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Red Dirt Fistfight 

By Philip Brown 

A move to paradise upended my tranquil childhood. I was eleven when, in 1959, my 

father was transferred to Honolulu for a year to work on computer defense systems. My 

parents, three sisters, and I journeyed from Massachusetts—via United turboprop—to an 

older Hawaii that had not yet been transformed into a full-blown tourist mecca. There were 

relaxed buffet lunches at the pink Royal Hawaiian, weekend afternoons in Waikiki’s 

tropical waters, and bodysurfing at famed Makapuu. It should have been an idyllic year in 

white sands heaven—but it wasn’t. 

I had begun junior high as an enthusiastic sixth grader at a progressive public school 

outside of Boston, along with the sons and daughters of accomplished professionals. The 

father of one of my classmates was a Life Magazine photographer, and my best friend’s dad 

was a renowned cancer researcher at Massachusetts General Hospital. I’d grown up 

privileged and surrounded by an awareness of life’s bountiful possibilities. 

My Massachusetts school had been a blast. During math class, we’d literally jump 

out of our seats in excitement as we played the challenging game of Go. I performed in a 

Shakespeare play. There were animated class discussions and a degree of tolerance for 

well-intentioned student exuberance.  

All that was about to change. 

The move to Hawaii occurred too late for my parents to enroll me in the school 

they’d wanted. The only school I could get into was Kuhio, an inner-city Honolulu school. 

My first thought was, what difference does it make which school I attend? I’m just happy to 

body surf in waters that are a whole lot warmer than Cape Cod’s.  
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Our home sat high on a hill overlooking Honolulu, with a view of Diamond Head in 

the distance. Each weekday morning, I boarded a city bus that took me from Saint Louis 

Heights down into the central city, where I got off near Kuhio.  

I found myself in a tense, structured classroom silently using colored pencils and 

crayons to illustrate a map of “our newest state” Alaska, followed by the wordless 

monotony of fractions worksheets. I felt like I’d been sentenced to repeat a grade, and my 

initial acceptance of a new school was soon replaced by resentment and disappointment.  

Our school lunches consisted of canned La Choy Chow Mein, which I dutifully forked 

from a plastic plate. No burgers. No chocolate milk. No friends with whom to discuss the 

latest Red Sox game. Usually, I ate alone. 

The students were mostly poor, and when I visited the home of an Asian classmate 

one day after school, I was surprised to find that his family’s small, tin roof shack had a dirt 

floor. I silently recoiled, shocked at this stark, impoverished contrast with the colonial New 

England homes I’d grown up around. 

Our teacher at Kuhio was Mrs. Liu. Hair fastened in a tight gray bun, she scolded us 

for the slightest misbehavior, working herself into a tirade as spittle flew from her lips. 

“And when I went to school in the olden days, we had to stand up in front of the 

classroom to recite the lesson.” A tight smile, followed by more spittle. 

I sat petrified, afraid to move. 

 “And if it was not right,” she concluded, “we got hit with a ruler on the back of the 

hand!”  

The class was eerily silent.  
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I frequently feigned sickness to stay home, a tactic my parents seemed to indulge for 

they never pushed me when I didn’t want to go to school. In my pajamas, I played with 

model planes in our living room, filled with a sense of dread, knowing it was only a 

temporary reprieve. My life felt jarred, shaken, turned upside down. 

One of our neighbors, Ernie, was an older, lanky boy whose father punished him by 

whipping him with a belt. When I first heard this, I inwardly shrank back: my father’s 

discipline never amounted to more than a few strong words, and the thought of being 

whipped scared me. Ernie and I were casual friends, and he seemed to eye the world with a 

certain hardness. He never shared much about his life—other than his father’s 

punishments, meted out for misdeeds that were never clear to me. 

“I gotta go. Pops’ll probably be waiting for me with the belt,” was how he often 

ended our brief attempts at conversation, sending a shiver of apprehension down my spine. 

One day after school, I was hanging out behind our house with a group of 

neighborhood boys. Birds-of-paradise and plumeria blossomed along the grass, and the 

ocean sparkled in the distance. Ernie said something that angered me, although I have long 

since forgotten what it was. But I still recall the anger, an intense, all-consuming rage that 

inflamed every nerve in my body. Under a lychee tree, I began attacking Ernie, egged on by 

the other boys. I’d never engaged in anything more violent than boyhood wrestling 

matches, but now found myself in serious fisticuffs with a boy who was bigger—and, I 

assumed, stronger and tougher—than I.  

Long-simmering frustrations—the tyranny of Mrs. Liu’s classroom, lonely chow 

mein lunches, faked illnesses —swept through me and I burst into a frenzied rage. Bottled 
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fury poured out, and I pummeled Ernie with blow after blow, backing him up to the edge of 

an unfenced dirt hill that dropped down from our backyard.  

Ernie landed a few defensive punches on me, but I didn’t care. My goal was suddenly 

clear: I needed to send Ernie tumbling down the hill. I continued after him with a 

vengeance until he teetered on the edge, defenseless, as I rained blows upon him. I would 

have succeeded if Ernie’s older sister hadn’t leaned out their second story window and 

yelled at us to stop. The spell of rage was broken. When I backed off, Ernie—blackened eye, 

bleeding from the lip—sidestepped around me, and the fight was over. 

After that, I was held in high esteem in the neighborhood. Another older boy told me 

that I’d beaten the “toughest guy on Peter Street.” I took no pride in my supposed victory, 

however, and wondered about the invisible lever of fury that had so easily flipped inside of 

me. Ashamed of how quickly I’d lost control of my own emotions, I vowed to do everything 

I could to hide that troubling anger switch, the invisible circuit breaker of rage that had 

been tripped. 

There were no more fistfights. We returned to our home in Massachusetts the 

following year, and I rejoined my old friends as we started seventh grade. I’d gained a tan, a 

closet full of aloha shirts, and a wooden tiki pendant. But underneath the casual, laid-back 

Hawaii persona was a new self-awareness, coupled with a lingering sense of lost innocence. 

In our backyard tropical garden, next to plumeria and passion fruit, I’d taken a bite of the 

apple. I’d triumphed in a backyard fight on the precipice of a red dirt hill, but it was a piece 

of myself—part of a simpler, more guileless boyhood—that had been forever knocked 

away. 


