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Twenty-four years before Emmitt Till, the name Joseph Kahahawai would make its mark as a historical moment of prejudice and racial discrimination that would change the islands of Hawaii forever.  

At the end of the 1920s, the stock market had crashed and poverty was sweeping its way across the nation. While those without money and influence suffered, America continued to grow in other ways. Architecture, science, and the arts boomed, even while most Americans were living underneath the intense and crushing pressure of the Great Depression - and would continue to do so for the next ten years. 

In the 1930s, the economy in Hawaii was no better than what you would find on the mainland. The history of Hawaii is long and tumultuous, beginning with Polynesian settlers, five hundred long years before British explorers would ever set foot on any of the islands of Hawaii. It wasn’t until 1778, after the Kingdom of Hawaii was established with the help of James Cook and the European military, did Americans start to immigrate to the islands. But this brought diseases that the native Hawaiians had never experienced and the population dwindled as a result. Americans would rewrite the constitution of the Kingdom of Hawaii and force them to join the United States as the Territory of Hawaii in 1898. 

It’s important to understand the tumultuous relationship between the native Hawaiians and the white Americans before one can truly understand the tragic and shocking events that took place in Hawaii in January of 1932. The events of Hawaii’s journey from kingdom to territory were not far in the past for many Hawaiians alive at that time - some remembered it well, while others would know the history from their parents who lived through the rise and fall of their own disenfranchisement. By the 1930s, Hawaii was teeming with military personnel from the United States. The U.S Navy was a constant and familiar presence to the islands, particularly Honolulu.

While on the mainland, African Americans were struggling against discrimination in many of the same ways that native Hawaiians were. Except, the rest of the United States was deeply unaware of the racial injustices that were happening on one of their territories. What most people knew of Hawaii back then consisted of beautiful, sandy beaches and the ‘beach boys’ that would tend to the people who spent their days sunbathing, surfing, and playing in the water. Hidden beneath this beautiful, tropical facade were slums, ghettos, and poverty-stricken people struggling to make due. 

Grace Fortescue, born Grace Hubbard Bell, would not make her way to Hawaii until after her marriage to Granville “Rolly” Fortescue, a U.S Army Major. Fortescue was born on the 3rd of November in 1883, to Charles John Bell, who was the first cousin to the famous Alexander Bell. Fortescue’s mother, Roberta, was the daughter of the president of the Bell Telephone Company, Gardiner Hubbard. 

After Grace Fortescue was born, her mother would become pregnant again but die during childbirth. After her death, Fortescue’s father would go on her marry her aunt, Grace Hubbard. Together, they lived in Washington D.C in their Cleveland Park neighborhood. Fortescue grew up fairly wealthy, though those that knew her as a youth could attest to Fortescue’s more playful personality. In her youth, Fortescue made the newspaper twice due to her outrageous ideas for pranks. Once, Fortescue and her friends joined hands on their roller skates and blocked traffic going down Pennsylvania Avenue. Another time, Fortescue and her gang of pranksters stole a trolley for a joy ride. 

Grace left her wild ways behind her when she met and married Granville Fortescue. While Grace Fortescue was due a fortune of inheritance when her parents passed, her husband was the first cousin of Theodore Roosevelt. It seemed like a match that would bring financial success to the relationship. However, Fortescue’s hopes of living a lavish life would not be coming to fruition but Grace would give birth to three daughters nonetheless. She named them Marion, Thalia, and Kenyon - the last of which would go on to become known as the actress Helene Whitney. 

Of all of Fortescue’s daughters, it was Thalia that would leave a black mark on the island of Hawaii, dragging her mother along with her. After Thalia married Navy lieutenant Thomas Massie, her husband was stationed in Pearl Harbor. Though it wasn’t unheard of, Thalia married Thomas at the young, impressionable age of 16. This brought Thalia Massie, as well as Grace Fortescue, to the island of Honolulu in Hawaii. Mother and daughter did not live far from one another, Thalia Massie living with her husband on Kahawai Street in Manoa Valley, and Fortescue living on Kolowalu Street. It’s easy to assume that if Grace Fortescue followed her daughter from Washington D.C to Hawaii, and lived within easy traveling distance, the two were quite close. 

What happened the night of September 12th, 1931 would become a point of contention between the native Hawaiians and white American families that were stationed in Pearl Harbor. 

That night, Thalia Massie was reluctant to travel with her husband, Thomas, to a hotel called Ala Wai Inn in Honolulu. She would have been going there with her husband and his military friends. Despite not wanting to go, Thomas wouldn’t take no for an answer. And so, already in a bad mood, Thalia Massie went with her husband to the hotel and set in motion events that would have a rippling effect through all of Hawaii then would resonate for decades after. 

While her husband enjoyed a rancorous good time with his fellow Navy officers and recruits, Thalia remained upstairs. She didn’t join them for drinks or Navy talk. By now, Thalia was 20 years old and had spent the last four years of her life as a Navy wife. There’s no telling what Thalia was thinking that night as she sat upstairs, waiting for her husband to be done drinking with his friends. Getting married at such a young age puts pressure on any woman, and Thalia had been moved so far from her home and had only her mother there on Honolulu to turn to for familial comfort. 

Whatever her thoughts, Thalia Massie decided to leave the Ala Wai Inn by herself. She disappeared into the night - in September, Honolulu would have warm days and nights, with little rain. Thalia, perhaps, saw no harm in slipping out of the Inn into the warm, Honolulu night and hoping to make her way home. Of course, the next time that anyone saw Thalia Massie, it wouldn’t be home, safe behind the locked door of her shared apartment with her husband. In fact, Thalia Massie would emerge to the world again just an hour later, stumbling her way along the road, looking harried and pitiable. 

A man by the name of Eustace Bellinger found Thalia that night. He was driving along Ala Moana Road, 1 A.M that Sunday morning. He spotted Thalia Massie, and like any concerned samaritan, slowed down to help her. As he slowed down to observe her, it was clear that Thalia Massie was a mess. She was clearly beaten and had an injury to her jaw that would later be found to be broken. Thalia, possibly grateful to see a kind face after whatever ordeal she had just gone through, told Bellinger that she has been beaten by what she called “Hawaiians”. 

Bellinger helped Thalia back to her home, where she waited for her husband. However, by the time Thomas Massie returned home, Thalia’s story had begun to change. Was it the trauma of the event, or was Thalia simply adding more details to punish her husband for making her join him when she didn't want to? When Thomas Massie returned home, Thalia repeated her story of having been jumped and beaten by the Hawaiian men. But now, Thalia added another detail: they had raped her, too.   

Repeatedly. 

While her husband pressed for details, Thalia couldn’t give him much more than that. It was too dark, she said, for her to make out any discerning details. She told him that she hadn’t been able to get the license plate of the car they put her in to dump her back on Ala Moana Road. Her husband took her to the hospital, where Thalia was given an exam and the police were called. She gave the same story, now solidifying her version of events from that night. She was walking home, a group of Hawaiian men surrounded her, and she was beaten and raped. 

Unfortunately, the evidence gathered at the exam in the hospital didn’t support all of Thalia’s story. She was clearly beaten and assaulted - that much was visible from her bruises and her broken jaw. But the rape? It didn’t seem to the staff that Thalia Massie had suffered a sexual assault. But, that didn’t seem to matter to the police. It didn’t take long for the police to round up five men, though not all of them were native Hawaiian. Two of them were, while the others were a mix of Chinese and Japanese. 

The five men were, to the police, the most likely candidates for such a crime. After all, they were a carload of men driving about that night, and two of them even had criminal records. The men were Henry Chang, Benny Ahakuelo, David Takai, Horace Ida, and Joseph Kahahawai. That same night, the men had gotten into a road rage incident with a local Hawaiian woman by the name of Agnes Peeples, and Kahahawai even admitted to having punched her in a fit of rage. All five were arrested and when presented to Thalia, she began to remember their faces. Or was it all suggestion? 

The problem was, all five, including Joseph Kahahawai, were far away from the scene of Thalia’s attack. The road rage incident on Agnes Peeples put them far enough away that the investigators were having trouble seeing how it could be humanly possible for the men to have had that altercation, and then driven to where Thalia was in the time allotted for the attack to take place. It was only an hour that Thalia Massie had been missing in the humid, Honolulu night. There wasn’t any way to make it work. That didn’t seem to matter to the police, or to Thalia. She had clearly been assaulted, but now the question was by who, and why? 

The five men, including Joseph Kahahawai, were then arrested and put on trial for the rape and beating of Thalia Massie. Of course, the jury couldn’t come to a verdict. Not only was there an issue of the racial divide among the jury, but there was also no hard evidence of the five men having been involved in the assault. The court’s inability to prove beyond a reasonable doubt that the five men were involved caused a mistrial, and the men were released on bail to wait for another trial. 

Grace Fortescue, who had been by her daughter’s side the entire trial, wasn’t pleased to hear about the men being released back into the world. After all, her daughter had named them all (or, had she just been shown their faces?) and accused them of assaulting her. It didn’t matter that the jury couldn’t come to a conclusion as to whether the men did it or not. It also didn’t seem to matter that her daughter had changed her story between being found on the side of the road, and the hospital. All that mattered was that something had clearly happened to Thalia Massie, and Grace Fortescue was as protective of her daughter as any mother would be. 

Not only was Fortescue furious, but so were the other personnel who were stationed at Pearl Harbor. To Fortescue, and Thalia’s husband Lieutenant Massie, the five men were guilty and nothing was going to convince them otherwise. In fact, when the men were released on bail to await a retrial, this only strengthened their conviction even more. What is a mother to do when faced with the release of the men that her daughter accused of assault and rape? What Fortescue and Lieutenant Massie decided to do was along the lines of vigilante justice. Their anger was validated by Yate’s Stirling, an admiral who was in charge of Pearl Harbor at the time. Stirling, when hearing of the news, simply said, “Our first inclination is the seize the brutes and string their asses up."

They began with Horace Ida, the driver.  A group of white U.S Navy personnel kidnapped Ida and beat him, kicking and punching him. They even threatened to throw him over a cliff that was not far from the site of his beating. Despite it all, Ida managed to escape his attackers and live to see another day. The next target of the team of vigilantes, lead by Grace Fortescue, was Joseph Kahahawai. 

In January, several months after Thalia Massie’s assault, Grace Fortescue lead a coup to abduct Kahahawai right as he was leaving the courthouse in Honolulu. The abduction was bold, perhaps because they knew that there wouldn’t be any consequences for white, U.S Navy personnel taking a Hawaiian man accused of assault off the street. In broad daylight, Fortescue and Lieutenant Massie handed Kahahawai a fake “summons”, and then promptly began to shove him into Fortescue’s car and take off with him in the back seat. 

With Fortescue leading the charge, Lieutenant Massie was joined by two men by the names of Albert Jones and Edward Lord in the abduction of Kahahawai. They returned to Massie’s home, where they used torture methods in order to interrogate him. The idea was to force a confession out of Kahahawai. But since there was nothing for him to confess, Kahahawai wouldn’t give in. At one point, Kahahawai attempted to escape by lunging at one of his captors. As Kahahawai threw himself at Massie in order to escape, he was shot by Lord and there he died, in Massie’s home. 

With a dead man on their hands, now, the four vigilantes attempt to remove the body. They wrapped Kahahawai’s body in a blanket and move him back to Fortescue’s car. Fortescue took the wheel, and at some point during their attempt at escaping unseen to dump the body, a police chase ensued that caused them to be stopped. When the police looked into the car, they found Kahahwai’s body, bloody, beaten, bound and finally shot. Strangely enough, the four people still alive in the car had nothing to say for themselves. They didn’t deny what they had done, believing their actions to be out of justice for what had been done to Thalia Massie.

And this is where the crime becomes murky. Because, indeed, something had been done to Thalia Massie. A beating, definitely. Rape, perhaps not. But someone had taken advantage of a young woman walking home, alone at night, and done her some great harm. The motivation of Fortescue’s orchestration of the abduction, torture, and murder could easily be attributed to Fortescue’s very real belief in her daughter’s story. And yet, one has to wonder: would they have taken the law into their own hands had the accused men been part of their own world? Could Thalia Massie’s accusation of her assault being done by Hawaiian men be a ploy to throw the suspicion off another U.S Navy member? Or even her own husband? 

Stirling gave his sympathies to Grace Fortescue, attributing her actions as those of a “brave mother”. Newspaper editorials had their own say about the crimes committed - not against Kahahawai, but against Thalia Massie. Some even went so far as to declare Hawaii unsafe for “decent white women”. In the 1930s, crimes against women often went unpunished, so it isn’t hard to imagine that the outrage was due to the color of Thalia’s skin, rather than the crime committed against her as a woman. The public opinion was now sympathetic to Kahahwai’s killers, Grace Fortescue especially. 

A trial was convened for Lieutenant Massie, Albert Jones, Edward Lord, and Grace Fortescue. At first, the vigilante’s are charged with first-degree murder. But after some deliberation, the charges were dropped to second-degree, a charge that would carry a weight much like manslaughter. The idea, of course, being that the four of them were attempting to elicit a confession out of Kahahawai, and his death was accidental. 

Well known American attorney, Clarence Darrow, was obtained to defend Massie, Jones, Lord, and Fortescue during the trial. The trial was particularly long, and Darrow originally argued for temporary insanity from Lieutenant Massie’s case. Temporary insanity, in terms of the law and defense, is defined when someone loses their sanity during a crime, but later regains it, afterward. The defense is usually used in “crimes of passion”, allowing for a lighter sentence or even an acquittal of the crimes entirely if the defense can argue that the defendant wasn’t in control of his or her actions at the time that the crime was committed. 

Despite Darrow’s infamous caseload under his belt and his speech to the jury that begged for their sympathy, he lost the case. Grace Fortescue, along wither her daughter’s husband and their two accomplices, were sentenced to ten years of “hard labor” for their crimes. And perhaps, in any other case of vigilante justice that resulted in the torture and death of an innocent man, that would have been that. But the story wasn’t over for Grace Fortescue. However, the U.S Navy was a force to be reckoned with, and the Navy wasn’t pleased that four of their own were being sentenced to pay for their crimes. After all, many Navy personnel and many white Americans that lived in Honolulu believed that Fortescue and her accomplices had done the right thing in killing Kahahawai. 

Governor Lawrence Judd couldn’t ignore the pressure from the Navy or the outrage of the public. Instead of allowing the four vigilantes to serve their time was the jury decided, he commuted the sentence to a single hour, which Fortescue and company served in his office. And so, Grace Fortescue, Lieutenant Massie, and their two accomplices essentially got away with murder. 

The facts surrounding what would become to be known as the Massie Affair are murky, frustrating, and hard to separate from the context of the time that they occurred in. Joseph Kahahawai was, admittedly, a violent man who had no issue assaulting a woman (Peeples) over a road rage incident. The other men who had been accused had criminal records under their belt. These were not perfect, innocent victims by any means. The racial divide between the native Hawaiians and the white U.S Navy families is also inseparable from the details of the Massie Affair. It’s easy to assume that Grace Fortescue and her daughter were scheming white women who wanted to punish non-white men by accusing them of assault and rape.

After all, there’s precedence for that exact behavior, especially in a world that was not yet evolved on matters of race and the personhood of those without white skin. Before Grace Fortescue, and even before Emmett Till, in Alabama, the Scottsboro Boys case exposed an underbelly to the justice system when it came to people of color, white juries, and white accusers. America’s past is not a proud one, not all the time, and to see the truth of a situation clearly, it’s important to understand that the world had once been like. 

However, one could just as easily see Fortescue’s frenzied actions as a mother desperate to punish the person her daughter had accused of assault and rape. Could anyone fault a mother for going to any length she could to protect her daughter? And yet, there’s no room to deny that race did, indeed, play a role. Whether it was Thalia Massie casting accusations on Kahahawai to divert away from another attacker, or Kahahwai’s killers going unpunished because they were white and part of the respected U.S Navy. 

So what became of the Massies and Grace Fortescue after the trial, the one hour sentence, and the end of a life that would never face a jury of his peers, as was his right? Well, Lieutenant Massie and Thalia decided to avoid another rape trial for the other four suspects that Thalia had accused. Instead of staying on Honolulu, Thalia and her husband hoped about Malolo, a luxury cruise liner at the time, and found their way to San Francisco. Perhaps the stress of the entire ordeal caused a crack in their marriage, or perhaps there was some other life stressor. Whatever the reason, the Massie marriage ended in divorce. 

The other four men were cleared of all charges. After an investigation conducted by a detective agency, there was no substantial evidence that they had committed the assault on Thalia Massie - perhaps because the road rage assault that they did commit gave them an ample alibi. After going through the medical records, they also found no physical evidence that Thalia had been gang-raped by five men. 

As for Grace Fortescue, she continued to live out the rest of her aging, greying years in Florida. She died in 1979, at the age of 96 in Palm Beach, Florida. She was able to live a life far past the tender age of 26, the age at which she and her son-in-law and accomplices cut Joseph Kahahawai’s life short. 

The island of Hawaii, as those that lived there have said, was forever changed by the year-long Massie Affair. It was a point in history that highlighted the way that the people of color, Hawaiian, Japanese, Chinese, Indian or otherwise, were being treated in Hawaii. Before the Massie Affair, and even after, the 1930s were a period where the native Hawaiians were routinely referred to, even in publications, as “half breeds” and “mongrels”. 

The Massie Affair and Grace Fortescue’s role in the whole ordeal became a moment in time that would be a turning point in how native Hawaiians and white Americans would understand the racist system in place that allowed for this crime to take place. At any point, someone might have been able to stop it: the U.S Navy, the court systems, the jury, the Governor, the newspapers, the magazine publications. But each point conspired together, and they all allowed Grace Fortescue to walk free from murder. 
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ANA BENSON

When it comes to female killers, the most common type of crime is mariticide or murdering their husbands. There are many motivations behind taking someone’s life but killing a person so close to you is often fueled by passion, financial gain, jealousy, or betrayal. The case of Shari Tobyne is the perfect example of a woman scorned. Her husband of thirty-five years wanted to divorce her due to the financial problems she caused by mishandling the couple’s finances. 

So one day before he was set to leave their rented house and move on, Shari snapped. She simply couldn’t allow him to leave after so many years they spend together. Shari continued to live her life normally, but Arizona police started uncovering body parts from counties surrounding the city of Phoenix and they couldn’t determine the exact identity of the deceased man. Worried Tobyne children alerted the law enforcement that their father was missing and this is where the story started to unravel. 

It will soon be discovered that a loving mother and a grandmother murdered her husband in cold blood because leaving him was simply not an option.

Early life

Shari Tobyne was born on 24th of July, 1956 in Clifton, Kansas. She grew up in a rural area just outside of the city. Her parents owned a farm and her father was quite successful in his line of business. She was a happy, carefree girl who enjoyed spending time in nature and would often help her family by jumping in and completing difficult farm related tasks. 

This is where she met her future husband, Dwight Tobyne. He lived just across the street from Shari and his parents ran their own agricultural business. Dwight loved Shari’s personality and energy so he soon realized that he had a crush on her. However, he didn’t want to make a move too quickly so he waited until he got a college acceptance letter to ask Shari to be his girlfriend. She was still in high school at that time. 

Both Shari and Dwight wanted to achieve business success and escape their small town. They soon realized that they were a match made in heaven because they cheered each other on and offered great support when needed. The couple married in 1975 and they made a decision to move to Salina, Kansas to start their life as a husband and wife. They wanted to make a better future for their family and relocating to a big city was their best option. 

Shari was a bit apprehensive at first but the fact that she had Dwight right there beside her made the transition a lot easier. Dwight started a semester at the University of Kansas, studying Animal Sciences while Shari wanted to be a perfect wife and keep their home in pristine conditions. The pressure was on Dwight and he simply had to succeed with his academic work because he was supposed to carry the Tobyne family to the business success eventually. 

The couple’s first child, Jennifer was born in 1977. They welcomed a baby boy, Brad only three years later. The family was growing but Dwight was still in college, trying to graduate. Shari was very stressed about the financial situation and they struggled to take care of their children. Dwight did his best to earn some extra money so he landed a part-time job in hopes it would cover the expenses. 

Trading stocks and interests were all the rage back in the 1980s and Dwight though it would be a perfect opportunity to invest the money he had on his account and try his luck. It wasn’t his field of study and he soon got lost in all the numbers and investment opportunities. He pretty much gambled away all of their family savings and they ended up getting evicted from their townhouse. They packed their things and moved back to their parents. 

With a third child on its way, the Tobyne family was under a lot of stress. Dwight even though about leaving Shari because he felt like he had failed both her and their children. Being the provider was already very hard for him and the fact that he managed to spend all of their money created additional pressure. Moving back to their parents was another blow. The situation was dismal and both of them knew that they have to make some difficult decisions in near future. 

The move and success

The Tobyne family wanted
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