look around—
Look all over you?
—and probe all over you. And that was really demeaning. They rob you of all
your dignity. So lot of people couldn’t, they would just throw a fit.
You remember doing that at age five?
I remember doing that. To me, I was nonchalant about it. I just you just go
through the motions and get it over with. Because they said, the sooner you get
over with it, but you see everybody crying, and oh, I don’t want to go do that.
Because they were finding things on their bodies?
No; because these were perfect strangers.
Oh.
And the women, especially. So I said, Ah, just go through it and get it over with,
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because I still remember the older people used to tell me. I guess because I was
young and absorb everything real fast. You have to grow up quick.
When you were five years old, do you remember thinking—
I remember—
—I’m not gonna be with my family again? Did you know that?
[SIGH] Not at that time.
You thought you were going home afterwards?
No. Later on when my mom came and visit me, she said, Oh, Kaiama, you’re
gonna go to Kalaupapa. [INDISTINCT] Then I said, You mean, where all the
leprosy patients are? Now, already, I knew of the place, because in school,
they talk about it, when I was a youngster. And then …
And they didn’t talk about it like it was a disease. They talked about it like it was
a death sentence, and something—
Yeah.
—very dirty, right?
Something very dirty, unclean. So at that moment, I didn’t really, [INDISTINCT].
Only thing, my mother painted a beautiful picture. She said, Oh, no, you’re
going up there, and you going see your father and the people, and be taken
care. She painted this beautiful picture. So it made it kinda easy for me. But I
remember that day when we were going all the children were crying.
You weren’t crying?
No. They were screaming. Oh, I don’t want to go there. Because they know
they’re gonna die already. They know, and I knew I was gonna go there. But
before that happened when my mother used to visit every weekend, she would
come here and she would explain things to me.
And she already had a husband here, so—
Yes.
—she knew.
She knew what that meant. So my mother used to say, Kaiama, the day when
you go, when you get on the plane, whatever you do, don’t you turn around,
now. And you sing, because you have a beautiful voice. Sing to all these kids.
So I used to just be singing to them; I never think anything. And then when I
used to go [INDISTINCT] to do all the songs. They tell me [INDISTINCT] sing any
song, I would just get all the words and sing to them. So now, the day we were
gonna depart I remember, my mother was way over there. They cannot stay
close to us, like at least fifty feet away. Even at the visitors place. I’m sitting
here, there’s the hedges, another hedges, and then they’re way over there.
And you scream across. And there’s a little small chicken wire fence above, but
you had to yell across. Because they’re afraid that maybe your saliva might
[INDISTINCT].
And you—
That’s how ignorant people. [chuckle]
And you were just a little boy.
Yeah; so I kinda was prepared for it. So when I go to the airport, I mean, some
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of them are still living. Some of them are living outside now. And they say,
Norbert [INDISTINCT]. Norbert, you remember that day we was all crying, and
you was singing to us, and said, Don’t worry about it. [chuckle] I say, Yeah,
maybe I was little too naïve. But no, I didn’t have that. As I said, my name
Kaiama. When I was a child, only about a year old my grandfolks told my mom
I’m gonna be taken away from her. Just like that. So they said they going give
me the name Kaiama, means strong. Like the ama in the ocean—the balance.
—on the canoe.
Keep things balanced, even though—even you’re not going [INDISTINCT] and
all that. And I believe that, of the name.
And you had some proud lineage.
Yes, because my family and as a youngster, I remember my sister, she says, You
know, Norbert, just remember who you are and where you came from. Don’t
be high maka maka, you know, [INDISTINCT] you come from alii family.
[INDISTINCT] To be alii, you must be humble.
What’s the alii connection?
My great-grandfather and Queen Lili'uokalani’s mother are brother and sister.
That’s our connection.
So when you received the name Kaiama, and they knew you had to be strong,
and they said you’d be taken away, what was that all about?
My name is Norbert, but all my brothers and sisters, my family, they don’t call me
Norbert. Only the family call me that name, so all my brothers and sisters begin
to call me that every time they come. So I become it you know, but they start
calling me that name.
Do you think it was destiny that you came here, fate, or was that—
It was—
—just a lucky guess that somebody thought you were gonna—
It was—
—be taken away?
It was destiny. And I have no regrets about it; none whatsoever. I feel this way;
that the more something sad happens to you, you grow from that. Sadness is a
good thing. Lot of people say, Oh? Sadness changes your whole outlook in life.
So my mother said don’t turn around. So when we got on the plane, I
remember that, just before coming everybody was crying. And I was singing.
And just like they wail. Their crying was above my voice. So I remember I just
looked back. And then I still remember their faces. My mother, they were
crying. In fact, before, they was crying. My mother said, Remember now,
Kaiama, don’t cry, now. And I said, Ma, how come they crying? But nobody’s
crying. I don’t see no tears. But I can feel it . And she said, Oh, because they
love you. My mother had all the answers for everything. She was a wizard.
Was she putting up a good front for you?
My mother was a very strong lady. My mother—she could see anything coming,
before it even happens, she can tell you what’s gonna happen tomorrow.
Here’s a mom who lost her husband and the eleventh—
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Yeah.
—child.
So then my mother was a very strong lady. She believed in God and everything.
So she instilled in me something that no professors of mine that I had over the
years can ever give you that kind of value.
With medication that arrested Hansen’s Disease, Norbert Kaiama Palea went to
college, became a fashion designer, made money, travelled widely—he owns a
condo in Honolulu. But, for him, this, is home. And, it’s a form of heaven.
I went to school, and I got my masters in design. And then that’s when I went
out, go all over in Louisiana and then opened up a shop. But then, I had a
boutique shop [INDISTINCT] at Kahala. Had [INDISTINCT] the Ilikai. Was the first
time I opened up there. So I was doing business [INDISTINCT] and then helping
my family, supported them. [INDISTINCT] But the only thing was, when my
mother got older, she said, Oh I used to run away to go and visit her. And I
always was watching the time, ‘cause when the next shift, they’re gonna make
bed check. [chuckle] We used to live in this individual ones. They would shine
with the light and shine on your bed to see if you’re in. But we escaped already.
And then you get caught, so I faced the judge about three times [INDISTINCT].
It’s you again, Mr. [INDISTINCT]. [chuckle] He said, what is it this time? I said, I
ran away, [INDISTINCT] nowhere to be found. I said, No, I heard them. They
have the intercom. How come they [INDISTINCT]? How come, where were
you? [chuckle] They were looking for you. [INDISTINCT] But I’m a real good
actor. I said, Well, I went onto the top of the building. You’ve seen Hale
Mohalu?
Yes.
That old—
The old building.
—building?
Right.
So I said, I climbed to the top of the building, so I couldn’t hear the [INDISTINCT]
on top of the building, right? What were you doing up there? [INDISTINCT] I
missed my family.
M-hm.
I said, You do anything you want with me. I used that term. Do anything you
want with me, it doesn’t matter, ‘cause I’m wanted to commit suicide. I wasn’t
going commit suicide. I’m too ornery to do that. [chuckle] I said, I wanted to
commit suicide. So you know what the judge did? He says, I’ll pardon you. And
Mr. [INDISTINCT] was so angry because he knew; he’s lying, he’s lying. I says,
Well, I have no excuse for myself. [INDISTINCT] You do anything you want. And
he pardoned me.
That worked more than once?
Yes.
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[chuckle]
About three—
Bad boy.
—four times. [chuckle] But yet, I’m the ringleader for all this.
Your mom, you say, was very strong, and of course, she had other children; you
were the eleventh. But I can’t believe she would have been that strong for—
Well—
—so long, not being with her little boy.
Every time when I used to go home for funerals—and I just went to two recently.
Every year, I’m going down for funerals, there’s so many of us. There’s hundreds
of us. So I go to the funeral, and then my grandnieces, my great-grandnieces,
they say to me, Uncle, every time Grandma used to say, she cry every single
day, even ‘til now. And she—my mother [INDISTINCT], They cheat me of you.
They robbed me.
M-hm.
The relationship [INDISTINCT]. But my brothers and sisters too. And I said, When I
talk about this place and I want to come back, my brothers and sisters, they
going cry. My mother said, You didn’t have the sick, now, remember that. You
did not have the sick. You didn’t do anything wrong.
Can you compare the stigma to something else? ‘Cause, those of us around
today don’t know what it was like then, the fear of leprosy at this time.
I cannot compare anything like that. The thing is this. The worst thing was when
my father was [INDISTINCT]. Norbert, do you know [INDISTINCT]. And he’s talking
to me [INDISTINCT]. Talking story, we’re drinking and we’re drinking [INDISTINCT].
He said, Norbert, the worst pain I ever had in my life? I said, What? He said, I
remember being on a sampan with the cattle.
M-hm.
And the cattle would mess up, we [INDISTINCT] on them, and they’re on this
boat to come to Kalaupapa. He said, When I look back, my mother was
pregnant to my younger brother, I was holding her hand. She says all my
brothers and sisters were there, and my sisters … they were just waiting for my
father. And that was at that time, you were exiled, you’re here to die, never to
see them again. So when you have a funeral and you pass away, at least you
have closure. But this, to be living here knowing that you have children and
family out, and there’s no phones before. Used to have the crank phones. We
had no phones to call to Honolulu. And we couldn’t write letters. They stopped
us. You know that?
They stopped you from writing letters?
Well, they used to fumigate everything. [INDISTINCT] they used to cut the
corners and they used to fumigate it overnight in the fumigation room. And my
father said all the times that they would sterilize them, so they don’t get children
again.
Wow. So how did he do here? He was older and less resilient.
No, no, my father was—
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He had more invested in—
My father was highly respected. [INDISTINCT] I’m blessed. The best parents in
the world. My father was a very intelligent man. And he was a musician, and
he could play any instrument. And then everybody looked up to him. He was a
very humble, soft spoken man. Not like me, I’m kind of talkative. But he was
very soft spoken, and a very humble man.
It sounds like you’ve made the very best of this, and you have appreciation of
abundance, not scarcity. But what about some of the folks who were here at the
same time, who—
Oh.
How … I mean—
[INDISTINCT]
—it can’t be that common a reaction, just acceptance. You must have seen a
lot of defiance—
Oh, I’ve seen—
—and—
—a lot of cry—oh it’s heartbreaking. I’ve seen it. But then, as the years go by,
because we have all these great neighbors here, one word from them, and
they can calm everybody down. Aole, they would say. Don’t think, and don’t
feel that way. This is just a new beginning. Death is a beginning. And while
we’re here, we are not to question why you’re here. It’s not for you or me to
say, Oh, why did you give me this sick? You know what I mean? The thing is,
you accept it and make the best out of it. And then appreciate everything
that’s around you and then one day, you’re gonna see the beauty. Even if they
sent us here look around. He gave us the most beautiful home in the world.
That’s the icing on the cake. I would never [INDISTINCT] change your life. I say,
No, I would never. I’ve learned how to be more loving towards others, be more
compassionate, more wisdom and knowledge. And try to be an inspiration to
others. Not because [INDISTINCT] and then this way I can see somebody
walking by, and I know if something’s wrong with them. I can feel it. I’ve met
thousands of people in my life. [INDISTINCT] Why are you worrying so much?
[INDISTINCT] And they would start talking to me [INDISTINCT] get a divorce. You
can see it on their face.
Kalaupapa patient Norbert Kaiama Palea has attended the funerals of hundreds
of fellow Kalauapapa patients who passed on. He says death is a new
beginning, and funerals are not to be missed.
Can you still feel strong when you go to the funerals? And I know you go to
many, of people you’ve met in the settlement.
Thousands. I go to my—well, let me see. I have seventy-six nieces and
nephews, and one hundred and twenty-six great-grandnieces and nephews,
and another hundred—there’s three hundred and forty-eight nieces and
nephews from my brothers and sisters. My mother has thirty grandchildren from
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my three older sisters; one has ten, one has nine, one has eleven. And greatgrands, there’s so many. And I have many, many uncle and aunties, because
my father comes from a family of eighteen.
So you’re saying—
[INDISTINCT]
—people die of whatever cause, and it’s not just—
It—
—going to funerals of those who had the disease.
When you die, you’re just escalating to another higher level.
You don’t fear death?
You should accept it. Whether you like it or not—you don’t have to accept it,
but whether you like it or not, you don’t know when you’re gonna die, but we’re
all gonna go. But the thing is, why people fear death is they don’t have that
love of caring and sharing to other people. When you’re there, you don’t even
think about it. If I should die tomorrow, so what, as long I know I’ve been good
to every, single human being that you meet, complete strangers. And that’s the
key to me [INDISTINCT] fear. I don’t fear death. It’s inevitable. I mean, knowing
that, if people can accept that thought, it’s inevitable, whether you like it or not.
I don’t care if you’re a king, queen, or whatever; you’re gonna go. When He
calls you, you’re gonna have to go.
Okay; so I’m having trouble grasping that.
No.
You don’t feel bitterness that you got banished to Kalaupapa, even though—
I don’t—I don’t—
—you weren’t a diagnosed patient at the time. Right? I mean, you don’t feel—
My mother; my mother is the one that wrote letters, she was so mad. She said, I
feel like come over there and bomb that place, I want to bomb that hospital
and kill all those people there. My mother. And the more she would say, I said,
Mom, no, don’t feel like that. Because I was taught … I guess [INDISTINCT] from
my grandfolks, Sister Mary [INDISTINCT] because she’s from … [INDISTINCT]. They
say this, The worst thing anybody can do, why you feel all this kind of pain,
anxiety, and all that, is number one there’s three days of fast. The first day, you
forgive yourself for all the people that you hurt. Even those that you cannot
remember, because we say things sometimes we don’t know that we hurt
people’s feelings. And if you take all that back, and then the next day we fast,
and we [INDISTINCT]. I mean, it’s something. My mom is in Honolulu, she’s
[INDISTINCT]. Because simultaneously, we before they even read, we
communicate. So it’s, ESP, whatever you want to call it. But because we’re
living here, my senses are so keen, I can tell if somebody’s sick out there.
You said three things. What’s the third thing? The fast, the dream.
And [INDISTINCT] for everything that you do. And He gives you everything.
[INDISTINCT] how I’m gonna pay my bill? [INDISTINCT] I don’t do that. I don’t
even worry about that kinda stuff. I used to. But through my years of growing
up, from people that I’ve met through my life I guess [INDISTINCT] they tell me
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these things, so I take it to heart. And I never forget what people tell me.
It’s so interesting that there’s such loneliness here, and yet, such a sense of
community too.
You know something?
You never felt lonely?
Never; ever. It’s like this. I’m home here now. Now, I know lot of the people
that’s here. I’m younger than them, right? So I look up to them, I respect them.
Not because I have a better education that I’m better than them; no, I’m not.
I’m their [INDISTINCT], I’m below them. So if I know they’re sick or something, I go
and take something to them. Or give up some of my time and go there. You
don’t have time to grow up by getting sad. To me, when you help other
people, you’re actually helping yourself.
M-m; that makes a lot of sense.
When you do other things for others—like now, I said, Oh, I’m gonna eat lunch, I
don’t want Leslie to [INDISTINCT].
Norbbert Kaiama Palea, taken from his family at the age of five, and banished to
the Hansen’s Disease settlement in Kalaupapa, Moloka’i. He grew into a man
who sees abundance, not loss, and for every ending, a new begining. I’d like to
thank Norbert for sharing his life and his life lessons on Long Story Short. I’m
Leslie Wilcox from PBS Hawaii. A hui hou kakou!
Video clip with production credits:
You get so caught up into yourself that ... look around you. [INDISTINCT] You
forget what’s around—what’s around you that’s more important.
Don’t worry about the semantics?
Yeah.
The words.
Look around you look what God gave. Look around. Appreciate [INDISTINCT]. I
still have a good mind. Thank God for that. You know what I mean? It’s the
way you think, the way you perceive things.
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