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  About the Author


  




  Sean Pager first came to Hawaii at the age of six months. It didn’t make much of an impression at the time, but he enjoyed growing up in the islands and appreciated them even more when he continued to travel and live elsewhere. Sean did his first paid travel writing for the Let’s Go series as a summer job while in college and liked it enough to stick with it after graduation. Hawaii: Off the Beaten Path is his first book-length publication. In his free time, Sean likes to go off the beaten path in the islands by hiking the hills or sailboarding the coast. He currently lives with his wife, Sheryl, and daughter, Sophie.




  Introduction


  




  Welcome to Hawaii! These words are heard by the almost seven million tourists each year who storm the islands to roast themselves on Waikiki Beach and sip mai tais topped with paper parasols. Despite this annual onslaught, there remains a Hawaii that few tourists see and many hardly suspect exists. This book will take you there.




  Bypass the tourist centers, and you can lose yourself in the midst of untouched natural beauty. You’ll travel the back roads that tour buses cannot follow, or take to the hills on foot. Discover beaches empty of human footprints and remote valleys guarding sparkling waterfalls. Experience a Hawaii enriched by its diverse immigrant cultures and native Polynesian roots. You’ll learn the legends of prehistoric temples, wander through royal palaces and missionary homes, shop in native craft shops, and sample exotic cuisines. All this awaits you in the Hawaii that lies off the beaten path.




  A Setting of Superlatives




  I have lived here almost all my life, and I’m still discovering new ways to appreciate Hawaii’s charms. These islands boast the world’s best surfing waves, the highest sea cliffs, the rainiest mountain peak, the largest and most active volcanoes, and the clearest night skies. They belong to the longest and most isolated archipelago in the world. More than 90 percent of the plants and animals living here are found nowhere else on the planet.




  For all their beauty and wonder, the islands are newcomers as landforms go. They represent the peaks of enormous undersea volcanoes fueled by primeval fires welling up from deep within the earth. Because the ocean floor is shifting northwest over the underlying source of magma, the zone of active volcanism resembles a geological assembly line, with each island forming and then moving over to make way for its successors. The oldest islands, worn away by erosion and sinking under their own weight into the earth’s mantle, have all but disappeared, while the youngest and largest island grows almost daily as eruptions continue to build new land, much to the delight of tourists lucky enough to witness this volcanic genesis.




  Long before geology became a science, the ancient Hawaiians understood the natural forces governing their island home. Their legends told of the epic battle between Pele, the fire goddess, and her sister Na Maka o Ka Hai, goddess of the sea. Pele came to Hawaii to escape her older sister’s wrath after she had stolen Na Maka’s suitor. The sea goddess followed her and flooded the first shallow fire pits that Pele had dug. Pele moved from island to island, going southeast down the Hawaiian chain and building newer and taller mountains from the volcanic fires she summoned. Yet each time, the power of the ocean wore down Pele’s island fortresses and drove her onward. Although her current home on the Big Island continues to grow, Pele knows that it too will have to be abandoned in time. Already, new undersea volcanoes farther southeast are rising to form the islands of the future.
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  Of the 132 volcanic peaks that rise above the highest tide, only the youngest 8 were large enough to be settled permanently by the early Hawaiians. Visitors today can explore six of these islands: Kaua`i, O`ahu, Moloka`i, Lana`i, Maui, and Hawai`i (“the Big Island”). Each maintains its own distinct identity. Even within the individual islands, you will marvel at the diversity of habitats. The most obvious contrasts are between windward (northeast) and leeward (southwest) coasts. Crossing a mountain barrier can bring you from rain forest into desert within the distance of a few miles. Weather patterns are also extremely localized. It rarely rains in one place for long, and it’s almost always sunny somewhere.




  Hawaii’s human history is as unique as its natural setting. Polynesian voyagers in double-hulled canoes followed the stars from other Pacific islands across thousands of miles of open ocean to settle these lands more than 1,500 years ago. Although lacking metal, they developed a sophisticated culture governed by inflexible kapu (taboos). Elaborate heiau (temples) enshrined beautifully crafted kii akua, or tiki (idols), which accepted divine offerings from a grateful people.




  The arrival of the English explorer Capt. James Cook in 1778 brought the archipelago into contact with the modern world. Western weapons enabled a Hawaii chieftain named Kamehameha to forge a unified kingdom, but Western diseases decimated his population. After his death, his son abandoned the old gods and ordered all the tiki destroyed in island-wide bonfires. Today only the stone foundations of the heiau remain as vestiges of a once flourishing civilization.




  Missionaries soon arrived to convert the now godless people. Newly formed sugar plantations began to import laborers from around the world. Out of this immigrant pool grew a multiethnic society blending East and West. Now the fiftieth state in the Union, Hawaii is the only U.S. territory that was formerly a sovereign kingdom. Hawaii also remains one of the few places in the world where no ethnic group can claim a majority.




  On the Practical Side




  Heading off the beaten path in Hawaii can pose some special challenges. Most of the islands have a single main highway that hugs the coast. The Hawaii Visitors and Convention Bureau (HVCB) has erected roadside marker signs styled in the shape of a Hawaiian warrior to designate the main points of interest. Green mile markers help you keep track of distances, but there are few street signs to guide you along secondary routes. Many places of interest can be reached only by unpaved roads. Because of liability risks, out-of-the-way sites often post discouraging signs while unofficially tolerating access. These artificial deterrents keep tourist hordes away from some of Hawaii’s most memorable sights.




  As an off-the-beaten-path traveler in Hawaii, you assume certain obligations. These are small islands, with fragile environments. Many of the sites described here rely on their inaccessibility as their only protection against abuse. Keep in mind that Hawaii’s heiau and wilderness remain sacred sites to some, as you’ll see by the offerings left (often a simple ti leaf wrapped around a rock).




  Most people come here to bask in Hawaii’s natural beauty, and, happily, the best parts are usually free. Natural attractions fall into two main categories: mauka (meaning “mountain”—you pronounce it maow-kah) and makai (meaning “ocean”—you pronounce it mah-kye). You’ll hear these two words used frequently in the islands as directions, as you can almost always use one or the other as a convenient landmark. Going mauka (inland) often involves hiking, and Hawaii has some of the world’s best trails. Depending on the season, you might be rewarded with guavas, passion fruit, mangos, mountain apples, and other exotic fruits that grow wild in the hills. You needn’t worry about poisonous or predatory animals here, but other dangers exist. Volcanic soil and rock can often be treacherously crumbly and undergrowth impossibly thick. Illicit backwoods pakalolo (marijuana) patches can put unwary “trespassers” at risk. Stick to posted trails and you’ll be fine. Bring mosquito repellent for wet valley hikes and flashlights to explore the occasional cave.




  Going makai (seaward) eventually means hitting the beach. A simple rule: If a sign says beach park, you can usually expect facilities (but not necessarily a sandy beach). If it says just beach, the reverse is usually the case. Keep in mind that all of Hawaii’s shoreline up to the highest high-water mark is public property. Public shoreline access, where possible, is required by law. Hawaii has an amazing variety of beaches, but again, the visitor should proceed cautiously. Depending on the season and location, surf and currents can make swimming unsafe. In particular, the northern and western shores of all islands are exposed to dangerous surf in winter. The well-fed reef sharks almost never attack humans in Hawaiian waters, but the occasional jellyfish or Portuguese man-of-war can sting painfully. Razor-sharp coral reefs will cut unprotected feet, and crevices may conceal spiny sea urchins and moray eels. Conditions change rapidly, so never turn your back on the ocean. Also, be aware that all marine mammals and sea turtles are protected by federal law, and visitors can be fined for disturbing their natural activity.




  You shouldn’t overlook Hawaii’s cultural offerings, either. In many ways, the Aloha State is still a “foreign” country, and you may as well enjoy its differences. Wear a flower lei. Listen to a Hawaiian music station. Look for ethnic festivities listed in the local newspaper or check out the events calendar at www.gohawaii.com. Sample some exotic foods, and order out a local-style “plate lunch” to eat at a picnic. In addition to the islands’ Polynesian heritage, Asian influences are especially strong. You’ll find many Buddhist temples. Most of these temples welcome visitors, but they ask that you remove your shoes before entering. As for shopping, try the gift shops of the attractions listed throughout the guide. Many stock unusual items at very reasonable prices.




  One of Hawaii’s unadvertised charms is its rainbow people, who make up America’s true melting pot. Almost everyone speaks English, but you might not feel sure of this when they’re laying on the pidgin, a unique local dialect that incorporates foreign words, slang, and a singsong inflection. Although some locals feel threatened by the tourist industry and resent tourists, if you stay mellow and say “howzit” (hello), you’ll still get a lot of aloha. The glossary defines a selection of Hawaiian words used in this guide; many terms are also explained in the text.




  For offbeat accommodations, try one of the many bed-and-breakfast outfits (B&Bs). Besides the ones listed in this guide, you can book with several statewide agencies. Those with Internet access can find additional accommodation listings plus other useful visitor information at the following Web sites: www.gohawaii.com; www.planet-hawaii.com; www.alternative-hawaii.com; and www.bestplaceshawaii.com. Hawaiian Islands B&B (261-7895; 800-258-7895; www.lanikaibeachrentals.com) is based on O`ahu. B&B Hawaii (822-7771; 800-733-1632; www.bandb-hawaii.com) is based on Kaua`i. Hawaii’s Best B&Bs (263-3100; 800-262-9912; www.bestbnb.com) concentrates on upscale listings. If you want more rugged lodgings, camping is safe and practical on most islands. To get the scoop on state campgrounds, contact Hawaii State Parks (587-0300; www.hawaiistateparks.org) at Kalanimoku Building, 1151 Punchbowl St., Room 310, Honolulu 96813. For county campgrounds, get in touch with the particular island’s department of parks and recreation. Contact Kaua`i’s DPR (241-4463; www.kauai.gov) at 4444 Rice St., Suite 150, Lihue 96766; O`ahu’s DPR (768-3003; www.honolulu.gov) at 1000 Uluohia St., Suite 309, Kapolei 96707; Maui County’s DPR (270-7389; www.co.maui.hi.us) at 700 Hali`a Nakoa St., Unit 2, Wailuku 96793; and Hawai`i’s DPR (961-8311; www.co.hawaii.hi.us) at 101 Pauahi St., Suite 6, Hilo 96720. For additional camping options, see chapters on individual islands. Hostel accommodations are also available on most islands; see chapter listings.




  The only regularly scheduled interisland transport is by air. The most extensive flight service is offered by Island Air (484-2222; 800-323-3345; www.islandair.com), which serves smaller, secondary airports. Hawaiian Air (838-1555; 800-367-5320; www.hawaiianair.com) is the principal competitor. The interisland airline, Go! (888-435-9462; www.iflygo.com), has risen as a major airline with service to all of the Hawaiian islands.




  Getting around on the islands themselves will require a rental car, except on O`ahu, where the bus system might be adequate. All the major national firms, as well as local independents, are represented on the larger islands. It is a competitive market, so call around. It also pays to ask your interisland airline for special fly-drive rates.




  There are any number of commercial alternatives to driving that will take you off the beaten path—from submarine tours to mountain biking to kayaking. Space does not permit a full listing here, but most advertise in the free, weekly tourist publications available for all islands except Lana`i. Specially recommended are the highly informative 101 Things to Do booklets for Kaua`i, O`ahu, Maui, and the Big Island; you’ll find them at brochure racks throughout those islands; free. Hikers can take advantage of weekend Sierra Club outings on the four major islands. Write the Hawaii chapter office at P.O. Box 2577, Honolulu 96803; call 538-6616 for a statewide schedule; or visit www.hi.sierraclub.org.




  As for using the guide itself, you should note that it is written as a narrative, designed to be used on the scene. Attractions are listed geographically in the order you will encounter them, except within individual towns, where accommodations and restaurants are grouped together. Items of special interest appear in boldface italic type. Accommodation prices are based on a double room. Unless noted otherwise, the label “B&B” implies that continental breakfast is included.




  So much for general advice from me. The rest is up to you. Good luck—and get ready for the memories!




  Me ke aloha,




  Sean Pager




  

    Restaurant prices are given by category based on the cost of an average entree: Inexpensive—less than $10; moderate—$10 to $17; expensive—$18 to $25; and investment-caliber—more than $25.




    Note that for all telephone numbers in Hawaii, the area code is (808).


  




  

    KAUA`I
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    Kaua`i stands apart from the other islands of Hawaii. The farthest north of the main islands, Kaua`i is the oldest geologically. Six million years have given erosive forces the time to sculpt its mountain slopes with a delicate scalpel. An eternity of waves has wreathed the island in a white lei of sand. Kaua`i is also the wettest Hawaiian island. Its central peak, Mount Wai`ale`ale (“overflowing waters”), holds the world’s record for annual rainfall. The overflowing waters from such constant precipitation feed Kaua`i’s seven full-fledged rivers, where other islands have mere streams. The unrivaled lushness of this “Garden Island” has lured Hollywood here to film countless motion pictures, including Jurassic Park and Raiders of the Lost Ark.




    Kaua`i has always stood apart in human terms as well. The Kaua`i Channel is wider, deeper, and rougher than those between other islands. Scientists think Kaua`i and its nearest neighbor, Niihau, remained fairly isolated in ancient Hawaii. These were the only islands Kamehameha did not conquer. Two invasion fleets failed, one beaten back by storms, the next devastated by sickness. In the end, Kaua`i’s King Kaumualii voluntarily acknowledged Kamehameha’s sovereignty, but the islands remained a separate kingdom until his death.


  




  

    KAUA`I
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  Two main highways, Kaumualii (Route 50) and Kuhio (Route 56), reach like arms around the island, with a third main roadway branching off Route 50 to climb the inland heights of Koke`e State Park. Starting from Lihue, the central town, you can drive slightly more than 40 miles in each direction before running into the impassable barrier of the Na Pali Coast. Throughout your stay on Kaua`i, look for the Sunshine Farmers’ Markets that rotate through the island towns six days a week. They combine local color with real bargains. Check online at www.kauai.gov for the current schedule.




  

    facts


  




  

    Nickname: Garden Isle




    Dimensions: 32 × 25 miles




    Highest elevation:




    Mt. Kawaikini (5,243 feet)




    Population: 63,689 (2008)




    Principal city: Lihue




    Flower: Mokihana




    Color: Purple


  




  A great way to go off the beaten path on Kaua`i is by paddling a kayak. Even novices can safely navigate the island’s rivers to reach secluded waterfalls. Experienced ocean paddlers can explore sections of otherwise inaccessible coastline. Several local firms rent kayaks and supply racks to transport them. Outfitters Kaua`i (742-9667; 888-742-9887; www.outfitterskauai.com) in Poipu also rents bikes and leads hiking, biking, and kayaking tours. They have a permit for tours in Waimea Canyon and Koke`e and can supply detailed route maps for suggested activities. Kayak Kaua`i (826-9844 in Hanalei; 800-437-3507; www.kayakkauai.com) offers similar services on the North Shore and Coconut Coast.




  Ecologist Dr. Carl Berg offers custom hiking tours tailored according to interest and ability at very reasonable rates. Call Hawaiian Wildlife Tours (639-2968; www.hawaiianwildlifetours.com). In addition, look in the local paper for listings of the Kaua`i Sierra Club’s bimonthly outings. If hiking is out, contact Aloha Kaua`i Tours (245-6400; 800-452-1113; www.alohakauaitours.com). The air-conditioned vans allow passengers to see some of the island’s scenic backcountry without the burden of sore feet. Half-day tours include your choice of a rain-forest hike, a snorkeling trip, and a back-roads adventure. Fees start at $75. While planning your stay, contact the Kauai Visitors Bureau (245-3971; 800-262-1400; www.kauaidiscovery.com).




  Around Lihue


  




  Located on the southeastern corner of Kaua`i, Lihue serves as the county seat, the main air and sea port, and the midpoint from which highway mileage is numbered. Surrounded by sugarcane and hemmed in on all sides by mountains, Lihue town is relatively new as a settlement. The ancient Hawaiians usually bypassed this section of the coast, following instead an inland route behind the mountains. Sugar, centrality, and proximity to O`ahu conspired to put Lihue on the map. Recent tourist developments favoring other coasts have had the opposite effect.




  

    trivia


  




  

    There are more miles of beach per coastline here than on any other island.




    By law, no building here can be taller than a palm tree.




    Kaua`i hosts the largest coffee plantation in Hawaii.




    Kaua`i’s Mount Wai`ale`ale is the wettest spot on earth.




    Wailua River is the only navigable river in Hawaii.




    Kaua`i’s tropical beauty has been filmed in more than sixty Hollywood movies.


  




  At the junction of the two main highways, turn into Lihue on Rice Street, named for an early manager of the Lihue Sugar Plantation. Almost immediately on your left, the Kaua`i Museum (245-6931; www.kauaimuseum.org) stands behind an imposing classical facade. The well-organized exhibits within cover the story of Kaua`i from many angles. You can see photos of Niihau (as close as most people will ever get), study a model Hawaiian village, rattle a gourd, read excerpts from Captain Cook’s log on “discovery” day, and even take a video tour, shot by helicopter, of the island’s remote interior. The museum is open Mon through Fri 9 a.m. to 4 p.m. and Sat 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. $10 admission fee. Guided tours are offered Tues through Fri at 10:30 a.m.




  On the next block, the 1913 former County Building reposes in a stately, royal palm-lined park. The Kaua`i Historical Society (245-3373; www.kauaihistoricalsociety.org) has its office inside, with books on island history and self-guiding “history maps” for sale. Open weekdays from 8 a.m. to 4 p.m. You can get state camping permits (274-3444) from the State Building behind the old county building for $5 per night ($10 for Na Pali Coast). Permits for the county’s excellent campgrounds (241-4463; www.kauai.gov) are issued for $3 per adult at the cylindrical county building at the top end of Rice Street. Permits can be issued for up to seven days and can be requested up to one year in advance. Haleko Road runs west off Rice Street just inland of the museum, directly behind the now-silent Lihue sugar mill. On the way down, notice the Haleko Shops on the right, near the corner. Severely damaged in the 1992 hurricane, these four concrete remnants and ornate marble horse trough came from a plantation housing camp for German workers.




  As a side trip, you can find the Church of All Nations, which these devout immigrants built atop “German Hill” on the other side of the mill. (An HVCB marker points up Ho`omana Road from Route 50.) This 1885 Lutheran church has an attractive baroque altar inside. But look more closely. The floor is actually bowed like the deck of a ship, with the pulpit the elevated forecastle and the balcony the quarterdeck. The church design symbolizes not only the ship that carried these immigrants to their new home but also the ship of faith that sustained them on their voyage.




  Continuing on Haleko Road past the mill takes you on a winding path through lush jungle. Take the next left onto Nawiliwili Drive, which skirts the cane fields on its way to the harbor. You’ll pass a sign on your left marking Grove Farm Homestead (245-3202). Book well in advance for a tour of this historic 80-acre estate. Often led by descendants of Kaua`i’s plantation families who offer insider “gossip” about the past, the two-hour tours of Grove Farm are offered Mon, Wed, and Thurs at 10 a.m. and 1 p.m. for a $10 donation. Reservations are recommended.




  The homestead’s founder, George Wilcox, was a son of missionaries. He raised tuition for his engineering degree by collecting bird guano to sell as fertilizer. After purchasing the dry land for next to nothing, Wilcox brought irrigation water from the mountains to create a profitable sugar plantation in 1864. A visit to Grove Farm provides a timeless glimpse of the plantation lifestyle he helped pioneer. Designed as a self-contained community, the beautifully maintained grounds still yield harvests of fruits and vegetables. Those who are game can taste raw coffee beans and macadamia nuts.




  The Wilcoxes were true pack rats who collected much and threw away nothing. All the furnishings and personal possessions remain as if the inhabitants were due to return momentarily.




  You’ll also visit the spartan dwelling of the Moriwake family. Mrs. Moriwake, a picture bride from Japan, lived here with her family through fifty-two years of service as the Wilcoxes’ laundress. A print of Mount Fuji on the wall provides a touch of the old country. The main house, built and furnished from beautiful native woods, is where George Wilcox lived with his brother Sam and Sam’s family. Among the antique furniture, you’ll find an embroidered settee that Helen Lehman, a longtime houseguest, took ten years to complete.




  

    Geography of Kaua`i




    The oldest and northernmost of the Hawaiian Islands, Kaua`i ranks fourth by size and population. Built from a single massive volcano, the island has been eroded into a series of mountain ridges, valleys, and canyons. Its two central peaks usually remain shrouded in clouds. Of the two, Kawaikini is the highest at 5,243 feet, but Wai`ale`ale, 100 feet lower, holds the record for the world’s highest annual rainfall. The island has 90 miles of coastline (much of it sandy beaches), 16 of which, along the spectacular Na Pali Coast, are inaccessible by road.
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  To escape the family bustle, George later built himself a bachelor pad, designed with two bedrooms (winter and summer) draped with mosquito nets. The unadorned rooms are almost bare of furnishings. Although a millionaire, the frugal mission son kept his fragments of soap in an old sardine can.




  Nawiliwili Road continues down to its namesake harbor, Kaua`i’s main shipping port ever since its completion in 1930. In your mind, try to screen out the heavy dock machinery and industrial warehouses and focus on the lovely setting of the bay, with the Haupu (or Hoary Head) Mountains closing in on its western edge. In the opposite direction, Nawiliwili Beach Park abuts Kalapaki Beach, the site of the Marriott. But you can enjoy the same views at considerably less cost by staying at the Garden Island Inn (245-7227; 800-648-0154; www.gardenislandinn.com), across the street from the beach park. The rooms show novel touches such as palm-pattern imprints in the ceiling plaster and original artwork by former “resident artist” Camile Fontaine. Bougainvillea drapes from the balconies, and floral gardens surrounding the inn include carp ponds. Owner Steve Layne works hard to make his guests’ stay pleasant. With rooms from $99 to $150, the Garden Island Inn could be a real sleeper (no pun intended). If you just want a place to lay your head, try the Tip Top Motel (245-2333) at 3173 Akahi St. in Lihue. It’s known locally for its bakery/cafe of the same name. Doubles start at $73.




  Return to Nawiliwili Road and turn west onto Niumalu Road, 2 blocks above the harbor. Niumalu climbs behind a bulk-sugar warehouse and sidles along the cane fields. Pause at the unmarked turnout ahead for another view of the bay. The road then descends through the rustic Hawaiian village of Niumalu.




  At Niumalu Park, turn right onto Hulemanu Road, which curves uphill again. About 0.5 mile farther, stop at the overlook to view Alakoko Fishpond, tucked below along a bend in Huleia Stream, backdropped by the rugged beauty of the Haupu Mountains. Alakoko is also known as Menehune Fishpond because of its legendary builders. A supposedly reclusive, pixielike people, the Menehune were said to be expert masons who performed miraculous construction feats overnight for payment in food. Menehune legends are part of the folklore throughout Hawaii, and theories vary as to their origin. The Tahitian word manahune means “slave.” Some say the Menehune were an earlier people who became a hereditary caste of workers. The bird chatter you hear comes from Huleia National Wildlife Refuge, just upstream. True Blue Island Adventures (245-9662; www.kauaifun.com) leads kayak tours through the refuge. The half-day morning trip includes a waterfall swim, snacks, and a deli lunch for $89. The morning tour is offered Mon through Sat and an afternoon option is available on Fri.




  Hulemanu Road continues past the overlook, shadowing the Haupu Mountains as it cuts through green waves of endless cane. Turn right on Puhi Road to rejoin the highway. On your way back to town, you might visit Kilohana (245-5608; www.kilohanakauai.com), another restored plantation estate on the inland side of the highway. Gaylord Wilcox, the head of Grove Farm, brought renowned architect Mark Potter from O`ahu in 1935 to build his dream house. The name Kilohana means “not to be surpassed,” and Potter made a strong bid to design and furnish a home worthy of this name. Stop at the main house to get a map of the thirty-five-acre estate and restored farm area. To learn more about Hawaii agriculture, past and future, hop a ride on the Kauai Plantation Railway (245-7245), which will take you through an additional sixty acres in a progression from taro (the staple of ancient Hawaiians) to exotic fruit trees and other tropical niche crops that are replacing sugar. A string of reproduction vintage cars is pulled by a 1939 Whitcomb diesel engine on the 40-minute train ride. Admission is $18.




  The inside of Kilohana is part museum and part boutiques specializing in Kaua`i-made wares. Kilohana’s courtyard provides a romantic setting for alfresco dining at Gaylord’s (245-9593; http://gaylordskauai.com). Continental entrees come with vegetables and fruits from Kilohana’s own gardens. Monday through Saturday lunch is served from 11 a.m. to 3 p.m.; Sunday brunch 9 a.m. to 2:30 p.m. Expensive prices. Candlelight dinners are offered nightly 5:30 to 8:45 p.m. Reservations suggested. Investment-caliber. Gaylord’s also offers “Most Romantic Dinner” packages that include your own private table, where a bottle of sparkling wine and a special dinner menu await you, and a photograph, all for $289. Kilohana opens daily at 9:30 a.m.




  Farther west on Route 50, shortly after Kauai Community College in the town of Puhi, is a small take-out restaurant, Mark’s Place (245-2522), specializing in the local plate lunch with an upscale twist. Chef Mark Oyama teaches culinary arts at the college, and this is where he practices what he preaches. It is open Mon through Fri from 10 a.m. to 2 p.m. Inexpensive.




  Back in town, dining options consist mostly of mom-and-pop restaurants serving ethnic cuisine in unadorned settings. Two blocks seaward of the County Building, off Rice, a number of eateries cluster around Kress Street. Disguised as a camp house kitchen with its trademark corrugated orange Formica counter, Hamura’s Saimin, 2956 Kress St. (245-3271), ladles out Kaua`i’s best bowl of saimin (a Hawaiian-Japanese dish based on noodles in broth). Select your own add-ins to slurp with your noodles, find a stool to sit on, but heed the sign on the wall that says please don’t put gum under the counter. Hamura’s is open Mon through Thurs from 10 a.m. to 10 p.m., Fri and Sat from 10 a.m. to midnight, and Sun from 10 a.m. to 9 p.m. Inexpensive. In the same building, Halo Halo Shave Ice cranks out a fruity Filipino version of this Hawaiian frozen treat daily until 4 p.m.




  

    Brief history of Kaua`i




    Capt. James Cook’s arrival on the west coast of Kaua`i in 1778 touched off a new era that would transform the Hawaiian Islands. A steady stream of Western ships followed in his footsteps, many of them anchoring at the protected Waimea harbor that Cook had described in his journals, making Kaua`i an early center of trade.




    The separate political status retained by the island in the early days of the Hawaiian kingdom made it the focus of international intrigue, most notably by a German adventurer acting in the service of the Russian czar




    As the site of Hawaii’s first commercial sugar plantation, Kaua`i was also at the forefront of another watershed, the birth of an industry that dominated the islands’ socioeconomic landscape for more than a century. Strangely, sugar’s successor, tourism, has come later to Kaua`i than to some of its neighbors, although the Garden Isle has long been the darling of Hollywood filmmakers. Kaua`i suffered widespread devastation at the hands of two hurricanes, Iwa in 1982 and Iniki in 1992, which further slowed development on the island.


  




  Across from the County Building at 4491 Rice St. is Oki’s Diner (245-5899), which is as local as they come. It serves up old-time favorites such as oxtail soup and chicken katsu, as well as house-made tropical syrups to douse your pancakes. Open 6 a.m. to midnight.




  More Lihue eateries lie along Route 56, north of Rice Street. For those who like seafood, Fish Express (245-9918), at 3343 Kuhio Hwy., across the street from the hospital, offers unbeatable values. Its tiny lunch counter serves gourmet fish specials: Choose from among the daily fresh-catch and organic selections prepared in intriguing ways, such as macadamia-nut-encrusted fish with lilikoi sauce or salmon lumpia over Kilauea greens. At a price less than $8, you can’t eat this well anywhere else on the island. (Fish-haters can sample Hawaiian plates instead.) The lunch counter operates Mon through Fri from 10 a.m. to 2 p.m. A more limited hot menu is served at other times. (The Oriental fried chicken and ginger shrimp are popular choices.) The deli counter also offers an impressive selection of poke, the local version of seafood salad made from (mostly raw) fish, seaweed, crab, or octopus. Fresh fish fillets are also available to grill for your own beachside barbecue. Open Mon through Sat 10 a.m. to 6 p.m. and until 4 p.m. on Sun.




  For beachfront dining and live Hawaiian music, locals favor Duke’s Canoe Club (246-9599; www.dukeskauai.com), adjacent to the Marriott on Kalapaki Beach. Roaming aunties bearing guitars make the rounds in the upstairs restaurant, but the Barefoot Bar is where the music lingers, and if you are upstairs, you won’t even know anything is going on below. The latter is open for lunch and dinner from 11:30 a.m. to midnight. Inexpensive.




  For a quick bite, the nearby Kalapaki Beach Hut (246-6330), across Rice Street from the shopping center, features Kaua`i-raised buffalo burgers and fresh-caught ono (fish) sandwiches. The upstairs dining room boasts a panoramic view of the bay. Open daily from 7 a.m. to 8 p.m. Inexpensive.




  If you want a taste of Asian luxury, visit the teahouse at Hanamaulu Cafe (245-2511), a yellow building just north and over the hill from Lihue on Route 56 across from the Shell station. The menu at this third-generation Kaua`i establishment includes Chinese dishes, but if you ask for the teahouse, you dine in traditional Japanese fashion, kneeling on futons and tatami mats in front of very low tables. The shoji-partitioned rooms open onto a Japanese garden and koi (carp) pond. Reservations recommended. Open Tues through Fri 11 a.m. to 1 p.m. and Tues through Sun 5 to 8:30 p.m.




  There are things to see on the way to Hanamaulu. One hill closer to Lihue, Route 56 passes through Kapaia, where you can stop to admire the handcrafted fabric creations at Kapaia Stitchery (245-2281), housed in a red plantation store. You will find everything from traditional kimonos to quilt-making kits—or choose your own fabric and have something custom-made. Open Mon through Sat 9 a.m. to 5 p.m.




  For a scenic jaunt inland, take Maalo Road uphill from the stitchery through 3 miles of sugarcane with steadily improving mountain views. At the end of the road, your reward is a bird’s-eye view of mighty Wailua Falls, featured on the TV show Fantasy Island. Those feeling adventurous (and sure of foot) can leave their fellow tourists gawking at the lookout and head 100 yards back up the road. At the far edge of the second guardrail, a steep and very slippery trail leads down to the pool at the base of the falls. Wave to the people above as you back float.




  If a waterfall dip sounds too old hat, how about rafting an inner tube down a mountain flume? Kaua`i Backcountry’s Mountain Tubing Adventures (245-2506; 888-270-0555; www.kauaibackcountry.com) offers tube rides down a 2-mile stretch of a former sugar irrigation ditch not far from here. The forty-minute ride passes a few small rapids but is fairly tame; it goes through five tunnels totaling about a half mile in all; headlamps are provided. On the ride up to the ditch, you’ll get to see some of the scenic backcountry the ditch traverses and learn the history of the plantation that the ditch once served. Part of a larger irrigation system that consisted of 51 miles of ditch in all, the flumes were built in the 1870s, largely by Chinese immigrants, many of whom had come from California after the Gold Rush fizzled. Because the ground was too brittle for dynamite, the tunnels were all dug by hand, with workers receiving 50 cents per day for this dangerous, backbreaking labor. After the tube ride, you get a picnic lunch by a mountain pool. The full experience lasts about three hours. Call for reservations; cost is $100. The same company also operates a zip-line adventure as an aerial alternative for $125.




  The South Shore


  




  Departing west from the Lihue area, the Kaumualii Highway (Route 50) crosses through the Knudsen Gap between Kahili Ridge and the Haupu Range to enter the Koloa District, birthplace of the Hawaiian sugar industry. The word koloa is usually translated as “tall cane,” for the region, blessed with ample irrigation and yearlong sunshine, has yielded bumper crops since antiquity.




  Turn left onto Maluhia Road (Route 520), 5 miles west of Lihue, and head through the Tree Tunnel, a fragrant double row of overhanging eucalyptus trees planted in 1911. Continue through more exotic foliage, then sugarcane, as you descend upon Koloa Town, now known to tourists as Old Koloa Town (www.oldkoloa.com). Maluhia Road ends at a “T” junction with Koloa Road. On the right-hand side as you enter town, a tiny anonymous park commemorates Hawaii’s sugar heritage. Erected in 1985 for the 150th anniversary of commercial sugar production in Hawaii, a small concrete monument symbolizes an opened millstone. Inside, a set of bronze bas-relief carvings portrays the different ethnic groups that figured in sugar’s past. Careful readers of the accompanying plaque will notice historical revisionism at work: Someone has taken the haole plantation manager, formerly represented on horseback, out of the scene entirely.




  The plaque gives a brief overview of the sugar industry’s evolution. The story begins with William Hooper, who arrived from Boston in 1833 at age twenty-four with little expertise in agriculture and no knowledge of Hawaii. Yet somehow he secured enough native cooperation to begin the first large-scale sugar plantation in the islands. The plaque neglects to mention that Hooper and his two partners became embroiled in an international investment scandal and went bankrupt. Despite such rocky beginnings, sugar went on to become Hawaii’s dominant industry and the mainstay of its economy for almost a century. At one point, 60 percent of the island’s electricity was generated by burning sugar by-products. In spite of this, labor costs and foreign subsidies have put sugar on the decline since World War II. The industry may well die where it began. Kaua`i’s Gay & Robinson is one of two remaining sugar plantations in the state (the other is on Maui). Although the burning of leftover bagasse from harvested cane no longer contributes directly to the island grid, hydroelectric generators installed by the sugar industry continue to supply most of Kaua`i’s electricity.
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  Near the monument, a small garden displays different varieties of sugarcane, and behind (partially engulfed by a banyan tree) stand the remains of the third mill built in Koloa.




  Across Koloa Road from the park, the Yamamoto Store is the focus of more town history. On the sidewalk in front of the store stand cartoon-style sculptures by Maui artist Reems Mitchell, depicting a pair of Koloa old-timers, Toshi Freitas, the mechanic, and “Chinaman” Lickety Split. Wander into the courtyard behind the store to explore the Koloa History Center, a collection of exhibits and artifacts portraying aspects of plantation life, from the different immigrant groups housed in camps to the itinerant “drummers” and “shibai” artists who passed through the town hotel. You can also pick up a free brochure for the self-guided Koloa Heritage Trail to other south-shore spots of historical interest.




  Koloa Fish Market (742-6199), just down the road at 5482 Koloa Rd., serves a tasty Hawaiian plate lunch, with rotating multiethnic specialties, plus sushi and an assortment of poke waiting for the choosing behind its small deli counter. Open Mon through Fri 10 a.m. to 6 p.m. and Sat 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. Inexpensive.




  For a tour of Koloa’s churches and temples, continue east on Koloa Road to the Big Save market at the corner. Craftspeople from Japan built the two Buddhist temples here in 1910 to cater to immigrant cane workers. The Hongwanji Mission has its temple behind the green YBA (Young Buddhists Association) Hall. Its carved roof and decorative metal inlays form a delicate black-on-white pattern. Around the corner, on Waikomo Road, Jodo Mission competes with two temples. The smaller original has an elaborate altar inside.




  Turning from sutras to rosary beads, follow the signs to St. Raphael’s Church from Koloa onto Weliweli Road (between Maluhia and Waikomo), then turn right onto Hapa Road to reach Kaua`i’s oldest Catholic church. The original Calvinist missionaries strove to exclude Catholicism, convincing their Hawaiian converts that papistry was “just another form of idolatry.” Gunboat diplomacy by French warships brought an end to such discrimination.




  Several church buildings lie scattered in this peaceful lot, bordered by cane fields, with Koloa’s current mill smoking in the distance. The current church dates from 1866, but the graves of Portuguese immigrants in the cemetery are older. In the corner, behind the rectory, stands a beautiful ruin-like shrine built from black lava rocks arranged in steps and levels seemingly at random, highlighted by white marble statuary. The remains of the original 1841 church, rediscovered a century later in an adjacent field, have been shaped into a grotto accented by a giant cross.




  Returning onto Weliweli Road, turn left onto Waikomo Road and notice the rickety plantation homes here, as yet untouched by the tourist traffic a few blocks over. Waikomo Road runs into Poipu Road and Koloa Church, which dates from 1837. The tall steeple of this New England–style edifice built by missionaries served as a landmark for whaling ships approaching port.




  Turn left onto Poipu Road and bear left at the Y junction ahead to pass through Poipu Beach (www.poipubeach.org), an area thickly populated with plush hotels. A visual oddity among these is the Poipu Crater Resort (742-2000; www.parrishkauai.com) off Pe`e Road, the tiny villas of which sprout like acne on the steep walls inside a crater formed by Kaua`i’s last volcanic gasp. You might also visit Kiahuna Plantation Resort (742-6411), which engulfed the former Moir Garden. Plantation manager Hector Moir and his wife, Sandy, planted this attractive assortment of cacti and succulents suited to Poipu’s arid climate back in 1938. In the center of the garden, the Moirs’ plantation home has become Plantation Gardens Restaurant (742-2121; www.pgrestaurant.com). You can dine either at lanai tables facing the tiki torchlit gardens or in the elegant, old-fashioned interior. Open nightly 5:30 to 10 p.m. Expensive.




  Poipu’s most notable eatery, however, is The Beach House Restaurant (742-1424; www.the-beach-house.com), at 5022 Lawai Rd. on the way to Spouting Horn. The stunning oceanfront location provides the perfect setting for inventive Pacific Rim cuisine such as the restaurant’s signature wasabicrusted snapper. Open daily 5:30 to 10 p.m. (Sept 15 to Mar 31), 6 to 10 p.m. (Apr 1 to Sept 14). Investment-caliber. Reservations are recommended.




  There is little point tarrying in crowded Poipu, though, when the coast is clearer farther on in Mahaulepu. Follow the main cane road extension from Poipu for almost 2 miles until you come to a stop sign at another major cane road. Turn right (following the utility poles) and continue another mile past the quarry. Check in at the guard station to sign a liability release. From here, various turnoffs lead to distinct beaches along the Mahaulepu coast. Mahaulepu means “falling together,” referring to the remnants of Kamehameha’s abortive 1796 invasion force that staggered ashore here to face a brutal ambush.




  Start your exploring at the nearest beach access straight ahead and park at the stone barrier. Walk back toward Poipu until you reach the stream at the end of the beach, and follow the faint trail that runs through cane grass along the far bank. The trail continues a quarter mile inland and disappears into the mouth of a cave. You have to duck at the entrance, but the rest of the way is OK. Keep a hand above your head just in case, as you grope your way toward the light at the other side. Dense vines hang from the large opening here like a sixties bead curtain. And behind the curtain? A Chinese banyan in a natural courtyard of stone. As for the rest of Mahaulepu, you can play Robinson Crusoe, hunting for hidden footprints on a series of deserted beaches alternating with rocky outcrops. The farthest beach, Haula, cannot be reached by road; you have to hike a half mile east along low sea cliffs at the foot of the Haupu Mountain Range.




  Retrace your steps to the Y junction at the entrance to Poipu Beach, where the right fork, Lawai Road, leads to attractions of its own. Tucked inside the Y is Koloa Landing, a narrow coastal inlet at the mouth of Waikono Stream. Nothing remains of this once-crowded port from whaling’s heyday, but accommodation bargains cluster nearby. Book well in advance for any of these. Poipu Inn Bed & Breakfast (742-1146; 800-808-2330; 2720 Hooinani Rd.; www.poipu-inn.com) offers cheery lodging in a colorfully restored plantation home with white trellis porches and antique carousel horses in every room. Rates run from $95 to $155. Garden Isle Cottages (742-6717; 800-742-6711; 2658 Puuholo Rd., Koloa; www.oceancottages.com) overlook the water. Nestled in lush gardens, the self-contained units are decorated with the owners’ original artwork. Studios begin at $216 (low season), $240 (high season), two-day minimum. Koloa Landing Cottages (742-1470; 800-779-8773; www.koloalanding.com) nearby also have sumptuous gardens and similar amenities. Rates range from $100 to $200. There is a cleaning fee ($30 for one-bedroom houses and $50 for two-bedroom houses) applied to stays less than seven nights in length.




  The main scenic attraction along Lawai Road is the Spouting Horn. Hidden behind the tour buses in the parking lot, this surf-driven geyser does its best “thar she blows” imitation through a submerged lava tube. Rumor has it that the spout went much higher before plantation owners dynamited the opening to prevent salt sprays from damaging their crops. On the way to the Spouting Horn, you’ll pass another neglected park of historical interest. Kuhio Park marks the birth site of Kaua`i’s favorite son, Prince Jonah Kuhio Kalanianaole, heir to the Hawaiian monarchy and one of Hawaii’s first delegates to Congress. The park also includes the remains of an ancient fishpond and a small heiau.




  At the end of Lawai Road, a 1920s plantation home serves as the visitor center for the National Tropical Botanical Garden (742-2623; www.ntbg.org). Reserve in advance for one of the two tours per day for an experience that even non-green thumbs will appreciate. Lawa`i Valley is a sunken oasis of tropical vegetation surrounded by former sugar land. The gardens are roughly segregated into botanical classes and beautifully landscaped around natural streambeds and hillsides. Robert Allerton and his adopted son (some say homosexual lover), John, used their Chicago mercantile fortune to create a tropical Eden here on an estate originally owned by Queen Emma. Emma herself was known as the first Hawaiian monarch to cultivate a garden for aesthetic rather than functional purposes; she began gardening at Lawa`i in 1870. The Allertons greatly expanded her efforts throughout five decades in the twentieth century and were instrumental in establishing the National Tropical Botanical Gardens under congressional charter in 1964. The garden management now oversees the 286-acre property, which is divided into the separate Allerton and McBryde Gardens.




  The visitor center is open daily from 8:30 a.m. to 5 p.m. Guided walking tours of the Allerton Garden are offered four times daily except Sundays. The two-and-a-half-hour tours require advance reservations and are not for children under ten; the cost is $35. The Allerton Garden is a masterwork of landscape design. The formal geometry of the reflective pools and fountains blends harmoniously with the wildly tropical vegetation and exotic flowers, accented by art pieces from around the world. The adjacent McBryde Garden serves as the botanical gardens’ research collection and contains some 270 different types of palms as well as a broad representation of Hawaiian flora, including endangered and endemic species. Self-guided tours of McBryde are available for all ages without reservations; the cost is $20 for adults. All tours involve a 2-mile ride on a tram and at least 1.5 miles of walking on a gravel path up and down stairs. Along the way, you gain hands-on exposure to some of the world’s most exotic tropical flora, including four different colors of hibiscus (white, red, yellow, orange) and the rarely seen brighamia, which looks like a cabbage on a bowling pin. The latter grows only on the edge of the remote sea cliffs of Kaua`i and Moloka`i. Driven to near extinction when the sphingid moth that used to pollinate its yellow/white, trumpet-shaped flowers itself became extinct, the brighamia survives only through the efforts of botanists, who must hand-pollinate each plant, often rappelling down steep rock faces to reach them.




  Return along Lawai Road until it dead-ends at Koloa Road and turn left onto Route 530, which cuts west through rolling hills carpeted with sugarcane to rejoin the Kaumualii Highway at Lawa`i. These upland fields once grew pineapples, but by 1970 all had switched to sugar, a less labor-intensive crop. The old pineapple cannery has been converted to retail space near the junction with Route 50.




  If you’re hungry, a second location of Mark’s Place (see the Lihue section) sits on Route 50 in Lawa`i, next to the Garden Island Mortuary. Open Mon through Fri from 10 a.m. to 2 p.m. Pizza-lovers will want to continue west to Brick Oven Pizza (332-8561), on the mountain side of Route 50 in Kalaheo. The freshly risen crusts brushed with garlic come laden with tummy-pleasing toppings. Open Mon 4 to 10 p.m. and Tues through Sun 11 a.m. to 10 p.m. Inexpensive to moderate. For a more elaborate dinner, Pomodoro Italian Restaurant (332-5945), just up the road upstairs in the Rainbow Shopping Plaza on the ocean side of Route 50, boasts housemade pastas, including a much-revered lasagna. Owned by pair of brothers from Salerno, Italy, it’s open Mon through Sat from 5:30 to 9:30 p.m. Expensive.




  Turn left from the end of Route 530 to continue west on Route 50 to the town of Kalaheo. Turn left onto Papalina Drive near the center of town to enjoy the scenic vistas over the Lawa`i Valley and Poipu Coast on your way to Kukuiolono Park. This cool hilltop sanctuary includes a nine-hole public golf course and a small pseudo-Japanese garden. Follow the road up to the clubhouse for a panoramic view stretching all the way to Niihau. You can loop back to the highway on Puu Road.




  The fields west of Kalaheo have been planted with coffee bushes as a replacement for sugar. Coffee’s commercial history began in Hawaii on this island, and although the baton has since passed to the Big Island’s Kona Coast as the industry center, the 3,400 acres here now constitute Hawaii’s largest coffee plantation. You can learn more about island coffee (and sample the final product) by stopping at the Kaua`i Coffee Visitor Center (335-0813; 800-545-8605; www.kauaicoffee.com), just ahead on the left. Housed in two former sugar camp homes, the center has displays on the plantation’s sugar past as well as its coffee future. Open daily 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. Free.




  The West Side


  




  About 2 miles west of Kalaheo on Kaumualii Highway, be sure to stop at the Hanapepe Valley Overlook for a technicolor vision of red canyon walls rising vertically above a tree-carpeted valley floor. Continue on Route 50, which curves around the mouth of the canyon to descend into Hanapepe town. A roadside sign welcomes you to KAUA`I’S BIGGEST LITTLE TOWN, part of an attempt to lure westbound tourists. Fortunately, they have not yet been too successful. To see for yourself, veer right beneath the bougainvillea-draped cliffs and park on Hanapepe Road.




  Hanapepe has its share of history to relate. The valley you admired from above witnessed the bloody suppression of Kaua`i loyalists who revolted against the Kamehameha dynasty in 1824. A hundred years later, sixteen Filipino workers and four police officers were killed here during a plantation strike. But Hanapepe’s main attraction springs from its vintage plantation shops, still infused with the rhythm of small-town life. Much of The Thorn Birds was filmed here.




  Begin your walking tour at Taro Ko Chips (335-5586), a tiny one-room factory that Mr. and Mrs. S. Nagamine started as a retirement project. The taro they fry in their two woks comes from nearby valley fields that their son now tends. Open daily from 8 a.m. to 5 p.m. Next, you can explore a series of art galleries notable not so much for the originality of their work—you can judge that for yourself—as for the accessibility of the tenant-artists, many of whom paint in studios on the premises and are happy to discuss their work. Most stay open Mon through Sat. Kaua`i Fine Arts (332-9387; http://brunias.com) sells a different kind of artwork, though; it specializes in antique maps and prints.




  You shouldn’t overlook Hanapepe’s more traditional vendors, either. Sample the spicy confections at the Crackseed Center or pop inside Yoshiura’s General Store, known as the Mikado until World War II. And before you leave, have a swing on the rope bridge over Hanapepe River next to the old church. Continue on the road across the 1911 bridge farther downstream. From here, you can turn up Awawa Road into the valley for a scenic digression along the west canyon wall past sugarcane and taro fields. Distinctive for its large forked leaves, the taro plant served as the early Hawaiians’ staple crop. They mashed its starchy roots to make poi and cooked the stem and leaves as vegetables. The Hawaiians believed that the taro plant grew from the grave of humankind’s elder brother, who had died in infancy. Taro was their link to the land and their “staff of life.” Out on the highway, galleries await, including some with “surfboard art.” Friday evenings from 6 to 9 p.m., the town galleries host a free open house, with live music, hula, storytelling, and Hawaiian craft demonstrations.




  Naturally, no self-respecting art town could long survive without a decent coffeehouse. In addition to hot java, tasty, albeit somewhat pricey, gourmet vegetarian and seafood lunches are served at Hanapepe Cafe (335-5011) Mon through Thurs 11 a.m. to 3 p.m. and on Fri from 11 a.m. to 2 p.m.; dinner is served on Fri from 5 to 9 p.m. Live music on Fri. Inexpensive to moderate. Lovers of Thai food should backtrack uphill from Hanapepe to Toi’s Thai Kitchen (335-3111) in the Ele`ele Shopping Center. Open Tues through Sat 10:30 a.m. to 2 p.m. and 5:30 to 9 p.m. Moderate.




  Near the edge of town, turn left from the highway onto Lele Road, then right onto Lolokai Road to Salt Pond Beach Park. Besides offering a beautiful protected beach, the park abuts ancient salt ponds used to harvest sea salt. Rights of use pass through descent. Captain Cook got his salt here, and if you ask someone in the Hui Hana Paakai, which still operates these evaporative basins, you may be able to as well. State health department regulations prevent the “impure” salt from being sold commercially, but the impurities add flavor.
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  West of Hanapepe, a number of small, working sugar towns are strung along the highway. Looking out onto the horizon, the remote and mysterious islands of Niihau and uninhabited Lehua hover across Kaulakahi Channel. Owned by a missionary-descended ranching family, Niihau is the only private island in the state. The pure-blooded Hawaiians who live here still speak their native tongue and eke out a rustic existence tending the island ranch and gathering honey. Although residents remain free to come and go, uninvited visitors are strictly forbidden. Niihau was also the only Hawaiian island “invaded” during the Pearl Harbor attack. A downed Japanese fighter pilot terrorized inhabitants until a large Hawaiian man, disregarding three bullet wounds, literally crushed the pilot with his bare hands.




  Past the 18-mile marker in Kaumakani, the Niihau Helicopter office (335-3500; 877-441-3500; www.niihau.us) offers exclusive tours of the “Forbidden Isle,” including a three-hour beach landing with swimming and snorkeling if weather permits. The half-day tours cost $365; reserve in advance.




  From here another 2 miles takes you to Waimea, once the largest settlement on this coast and a historical center of interest. Waimea Bay served as Kaua`i’s first major port, beginning with two celebrated British vessels anchored offshore in 1778. A small marker in Lucy Wright Park marks the spot where Captain Cook first stepped ashore at 3:30 p.m. in January of that year, bringing Hawaii into contact with the modern world. This metal plaque and another modest statue in the center of town (cast from the original in Whitby, England, Cook’s birthplace) constitute the sole acknowledgment of the historic visit by one of the world’s greatest explorers and Hawaii’s first tourist. Cook’s journals became best sellers back in Europe. His description of Waimea Bay as a safe anchorage on Kaua`i made it the port of call for a steady stream of Western vessels crossing the Pacific. Waimea became the island’s de facto capital as Kaua`i’s ruling chiefs gathered here year-round to take advantage of the trading opportunities. Waimea Bay also witnessed the abduction of Kaua`i’s King Kaumualii, when Kamehameha II invited him on what became a one-way sailing cruise to O`ahu in 1821. Ka`ahumanu, the queen regent, then forced both Kaumualii and his oldest son to marry her. These unorthodox tactics ensured Kaua`i’s allegiance to the unified Hawaiian kingdom.




  At the entrance to town, turn left into Fort Elizabeth State Park (808-274-3444; www.hawaiistateparks.org) to absorb some more history. One of three forts on Kaua`i built by Georg Anton Schaeffer, a German adventurer acting in the service of the Russian czar, Fort Elizabeth dates from 1815. Schaeffer persuaded King Kaumualii to permit these outposts in defense of Russian trading interests. Other foreign powers objected, and the Kamehameha monarchy protested this bid by Kaumualii to bolster Kaua`i’s autonomy. Schaeffer had overstepped himself, and in 1817, having fallen out of favor, he departed the islands for good. Hawaiian troops completed the construction and occupied the fort until 1864, when it was dismantled.




  The fort’s outer walls are still readily apparent, and a path leads through the main gate to the interior. Climb the steps to the battlements to gain a view of the coast. Inside the fort, various signs along the path label random piles of rubble or empty spaces, according to the architectural feature of the fort believed to have stood there. Look for dark green clumps of “sleeping grass” scattered around the parking lot and entrance sign. In reality a relative of the giant koa tree, the “grass” has tiny branches sprouting miniature purple-tinged leaves paired in two symmetric rows. Touching the leaves causes each pair to fold tightly closed as if curled up to sleep.




  Cross the bridge across flood-prone Waimea River into town. Waimea means “reddish waters.” Although Hawaiian legend ascribes the river’s color to blood from an unjustly slain maiden, the ruddy water bleeds from a far greater wound—Waimea Canyon. Stop by the public library (338-6848) on the highway to pick up a copy of a self-guided walking tour of Waimea’s historic buildings.




  Highlights include the privately owned Gulick-Rowell House, begun in stone in 1829 by the Reverend Peter Gulick and completed with wooden porches and balconies seventeen years later by the Reverend George Rowell. This building is notable for its adaptation of New England designs to Hawaiian building materials and climate. Rowell, “the builder missionary,” also completed the current Waimea Foreign Church in 1859 from sandstone cut nearby. The two buildings stand on Huakai Road 1 block on either side of Waimea Canyon Drive (Route 550).




  Back on the highway, notice the open-wall frame of the old Waimea Mill. The damage predates Iniki to the earlier Hurricane Iwa in 1982. You’ll find a third building by Rowell opposite the Big Save. After a personal dispute with the established mission, Rowell built Waimea Hawaiian Church for his breakaway congregation around 1865. Sunday services are conducted in Hawaiian.




  Not included in the walking tour but worth a gander is the Menehune Ditch, part of an ancient irrigation system diverting the Waimea River to surrounding taro fields. Follow the HVCB warrior onto Menehune Road from the highway and drive about 1.3 miles, stopping where the cactus-draped cliffs crowd in on the river. What little remains of the ditch, sandwiched between the road and cliffs, may not impress you, but the significance of this still-functioning watercourse lies in its use of dressed lava stone, which some argue indicates more sophisticated masonry than the Hawaiians were known to have—hence the credit to the Menehunes.




  On the way back, you will see taro fields on your right, which the ditch irrigates. A little farther on, follow the sign to Waimea Shingon Mission at the end of Pule Road, where a sci-fi vision confronts you. Rows of silver, conical-topped cylinders line the temple perimeter, illuminated by red shower-nozzle lights. In the corner, a multiplatform monument supported by these silver cylinders glistens like a wedding cake. Inscribed with Asian characters, each of these bizarre concrete blocks also houses a miniature statuette. These figurines are traditional in Shingon temples. Each represents one of the eighty-eight sins described in Buddhist sutras, and making the tour past all eighty-eight supposedly inoculates you against temptation. But what is unique about this shrine is the unusual shape and appearance of the containers in which the statuettes are housed. They were designed to mimic the appearance of missile shells. Gold-star mothers of Japanese-American soldiers who fought in World War II commissioned these monuments to honor their fallen sons. Ancient Hawaiian burial caves dot the cliffs above.




  A unique way to experience plantation living is to stay at the Waimea Plantation Cottages (338-1625; 800-9-WAIMEA or 800-992-4632; www.waimea-plantation.com) at 9400 Kaumualii Hwy. Scattered among clusters of coconut trees in a huge garden lot bordering a silty black-sand beach on the west end of town, the cottages are renovated homes brought in from sugar camps all along the coast and furnished with understated charm. The resort was started by descendants of Hans Peter Faye, a Norwegian immigrant who rose to become one of the early sugar barons in the area. His original home at Mana now serves as the resort’s administration building. Rates go from $164 to $235 for a one-bedroom cottage.




  To explore Waimea’s heritage as a sugar town, consider taking the historical walking tour run by the West Kaua`i Technology and Visitor Center (338-1332; www.wkbpa.org). The tour explores the missionary stories as well as ancient and modern Waimea. The historic walking tour is free and is offered every Monday at 9:30 a.m., weather permitting. Call to reserve a spot.




  If Waimea’s sugar heritage lies increasingly in its past, the displays at the center chronicle the promise of a high-tech future. This state-of-the-art multimedia facility, located on the highway at the corner of Waimea Canyon Drive, is part of a campaign to attract technology companies to West Kaua`i. The exhibits describe the activities of some of these companies, which rent space at the center. But it has a much broader focus, covering technology used in the region from the days of the ancient Hawaiians to the present day’s solar-powered aircraft tested at the nearby Pacific Missile Range. The center also holds classes in lei making on Fri at 9:30 a.m. from Mar through Nov; reservations required for the classes. Donation requested. The center has a wealth of visitor information on the island. Open Mon through Fri 9:30 a.m. to 5 p.m.




  Back in town, shoppers will enjoy browsing through the inventory of Collectibles and Fine Junque (338-9855), opposite Waimea Hawaiian Church. You’ll find everything from vintage plantation implements to fine china dinnerware. Open Mon, Tues, Thurs, and Fri 11 a.m. to 4 p.m. and Wed and Sat 1 to 4 p.m. The hot climate on this side of the island makes it a great place to try shaved ice (a local version of snow cones), and Waimea has some of the best on the island at Jojo’s, a colorful roadside shack. Choose from a variety of exotic flavorings, such as li hing mui, a tangy Chinese salty-sour candy made from preserved plums, or try halo halo, a kind of Filipino tropical smoothie. For local treats, stop by Ishihara Market (338-1751), which serves take-out plate lunches from 10 a.m. to 1:15 p.m. and sells sushi and poke from the deli counter throughout the day. Open Mon through Thurs 6 a.m. to 7:30 p.m., Fri 6 a.m. to 8 p.m., Sat 7 a.m. to 8 p.m., and Sun 7 a.m. to 7 p.m.




  For dinner, the town favorite is Wrangler’s Steak House (338-1218), decorated in predictable Western style but with a much broader menu than the name suggests. Save room for the peach cobbler, which is baked to order—yum! Open Mon through Thurs 11 a.m. to 8:30 p.m., Fri 11 a.m. to 9 p.m., and Sat 5 to 9 p.m. Moderate. The yuppie alternative is The Grove Cafe. (338-9733), located in the Waimea Plantation Cottages. It claims to be the “World’s Western-Most Brewpub.” Spacious lanai seating adds to the appeal. A moderately priced menu, including fresh-catch specials, is served daily 6:30 a.m. to 10 p.m. Live music Wed through Fri from 7 to 9 p.m.




  If instead of taking Waimea Canyon Road up to its namesake you continue west, Route 50 leads next to Kekaha, the largest settlement on the west coast. Kekaha’s giant mill sets the tone for this blue-collar community. Although the mill no longer operates, part of Kekaha Sugar’s land has been bought by Gay & Robinson and remains in production. Just past the mill on Kekaha Road, the former post office building now houses Ray Nitta’s Westside Wood Designs (337-1875). Unlike most artisans of his caliber who fashion objets d’art that never get used, Ray’s shop is full of beautiful-yet-functional items, from canoe paddles to Zen Buddhist drums. He works mostly in native woods on commission; variable hours.




  From Kekaha north stretches an almost endless beach, but the park here has the only facilities before Polihale. Kekaha is also the turnoff for Koke`e Road, an alternate route to Waimea Canyon. Sticking to the coast, Route 50 continues as far as Mana and the Pacific Missile Firing Range at Barking Sands. In dry weather, a portion of the beach here sometimes emits “barking” sounds when you walk on it. Locals, however, say that “the dog stay old already” and has grown silent.




  Just as the state highway ends and swings inland to connect with some closed military roads, a single-word sign, POLIHALE, designates the cane road access to Polihale State Park (808-274-3444; www.hawaiistateparks.org). The price you pay for admission here is 5 miles along a bumpy dirt road. Your reward is a beautiful desolate beach extending across windswept sand dunes as far as the eye can see. Check ahead for road conditions and closures.




  About 3.5 miles in, the road approaches a large monkeypod tree fronting a scrub-covered hill with another sign indicating polihale straight ahead. If you turn left at the tree instead, the road leads seaward toward some enormous sand dunes. Park safely so as not to get your wheels stuck, and climb over the dunes to Queen’s Pond, a reef-protected lagoon. This is the only part of Polihale Beach safe for swimming (in moderate surf). After a dip here, continue on to the state park at the end of the road.




  As you drive the final miles past the camping area, the mountain ridges edge closer to the shoreline until they loom directly overhead. Beyond Polihale begins the Na Pali Coast, 16 miles of jagged cliffs plunging directly into the ocean. Hanging valleys, hidden sea caves, and ancient ruins lie shrouded in mystery—incomparable and all but impenetrable.




  The park itself offers a pleasant setting with beach pavilions and picnic tables surrounded by native beach vegetation. The shrubbery bush covering the dunes here is beach naupaka. Because of its tolerance to salt spray, this is often the closest-growing plant to the ocean. Besides its stubby leaves and small white pods, naupaka is distinguished by its “half flowers” that appear to be missing petals on one side. A related variety, mountain naupaka, shares this trait and is found only atop the highest peaks. According to Hawaiian legend, the two represent parted lovers whose half-formed flowers reflect a single broken heart. Niihau and Lehua float serenely above the horizon, and if you scoop sand near the shoreline, you may find some of the tiny shells from which the famous Niihau necklaces are made.




  Polihale means “home of the spirits.” At the very edge of the beach, where it tapers off beneath the encroaching cliffline, an ancient heiau marks the site from which, according to Hawaiian belief, the souls of fallen warriors would depart the earth to the drumbeat of kahuna (priests). A sacred spring still bubbles beneath the sands nearby. Standing amid this desolate setting, the meager trappings of civilization that the park provides seem foreign to and dwarfed by the power of the natural splendor. Sunset at Polihale feels like the end of the world.




  Waimea Canyon and Koke`e


  




  The drive-by scenery in these adjacent state parks is unmatched in Hawaii. Waimea Canyon (808-274-3444; www.hawaiistateparks.org) serves up eyefuls of choice canyon vistas along the 12-mile cleft in the island’s west flank, while higher up Koke`e luxuriates in a cool, nontropical setting with breathtaking overlooks onto the Na Pali Coast. To get to these views, take Waimea Canyon Road, which offers the most scenic views on the way up from the highway merging into Koke`e Road near the entrance to the park. Stop at the first turn-out once you climb above Waimea town for a view of the western coastline. A display board explains the changing land use of this region. As you continue on your way up, note the many dead or toppled trees left in Hurricane Iniki’s wake.




  Besides checking your gas gauge, it’s a good idea to check the weather before embarking on the long haul up the canyon roads. Call the Koke`e Museum at 335-9975, or peer up the valley from Waimea and gauge the cloud cover. Most of the scenery lies at elevations between 3,000 and 4,000 feet. If the whole area appears fogged in, you may prefer to hang out on the beach or tour Waimea town and hope things clear up on top. As a rule, more clouds tend to gather as the day goes on. If the weather looks dicey, head straight to the Na Pali overlooks at the end, as they tend to cloud over first. If it does rain while you are up there, don’t lose hope. Retreat to the Lodge at Koke`e (335-6061; www.thelodgeatkokee.net) for a cup of hot caffeine and let the trade winds do their work. You may witness some stunning rainbows to reward your patience.




  Three designated canyon overlooks along the upper Koke`e Road fill their railings with gawking crowds. The Waimea Canyon Lookout, first at 11 miles in and 3,120 feet elevation, offers the most dramatic frontal view into the main canyon and its three tributaries. Mark Twain, who toured the Hawaiian Islands in his youth and got in first with the most quotable quotes, billed this “the Grand Canyon of the Pacific.” While nowhere near as large as Arizona’s famous hole, Waimea Canyon boasts a lusher climate that adds a vibrant green to the palette of reds, oranges, and browns used to paint its mainland counterpart. Clouds float in and out of the 3,000-foot-deep gorge, redefining the landscape by shape and shadow and sometimes dissolving reality into mist. Helicopters make a less-welcome intrusion.




  The next stop, at Pu`u Ka Pele, provides picnic tables and a side view of the canyon, while the third turnoff, at Pu`u Hinahina, features yet another angle as well as a separate view toward the coast and out to Niihau. The brightly colored wildfowl you see strutting and pecking in the parking lots are moa, descendants of the original Polynesian chickens brought to Hawaii. They are protected by park statute and fed by tourists, and their clucking and crowing are heard everywhere. In between these official lookouts, frequent bends in the highway provide space to safely pull over and find your own preferred vantage point.




  An even better option is to take a hike. Anyone ambulatory can and should enjoy the Iliau Nature Trail, a 0.3-mile loop through sporadically labeled native vegetation leading to an impressive canyon overlook and a glimpse of Waialae Waterfall on the far rim. Look for the signposted Kukui trailhead just before the 9-mile point. The stars of the show here are the rare iliau, relatives of the silversword plants found on Haleakala and the Big Island that are unique to Kaua`i. These branchless plants topped with spiky leaves wait until the end of their life before erupting in hundreds of yellow blossoms. Branching off from the loop, the longer Kukui Trail drops 2,000 feet to connect with the extensive trail system and wilderness camps on the canyon floor.




  A mile past the third posted canyon lookout, the NASA tracking facilities mark the boundary between Waimea and Koke`e Parks. The first right (Halemanu Road) leads to yet another canyon viewpoint (looking back down the canyon) as well as to trails to the Waipo`o Falls and beyond. Unpaved Halemanu Road is often unsuitable for conventional vehicles, but it’s less than a mile hike to the lookout just off Halemanu to the right on the Cliff Trail. Branch left from the trail to the waterfalls for a dip in a refreshing pool surrounded by ginger.




  From here on, the main highway moves away from the canyon rim and continues climbing to Kanalohulu Meadow, the center of Koke`e activity. The god Kanaloa supposedly fashioned this clearing to prevent malevolent forest sprites from preying on passersby. You can get a meal here at The Lodge at Koke`e (335-6061; www.thelodgeatkokee.net) from 9 a.m. to 4 p.m., including a delicious Portuguese bean soup and corn bread. The small gift shop inside the lodge features local artisans’ handiwork. The lodge also rents comfortably equipped housekeeping cabins sleeping three to seven for $87.45 plus an additional $5.00 for each person. Early bookings are essential, especially for weekends and holidays (P.O. Box 367, Waimea 96796). Camp Sloggett, run by the YWCA (245-5959 for YWCA main office), rents space in its lodge and bunkhouse to groups for $25 per person, but you need a minimum of five people on weekdays and eight people on weekends. Linens not provided; reserve well in advance (YWCA, 3094 Elua St., Lihue 96766). Tent camping is available on the property provided you make reservations with the lodge (335-6061). Tent sites are also available throughout the park with a state permit.
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