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  Introduction




  Welcome to Hawai‘i! These words are heard by the almost nine million tourists each year who storm the islands to roast themselves on Waikīkī Beach and sip mai tais topped with paper parasols. Despite this annual onslaught, there remains a Hawai‘i 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 Hawai‘i 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 local craft shops, and sample multiethnic cuisines. All this awaits you in the Hawai‘i that lies off the beaten path.




  A Setting of Superlatives




  You could live here all your life and still discover new ways to appreciate Hawai‘i’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 approximately 1,400 plant taxa (species, subspecies, and varieties) native to Hawai‘i 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 older sister Nāmaka, goddess of the sea. Pele came to Hawai‘i to escape her older sister’s wrath after she had stolen Nāmaka’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. Other legends told of Pele’s brother, Kamohoali‘i, taking the form of a shark to lead Pele and her sisters to the islands.




  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 6 of these islands: Kaua‘i, O‘ahu, Moloka‘i, Lāna‘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.




  Hawai‘i’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. They developed a sophisticated culture governed by various kapu (taboos). Elaborate heiau (temples) enshrined beautifully crafted ki‘i akua, or ki‘i (idols), which accepted divine offerings from citizens, ali‘i (chiefs), and kāhuna (respected experts) to achieve their means, such as to request support and assistance or for intervention.




  The arrival of the English explorer Captain James Cook in 1778 brought the archipelago into contact with the modern world. Western weapons, as well as a massive army, knowledge of Hawaiian and foreign consuls, and support from a personal akua (divine spirt), enabled a Hawai‘i chieftain named Kamehameha to, over the span of 20 years, forge a unified kingdom. After his death, his son abandoned the old gods and ordered all the ki‘i destroyed in island-wide bonfires. Today only the stone foundations of the heiau remain as vestiges of a once-flourishing civilization.




  Congregationalist missionaries soon arrived to convert the people of Hawai‘i to Christianity beginning in 1820. Half a century later, the rise of sugar plantations in Hawai‘i began to import laborers from around the world. Out of this immigrant pool grew a multiethnic society blending East and West. First a kingdom, then a republic, later a territory, and finally the 50th state in the Union; Hawai‘i is the only US territory that was formerly a sovereign kingdom. Hawai‘i 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 Hawai‘i can pose some special challenges. Most of the islands have a single main highway that hugs the coast. The Hawai‘i 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.




  As an off-the-beaten-path traveler in Hawai‘i, 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 Hawai‘i’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 Hawai‘i’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-kuh) 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 Hawai‘i has some of the world’s best trails. Depending on the season, you might find guavas, passion fruit, mangos, mountain apples, and other tropical 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 Hawai‘i’s shoreline up to the highest high-water mark is public property. Public shoreline access, where possible, is required by law. Hawai‘i 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.


  



  Speak Like a Hawaiian




  Hawaiian words are used for most place names in Hawai‘i and are sprinkled throughout the everyday speech of islanders. With a little practice, you too can speak like a kama‘aina . The Hawaiian language has only twelve letters: seven consonants— h, k, l, m, n, p, w — and five vowels— a, e, i, o, u. Pronounce the consonants as you would in English, except for w, which is pronounced as a soft v after e, i, or a. (Yes, it’s technically pronounced “Havai‘i.”) Vowel sounds are more like Spanish: a as in father , e as in acorn,  i as in macaroni, o as in solo, u as in union. Always pronounce each letter separately. Special cases are ao or au, which are usually pronounced “ow”; ae and ai, which sound like “eye”; and ei, which becomes “ay.” A ‘ symbol before or between vowels indicates a glottal stop or slight pause in the sounds (think of the phrase, “uh-oh”). Give each syllable an even stress. When you see an eye-popper such as humuhumunukunukuapuaa (the state fish), don’t panic. Just take it one group at a time: humu-humu-nuku-nuku-a-pu-a-a. It’s easy!




  Here is a selected list of Hawaiian terms used in this guide.




  ali‘i (ah-lee-eee): Hawaiian chief or royalty




  aloha (ah-loh-ha): greetings, love




  hala (hah-lah): pandanus, screwpine, or tourist pineapple; a Polynesian introduction, this tree has stilt-like aerial roots, pineapple-like fruit, and long fibrous leaves used for weaving (see lauhala).




  hale (hah-leh): house




  haole (how-leh): foreigner




  heiau (hay-ow): ancient Hawaiian temple




  hula (hoo-lah): Hawaiian dance




  kāhili (kah-hee-lee): a feathered standard held on a pole as the symbol of royalty




  kahuna (kah-hoo-nah): “one who knows the secrets”; Hawaiian priest, healer, or other skilled professional




  kalua (kah-loo-ah): steam-cooked in leaves in an underground oven




  kama‘aina (kah-mah-eye-nah): longtime island resident




  kane (kah-neh): man; also the name of one of the principal Hawaiian gods




  kapu (kah-poo): taboo, forbidden




  ki‘i (key-ee): an idol, statue, or image




  kokua (koh-koo-ah): help, cooperation




 

  konane (koh-nah-neh): Hawaiian game similar to checkers




  kukui (kookoo-ee): candlenut tree; a Polynesian introduction with light green leaves whose oil-rich nuts were strung together and burned as candles




  lānai (la-nye): large open-air veranda




  lauhala (laow-hah-lah): “leaf of hala”; woven to make mats, sails, and so on




  lau lau (laow-laow): Hawaiian specialty featuring pork, fish, and taro leaves wrapped and steamed in a ti leaf bundle




  lei (lay): garland or necklace, most often made of flowers




  loco moco (loh-coh moh-coh): a local dish based on rice, a fried egg, a hamburger patty, and plenty of gravy




  luakini (loo-ah-kee-nee): sacrifice; describes large state temples where human sacrifices were offered




  lū‘au (loo-ow): traditional Hawaiian feast; also decribes a specific dish cooked in coconut milk




  mahalo (mah-hah-loh): thank you




  makai (mah-kye): toward the sea, coastal




  mana (mah-nah): spiritual power, prestige




  mauka (maow-kah): toward the mountains, inland




  Menehune (men-eh-hoo-nay): legendary race of “little people”




  ‘ono (oh-noh): delicious




  pali (pah-lee): cliff




  paniolo (pah-nee-olo): cowboy




  poi (poy): mashed vegetable paste, usually made from taro tubers




  tapa (tah-pah): Polynesian bark cloth; called kapa in old Hawai‘i




  taro (tah-roh): traditional food staple, source of poi




  wahine (wah-hee-nay): woman




  Much of the foreign-sounding speech you’ll hear in the islands isn’t Hawaiian but pidgin, a unique vernacular that grew out of the mongrelized vocabularies of multiethnic plantation workers. It continues to thrive today as a “locals only” slang. A glossary to pidgin is impractical, as word usages are nonstandard; you just have to get a feel for it. Just remember to say “howzit”—it’s the way locals say hello.





 





  You shouldn’t overlook Hawai‘i’s cultural offerings, either. In many ways, the Aloha State is still its own country, and you may as well enjoy its differences. Wear a flower lei. Listen to a Hawaiian music station like KAPA Hawaiian FM (kaparadio.org), or the popular University of Hawai‘i at Mānoa college station, KTUH FM (90.1 FM in Honolulu or streaming online at KTUH.org). Look for cultural festivities listed in the local newspaper or check out the events calendar at gohawaii.com. Sample some diverse 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 Hawai‘i’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 (and, as of 2015, an official language of the state) that incorporates foreign words, slang, and a singsong inflection. If you stay mellow and say “howzit” (hello), you’ll still get a lot of aloha.




  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 websites: gohawaii.com; alternative-hawaii.com; and bestplaceshawaii.com. Lanikai Beach Rentals (808-261-7895; lanikaibeachrentals.com) is based on O‘ahu. Hawai‘i’s Best B&Bs (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 Hawai‘i State Parks (808-587-0300; hawaiistateparks.org) at Kalanimoku Building, 1151 Punchbowl St., Rm. 310, Honolulu 96813. For county campgrounds, get in touch with the particular island’s department of parks and recreation. Contact Kaua‘i’s DPR (808-241-4463; kauai.gov) at 4444 Rice St., Ste. 150, Līhu‘e 96766; O‘ahu’s DPR (808-768-3003; honolulu.gov) at 1000 Ulu‘ohia St., Ste. 309, Kapolei 96707; Maui County’s DPR (808-270-7389; co.maui.hi.us) at 700 Hali‘a Nakoa St., Unit 2, Wailuku 96793; and Hawai‘i’s DPR (808-961-8311; co.hawaii.hi.us) at 101 Pauahi St., Ste. 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. Needless to say, the biggest airline in the state is Hawaiian Airlines (800-367-5320; hawaiianair.com), although Alaska Airlines and Southwest Airlines have recently become interisland competitors offering cheap flights. Getting around on the islands themselves will require a rental car, except on O‘ahu, where the nationally award-winning 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 Lāna‘i. Specially recommended are the highly informative 101 Things to Do booklets for Kaua‘i, O‘ahu, Maui, and Hawai‘i 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 Hawai‘i chapter office at PO Box 2577, Honolulu 96803; call (808) 538-6616 for a statewide schedule; or visit sierra clubhawaii.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.




  Restaurant prices are given by category based on the cost of an average entree: inexpensive—less than $12; moderate—$13 to $20; expensive—$21 to $28; and investment-caliber—more than $29.


   






   

Kaua‘i


   




  Kaua‘i stands apart from the other islands of Hawai‘i. 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 Raiders of the Lost Ark, Jurassic Park (and World), Avatar, and Pirates of the Caribbean: On Stranger Tides.




  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, Ni‘ihau, remained fairly isolated in ancient Hawai‘i. 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 Kaumuali‘i voluntarily acknowledged Kamehameha’s sovereignty and became Kamehameha’s vassal, opting for peaceful resolution instead of bloodshed.
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  Two main highways, Kaumuali‘i (Route 50) and Kūhiō (Route 56), reach like arms around the island, with a third main roadway branching off Route 50 to climb the inland heights of Kōke‘e State Park. Starting from Līhu‘e, the central town, you can drive slightly more than 40 miles in each direction before running into the impassable barrier of the Nā 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 kauai.gov for the current schedule.




  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 (808-742-9667; 888-742-9887; outfitterskauai.com) in Po‘ipū also rents bikes and leads hiking, biking, and kayaking tours. They have a permit for tours in Waimea Canyon and Kōke‘e and can supply detailed route maps for suggested activities. Kayak Kaua‘i (808-826-9844 in Hanalei; 888-596-3853; kayakkauai.com) offers similar services on the North Shore and Coconut Coast.


  



  islandfacts




  Nickname: Garden Isle




  Dimensions: 32 x 25 miles




  Highest elevation: Mt. Kawaikini (5,243 feet)





  Population: 72,159 (2017)




  Principal city: Līhu‘e




  Flower: Mokihana




  Color: Purple







  Ecologist Dr. Carl Berg offers custom hiking tours tailored according to interest and ability at very reasonable rates. Call Hawaiian Wildlife Tours (808-639-2968; 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 (808-245-6400; alohakauaitours.com). The air-conditioned vans allow passengers to see some of the island’s scenic back-country 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 Kaua‘i Visitors Bureau (808-245-3971; gohawaii.com/kauai).


  



  Around Līhu‘e




  Located on the southeastern corner of Kaua‘i, Līhu‘e 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, Līhu‘e 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 Līhu‘e on the map. Recent tourist developments favoring other coasts have had the opposite effect.




  At the junction of the two main highways, turn into Līhu‘e on Rice Street, named for an early manager of the Līhu‘e Sugar Plantation. Almost immediately on your left, the Kaua‘i Museum (808-245-6931; 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 Ni‘ihau (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 Sat 9 a.m. to 4 p.m. $15 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 (808-245-3373; kauaihistoricalsociety.org) has its office inside, with books on island history and self-guiding “history maps” for sale. Normally open weekdays from 8 a.m. to 4 p.m., but will be closed to the public through 2019. You can get state camping permits (808-274-3444) from the State Building behind the old county building for $18 per night ($20 for Nā Pali Coast). Permits for the county’s excellent campgrounds (808-241-4463; 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 Līhu‘e 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.




  hawai‘itrivia




  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 Hawai‘i.




  Kaua‘i’s Mount Wai‘ale‘ale is the wettest spot on Earth.




  Wailua River is the only navigable river in Hawai‘i.




  Kaua‘i’s tropical beauty has been filmed in more than 75 Hollywood movies and television shows.









  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 Nā Pali Coast, are inaccessible by road.







  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 Nāwiliwili Drive, which skirts the cane fields on its way to the harbor. You’ll pass a sign on your left marking Grove Farm Homestead (808-245-3202). 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 2-hour tours of Grove Farm are offered Mon, Wed, and Thurs at 10 a.m. and 1 p.m. for a $20 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. Mori-wake, a picture bride from Japan, lived here with her family through 52 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 10 years to complete.




  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.




  Nāwiliwili 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 Ha‘upu (or Hoary Head) Mountains closing in on its western edge. In the opposite direction, Nāwiliwili 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 (808-245-7227; 800-648-0154; 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. Rooms can cost upward of $180. If you just want a place to lay your head, try the Tip Top Motel (808-245-2333; 3173 Akahi St.) in Līhu‘e. It’s known locally for its bakery/café of the same name. Doubles start at $120.




  Return to Nāwiliwili 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 Hulē‘ia Stream, backdropped by the rugged beauty of the Ha‘upu Mountains. Alakoko is also known as Menehune Fishpond because of its legendary builders. A supposedly reclusive, dwarf-like 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 Hawai‘i, and theories vary as to their origin. The bird chatter you hear comes from Hulē‘ia National Wildlife Refuge, just upstream. Outfitters Kaua‘i (808-742-9667; outfitterskauai.com) offers a variety of kayak tours ranging from river to ocean, plus ziplining. Visit their brick-and-mortar location at 230 Kipu Rd. or their curbside shack on Niumalu Road.




 

  Hulemanu Road continues past the overlook, shadowing the Ha‘upu 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 (808-246-9529; 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 35-acre estate and restored farm area. To learn more about Hawai‘i agriculture, past and future, hop a ride on the Kaua‘i Plantation Railway (808-245-7245), which will take you through an additional 60 acres in a progression from taro (the staple of ancient Hawaiians) to tropical fruit trees and other 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 $19.50.




  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 (808-245-9593; kilohanakauai.com). Continental entrees come with vegetables and fruits from Kilohana’s own gardens. Mon through Sat lunch is served from 11 a.m. to 2:30 p.m.; Sun brunch 9 a.m. to 2 p.m. Expensive prices. Candlelight dinners are offered nightly 5 to 8:30 p.m. (Thurs are 6 to 8:30 p.m.). Reservations suggested. Investment-caliber. Kilohana opens daily at 9:30 a.m.




  Farther west on Route 50, shortly after Kaua‘i Community College in the town of Puhi, is a small take-out restaurant, Mark’s Place (808-245-2522), 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 (808-245-3271; 2956 Kress St.) ladles out Kaua‘i’s best bowl of saimin (like Japanese ramen or Chinese mein in a hot fish-and-kelp dashi broth). Select your own add-ins to slurp with your noodles and 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 10:30 p.m., Fri and Sat from 10 a.m. to midnight, and Sun from 10 a.m. to 9:30 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




  Captain 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 Hawai‘i’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.







  Nearby is Kiibo Restaurant (808-245-2650; 2991 Ume St.), a traditional sushi house where Japanese art lines the walls and menu favorites include donburi bowls, ramen, and teriyaki dishes. Open Mon to Thurs, 10:30  a.m. to 2 p.m. and 5:30 to 8:30 p.m., and Fri to Sat, 5:30 to 8:30 p.m. Another hotspot is the family-run Greenery Café (808-246-4567; thegreenerycafe.com), situated in a cozy cottage with a menu that uses locally grown greens. Open Wed and Thurs, 8:30 a.m. to 3 p.m., Tues and Fri, 10:30 a.m. to 4 p.m., and Sat 11 a.m. to 2 p.m. Inexpensive to moderate.




  More Līhu‘e eateries lie along Route 56, north of Rice Street. For those who like seafood, Fish Express (808-245-9918; 3343 Kūhiō 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 liliko‘i (passion fruit) sauce or salmon lumpia over Kīlauea 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 5 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 (808-246-9599; 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 a.m. to 10:30 p.m. Inexpensive.




  For a quick bite, the nearby Kalapaki Beach Hut (808-246-6330), 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 Italian luxury, visit Pietro’s Pizza (808-245-2266; pietroskauai.com) for wood-fired Neopolitan pizzas or NY-style pies to-go at an outdoor window. Open Mon to Sat, 11 a.m. to 9 p.m. Inexpensive to moderate.




  There are things to see on the way to Hanamā‘ulu. One hill closer to Līhu‘e, Route 56 passes through Kapaia, where you can stop to admire the handcrafted fabric creations at Kapaia Stitchery (808-245-2281), 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 Mā‘alo 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 cliché, how about rafting an inner tube down a mountain flume? Kaua‘i Backcountry Adventures (808-245-2506; 855-846-0092; kauaibackcountry.com) offers mountain tube rides down a two-mile stretch of a former sugar irrigation ditch not far from here. The 40-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 3 hours. Call for reservations; cost is $110. The same company also operates a zip-line adventure as an aerial alternative for $125.


  The South Shore




  Departing west from the Līhu‘e area, the Kaumuali‘i Highway (Route 50) crosses through the Knudsen Gap between Kāhili Ridge and the Ha‘upu Range to enter the Kōloa District, birthplace of the Hawaiian sugar industry. The word kōloa 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 Līhu‘e, and head through the Tree Tunnel, a fragrant double row of overhanging eucalyptus trees planted in 1911. Continue through more tropical foliage, then sugarcane, as you descend upon Kōloa Town, now known to tourists as Old Kōloa Town (oldkoloa.com). Maluhia Road ends at a T junction with Kōloa Road. On the right-hand side as you enter town, a tiny anonymous park commemorates Hawai‘i’s sugar heritage. Erected in 1985 for the 150th anniversary of commercial sugar production in Hawai‘i, 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 24 with little expertise in agriculture and no knowledge of Hawai‘i. 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 Hawai‘i’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. Up until recently, Kaua‘i’s Gay & Robinson was one of two remaining sugar plantations in the state (the other was on Maui), but both have closed. 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.




  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 Kōloa.




  

  Across Kōloa 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 Kōloa old-timers, Toshi Freitas, the mechanic, and “Chinaman” Lickety Split. Wander into the courtyard behind the store to explore the Kōloa 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 Kōloa Heritage Trail to other south-shore spots of historical interest.




  Kōloa Fish Market (808-742-6199; 5482 Kōloa Rd.), just down the road, 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 Kōloa’s churches and temples, continue east on Kōloa 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 Kōloa 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. 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 ruinlike 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 as yet untouched by the tourist traffic a few blocks over. Waikomo Road runs into Po‘ipū Road and Kōloa 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 Po‘ipū Road and bear left at the Y junction ahead to pass through Po‘ipū Beach (poipubeach.org), an area thickly populated with plush hotels. A visual oddity among these is the Po‘ipū Crater Resort (808-742-2000; 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 (808-742-6411), which engulfed the former Moir Garden. Plantation manager Hector Moir and his wife, Sandy, planted this attractive assortment of cacti and succulents suited to Po‘ipū’s arid climate back in 1938. In the center of the garden, the Moirs’ plantation home has become Plantation Gardens Restaurant (808-742-2121; pgrestaurant.com). You can dine either at lānai tables facing the tiki torchlit gardens or in the elegant, old-fashioned interior. Open Wed to Mon 5 to 9 p.m. Expensive.




  Po‘ipū’s most notable eatery, however, is The Beach House Restaurant (808-742-1424; 5022 Lāwa‘i Rd.; the-beach-house.com) 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 wasabi-crusted snapper. Open daily 11  a.m. to 9  p.m. Investment-caliber. Reservations are recommended.




  There is little point tarrying in crowded Po‘ipū, though, when the coast is clearer farther on in Mahaulepu. Follow the main cane road extension from Po‘ipū 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 Po‘ipū 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 okay. 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 Ha‘upu Mountain Range.




  Retrace your steps to the Y junction at the entrance to Po‘ipū Beach, where the right fork, Lāwa‘i Road, leads to attractions of its own. Tucked inside the Y is Kōloa 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. Po‘ipū Inn Bed & Breakfast (808-639-0947; 2720 Hooinani Rd.; 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 $263 to $347. Garden Isle Cottages (808-639-9233; 2658 Pu‘uholo Rd.) 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. Or enjoy chic accommodations right on the water at nearby Whalers Cove Resort (808-742-7571; 2640 Pu‘uholo Rd.; whalerscoveresort.com), complete with an outdoor pool and ocean views. Prices begin at $350.




  Kōloa Landing Cottages (808-742-1470; 800-779-8773; 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 Lāwa‘i 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. Kūhiō Park marks the birth site of Kaua‘i’s favorite son, Prince Jonah Kūhiō Kalaniana‘ole, heir to the Hawaiian monarchy and one of Hawai‘i’s first delegates to Congress. The park also includes the remains of an ancient fishpond and a small heiau.




  At the end of Lāwa‘i Road, a 1920s plantation home serves as the visitor center for the National Tropical Botanical Garden (808-332-7324; ntbg.org.) Reserve in advance for one of the two tours per day for an experience that even nongreen 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 20th 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 seven times daily. The two-and-a-half-hour tours require advance reservations (808-742-2623) and are not for children under 10; the cost is $60 for adults. 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 colorful 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 $30 for adults. All tours involve a 2-mile ride on a tram and at least a mile and a half 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 remarkable 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 became extinct itself, 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 Lāwa‘i Road until it dead-ends at Kōloa Road and turn left onto Route 530, which cuts west through rolling hills carpeted with sugarcane to rejoin the Kaumuali‘i 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, pizza lovers will want to continue west to Brick Oven Pizza (808-332-8561), on the mountain side of Route 50 in Kalāheo. The freshly risen crusts brushed with garlic come laden with tummy-pleasing toppings. Open 11 a.m. to 9 p.m. daily, except Tues. Inexpensive to moderate. For a more elaborate dinner, Kalāheo Steak and Ribs (808-332-4444; 4444 Papalina Rd., kalaheosteakandribs.com) offers exactly what its name describes—plus prime rib, stuffed pork chops, meat loaf, and Kaua‘i-caught fresh fish—in a rustic, island-style tavern. Plus karaoke on Fri and Sat nights. Open daily 4 to 10 p.m., except Mon. Expensive.




  Turn left from the end of Route 530 to continue west on Route 50 to the town of Kalāheo. Turn left onto Papalina Drive near the center of town to enjoy the scenic vistas over the Lawa‘i Valley and Po‘ipū 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 Ni‘ihau. You can loop back to the highway on Pu‘u Road.




  The fields west of Kalāheo have been planted with coffee bushes as a replacement for sugar. Coffee’s commercial history began in Hawai‘i 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 Hawai‘i’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 (808-335-0813; 800-545-8605; 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 Kalāheo on Kaumuali‘i Highway, be sure to stop at the Hanapē pē 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 Hanapēpē 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 Hanapēpē Road.




  Hanapēpē 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, 16 Filipino workers and four police officers were killed here during a plantation strike. But Hanapēpē’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 (808-335-5586), 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 (808-335-3778; brunias.com) sells a different kind of artwork, though; it specializes in antique maps and prints.




  You shouldn’t overlook Hanapēpē’s more traditional vendors, either. Sample the spicy confections at the Crackseed Center or pop inside the Talk Story Bookstore (808-335-6469; talkstorybookstore.com), which prides itself on being “the westernmost bookstore of the United States,” offering new and used books, comics, vinyl, plus vintage collectables. Look for historic plaques in Hanapēpē that tell the history of the area; for example, Talk Story was once Yoshiura’s General Store, known as the Mikado until World War II.




  Before you leave, have a swing on the rope bridge over Hanapēpē River next to the old church. Continue on the road across the 1911 bridge farther downstream. From here, you can turn up Awāwa 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.” Fri evenings from 5 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. The family-run Little Fish Coffee (808-335-5000; 3900 Iona Rd.; littlefishcoffee.com) is a good one, serving fair-trade coffees and coffee drinks, a variety of acai bowls and hearty bagel sandwiches. Open daily, 7 a.m. to 3 p.m. Inexpensive. In addition to hot java, enjoy tasty artisan breads, croissants, and panini made with organic ingredients at Midnight Bear Breads (808-335-2893; 3830 Iona Rd., midnightbearbreads.com). Open Mon and Wed 7 a.m. to 5 p.m., Thurs and Sat 9 a.m. to 3 p.m., and Fri from 9 a.m. to 9 p.m. Inexpensive to 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 Pa‘akai, 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.




  West of Hanapēpē, a number of small, working sugar towns are strung along the highway. Looking out onto the horizon, the remote and mysterious islands of Ni‘ihau and uninhabited Lehua hover across Kaulakahi Channel. Owned by a missionary-descended ranching family, Ni‘ihau 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. Ni‘ihau was another Hawaiian island “invaded” during the Pearl Harbor attack. A downed Japanese fighter pilot terrorized inhabitants until a Hawaiian man, disregarding three bullet wounds, killed the pilot and was awarded the Medal of Merit and the Purple Heart for his actions.




  Past the 18-mile marker in Kaumakani, the Ni‘ihau Helicopter office (877-441-3500; niihau.us) offers exclusive tours of the “Forbidden Isle,” including a 3-hour beach landing with swimming and snorkeling if weather permits. The half-day tours cost $440; 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 that 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 Hawai‘i into contact with the Western 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 Hawai‘i’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 Kaumuali‘i, 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 Kaumuali‘i 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 Russian Fort Elizabeth State Park (fortelizabeth.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 Kaumuali‘i to permit these outposts in defense of Russian trading interests. Other foreign powers objected, and the Kamehameha monarchy protested this bid by Kaumuali‘i 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 (808-338-6848) 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 17 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 United Church of Christ 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 Hurricane 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.


  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 1 of the 88 sins described in Buddhist sutras, and making the tour past all 88 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 (808-338-1625; 9400 Kaumuali‘i Hwy.; coasthotels.com). 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. Rates average $330 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 (808-338-1332; westkauaivisitorcenter.org). The tour explores the missionary stories as well as ancient and modern Waimea. The historic walking tour is by donation and is offered every Mon from 8:30 to 11:30 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 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 10 a.m. from Mar through Oct; reservations required for the classes. Donation requested. The center has a wealth of visitor information on the island. Open Mon through Fri 10 a.m. to 4 p.m.




  Back in town, shoppers will enjoy browsing through the tchotchkes at Paradise Shells & Souvenirs (9728 Kaumuali‘i Hwy.), where you’ll find everything from novelty local T-shirts to keychains and assorted trinkets. 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 unique 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 (808-338-1751), 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 6 a.m. to 8 p.m., and Sun 6 a.m. to 7 p.m. A more contemporary hotspot is Porky’s Kaua‘i (808-631-3071; 9630 Kaumuali‘i Hwy.; porkyskauai.com), a hip food cart serving hot dogs, sausages, and grilled cheese sandwiches loaded with toppings and your choice of their signature “Porky’s” sweet or sweet and spicy BBQ sauce.




  For dinner, the town favorite is Wrangler’s Steakhouse (808-338-1218), 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 casual alternative is Chicken in a Barrel BBQ & Bar (808-320-8397; 9400 Kaumuali‘i Hwy.), offering chicken, baby back ribs, and hoagies with a mission: The proceeds also benefit an outdoor camp for Hawai‘i youth. Open daily, 8 a.m. to 9 p.m. Inexpensive.




  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 (808-337-1875). 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 Kōke‘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 (808-587-0400; dlnr.hawaii.gov). 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 Nā 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. Ni‘ihau 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 Ni‘ihau necklaces are made.




  Polihale means “house bosom.” 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 kāhuna. 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 Kōke‘e




  The drive-by scenery in these adjacent state parks is unmatched in Hawai‘i. Waimea Canyon (808-274-3444; hawaiistateparks.org) serves up eyefuls of choice canyon vistas along the 12-mile cleft in the island’s west flank, while higher up Kōke‘e luxuriates in a cool, nontropical setting with breathtaking overlooks onto the Nā 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 Kōke‘e Road near the entrance to the park. Stop at the first turnout 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 Kōke‘e Museum at (808) 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 Nā 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 Kōke‘e Lodge (808-335-6061; kokeelodge.com) 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 Kōke‘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 Ni‘ihau. The brightly colored wildfowl you see strutting and pecking in the parking lots are moa, descendants of the original Polynesian chickens brought to Hawai‘i. 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 Wai‘alae 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 Haleakalā 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 Kōke‘e Parks. The first right (Hale-manu 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.




  Garden Isle Celluloid




  Kaua‘i’s jagged green mountains and dazzling white beaches would stir any cinema-tographer’s soul. So it’s no surprise that the island has become Hollywood’s venue of choice whenever a script calls for a tropical setting. Throughout the years, Kaua‘i has doubled for Vietnam’s rice paddies (Uncommon Valor, Flight of the Intruder), Costa Rican rain forest (Jurassic Park), African jungle (Outbreak), and even the Australian outback (The Thorn Birds). It served as Peter Pan’s Never-Never Land (Hook), South Pacific ’s Bali Hai, television’s Fantasy Island, and the original Gilligan’s Island. The island has also put in more than a few appearances as itself. Elvis Presley got married at the Coco Palms in 1961’s Blue Hawai‘i and returned to croon his way through two other movies set here. More recently, Nicolas Cage and Sarah Jessica Parker’s Honeymoon in Vegas devolved into a Garden Isle romp. In all, Kaua‘i has been filmed in more than 60 full-length motion pictures, beginning with 1933’s White Heat. Steven Spielberg alone has made four of them, including Raiders of the Lost Ark.




  Almost any old-timer on the island can tell you stories about how John Wayne came drinking at the local saloon while filming Donovan’s Reef. Or how Frank Sinatra nearly drowned at the beach in Wailua while making None but the Brave. With as many as three different movies under production at the same time in recent years and with so many celebrities owning vacation homes on Kaua‘i’s North Shore, island residents have become almost blasé about their Hollywood connection.




  For visitors to Kaua‘i, however, the chance to brush against movie history has proven a great selling point. The official Kaua‘i Visitors Bureau Map Guide includes markers of 39 different film locations for visitors to inspect. You can pick one up at the bureau’s office at 4334 Rice St. in Līhu‘e or at many other locations around the island. Local bookstores and gift shops stock copies of The Kaua‘i Movie Book, the definitive guide to moviemaking on the Garden Isle; it is full of photos and anecdotes about the shoots, as well as a map of their locations.




  For those wanting help in reaching some of the more out-of-the-way sites (many of which are on private property), Hawai‘i Movie Tours (robertshawaii.com/kauai/tours/hawaii-movie-tours) provides a fully narrated tour service. You also learn a wealth of insider gossip about the goings-on behind the scenes and even sing show tunes from South Pacific. The six tours run daily, beginning at 9 a.m., with lunch and hotel pickup included. The cost is $134 for adults (ages 12 and older) and $70 for children ages 4 to 11. Reserve in advance at (808) 822-1192 or (800) 628-8432, as space is limited.













  From here on, the main highway moves away from the canyon rim and continues climbing to Kanalohulu Meadow, the center of Kōke‘e activity. The god Kanaloa supposedly fashioned this clearing to prevent malevolent forest sprites from preying on passersby. You can get a meal returning to the Kōke‘e Lodge 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, ranging from $79 to $129. Early bookings are essential, especially for weekends and holidays (PO Box 565, Waimea 96796). Camp Sloggett, run by the YWCA (808-245-5959 for YWCA main office; campingkauai.com), rents its lodge and bunkhouse for roughly $120 to $225. Linens not provided; reserve well in advance. Tent camping is available on the property provided you make reservations with the YWCA (808-245-5959). Tent sites are also available throughout the park with a state permit.




  Next to the lodge, the Kōke‘e Museum (808-335-9975; kokee.org), run by the Hui o Laka in honor of Laka, the goddess of the forest, offers hiking information and maps (including a giant 3-D topological map of West Kaua‘i with all the trails marked). The two-room museum also crams in a wealth of natural-history lore. Well-organized exhibits touch on Hawaiiana, geology, and botany and display stuffed wildlife (including a ferocious boar’s head). Be sure to strike the bell stone to hear a working example of these geologic curiosities used by the Hawaiians. Open daily 9 a.m. to 4:30 p.m.




  Outdoors enthusiasts will delight in Kōke‘e’s many activities. Hunters (with a state permit) track pigs year-round. Frugivores descend upon Kōke‘e during late June and July for the Methley plum season. The first Saturday of August kicks off trout season. Anglers can tackle rainbow trout (stocked annually) for the next 16 days, then on weekends through Sept. Licenses are available at Kōke‘e Lodge.




  The Camp 10 Road, the second right after the lodge, leads through 2 miles of sylvan splendor to picnic areas around the Sugi Grove. The latter half of the road usually requires four-wheel drive. Cedar, fir, eucalyptus, and even redwood trees line the forest paths here. At dusk, look for Hawaiian bats, the islands’ only endemic mammal, fluttering from the treetops. From Sugi Grove, you can hike to some upper canyon vantage points. But for scenic destinations, most Kōke‘e trails head for ridgetop views above the Nā Pali Coast or make soggy forays through the Alakai Swamp.




  You can get a taste of both without departing pavement by continuing on Kōke‘e Road to the Kalalau and Pu‘u o Kila Lookouts. Both overlook the lushly carpeted amphitheater of Kalalau Valley 4,000 feet below. Waterfalls spill silently down the razor-slashed walls. Kalalau Beach, the end point of the Nā Pali Coastal trail (see The North Shore), lies just beyond the left rim of the valley. Uninhabited since the 1920s, the hidden depths of the Kalalau radiate a remote and mysterious power. Here, in a real-life story immortalized by Jack London’s pen, Ko‘olau the Leper hid with his family to escape exile to Moloka‘i. After World War II, Bernard Wheatley, the “Hermit of Kalalau,” lived alone in the valley for more than 10 years before disappearing.




  From Pu‘u o Kila, at the end of Kōke‘e Road, you can also scan the vast acreage of the Alakai Swamp, which stretches across the sunken volcanic basin of Kaua‘i’s original caldera. The remnant of an aborted road project designed to reach Hanalei extends from the lookout along the narrow ridge dividing Kalalau and the Alakai. Free yourself from human static (if not the inescapable buzz of helicopter sorties) by walking a short distance along Pihea Track and contemplating the changing angles into Kalalau Valley. Follow your nose to the spicy anise aroma of berries from the mokihana trees along this trail. Woven with the equally fragrant leaves of the maile vine, which grows here also, the combination forms Hawai‘i’s most sacred lei. (If you find mokihana tree, look but don’t touch; the tree’s berry is extremely acidic and can burn bare skin.)




  After a half mile, the “road” narrows; a trail continues to Pihea Overlook, then drops into the murky depths of the Alakai Swamp. The largest wetland area in Hawai‘i, the Alakai extends to the summit of Wai‘ale‘ale, absorbing the prodigious rainfall this peak attracts. The swamp provides refuge for countless endangered native birds, shielded from predators in the mire and, at 4,000 feet, out of range of mosquito-borne diseases. Keep your eyes peeled for the brilliant red ‘i‘iwi or, if you’re lucky, the lime-green nukupu‘u. Both have curved beaks; the latter exists only in the eastern Alakai. The almost totally endemic vegetation creates a unique moss-covered environment for hardy souls to explore, but be prepared for rain and mud. Fortunately, a boardwalk bridges the worst patches of muck along the way.




  If mud-soaked socks do not appeal, three somewhat drier trails branch off Kōke‘e Road between the lodge and the air guard station, descending parallel ridges to reach spectacular vantage points overlooking the Nā Pali Coast. Here you can sit, deafened by silence, watching white tropical birds circle in search of nesting sites as mountain goats clamber along impossibly steep ledges. The two overlooks at the end of the Awa‘awapuhi and Nualolo Trails connect via a third trail. The combined 10-mile loop makes for one of the most stunning— and strenuous—day hikes in Hawai‘i. Order maps from the Division of Forestry and Wildlife, 3060 Eiwa St., Rm. 306, Līhu‘e 96766; (808) 274-3433. The hike is not for those afraid of heights.








  The Coconut Coast




  Heading northeast from Līhu‘e beyond Hanamā‘ulu, the Kūhiō Highway (Route 56) descends from the edge of the Kalepa Ridge and hugs the coast for the next 10 miles or so. The profusion of coconut trees dotting the golf course on your right makes it immediately obvious how the eastern shore acquired its nickname. Before you fast-forward on to the North Shore, take some time to explore the Wailua River Valley. One of the two most sacred areas in all Hawai‘i, this lush waterway was the residence of Kaua‘i’s ali‘i nui rulers.




  Start your tour on the coast at Lydgate Park. To get there, turn right onto Leho Road just past the Wailua Golf Course, then right again. The park borders a long, white-sand beach shaded by ironwood trees. Two lava-rock wading pools offer protection against the trade wind–borne swells that buffet the shore. At the far end of the beach road, just below the Aston Kaua‘i Resort, scattered clusters of lava rocks mark the remains of Hikini o Kala Heiau, an ancient sanctuary at the mouth of the Wailua River. The heiau is one of seven strung along the river valley, culminating in an altar on the summit of Mount Wai‘ale‘ale. Keep in mind that when you look at these heiau, you’re seeing only the stone foundations and walls. Kamehameha II abandoned the old religion in 1819. On his orders, all the wooden idols and altars in temples throughout the kingdom were burned to the ground. The few that survived are housed in museums. The heiau here was part of Hauola Place of Refuge. By reaching this peaceful spot, fugitives of old could gain sanctuary from their persecutors. Notice the small noni trees that grow amid the stones here. The pear-size noni fruits bulge like cancerous growths, starting off green and ripening to an unappetizing gray, translucent hue. The fruit has strong medicinal value and is used by some to control hypertension.




  The next heiau of the Wailua seven lies hidden among the cane fields above the highway, but you can see numbers three and four by crossing the Wailua River and turning left from Kūhiō Highway onto Kuamo‘o Road (Route 580), an ancient roadway once forbidden to commoners. Royalty would beach their canoes and be carried, still seated, along the sacred path to their homes by the lagoon. On your right is the Coco Palms Resort, the granddaddy of island resorts, built around ancient fishponds where Queen Kapule, the island’s last reigning monarch, once lived. An enormous stand of coconut trees encircles the grounds, remnants of an unsuccessful 19th-century copra plantation. The hotel itself has a grand history as a pioneer of Hawaiian resort kitsch, from clamshell washbasins to palm-frond chandeliers; it was featured in several Hollywood movies, including Elvis Presley’s Blue Hawai‘i . Severely damaged by Hurricane Iniki in 1992, it has been closed ever since, but it is slated for redevelopment as a combined resort/condo project. Stay tuned.








  Now on to the heiau. Only a short distance up the road, in Wailua River State Park (808-274-3444; hawaiistateparks.org), an HVCB warrior points to Holoholo Ku Heiau, an ancient temple of sacrifice. Some controversy exists as to the authenticity of the ruins. Queen Kapule is believed to have converted the structure into a pigpen. Notice the dense interlocking thickets of hau trees planted as a natural barrier around this sacred spot.




  A few yards farther, you can visit another set of stones used for birth, not death. Pō haku Hoohā nau, a large stone set against the hillside, marks the site where royal mothers came to give birth in a rustic shelter. Infants born here absorbed the mana (spiritual power) of this sacred spot. The umbilical cords were stashed in the adjacent pōhaku piko following delivery. A special bell stone on the ridge above would be struck on the occasion of a royal birth, sounding the happy news across the valley.




  Farther on, Kuamo‘o Road begins to climb the ridge between the Wailua River and Ōpaeka‘a Stream. Be sure to stop at the scenic lookout on top to savor the sweeping view of Wailua Valley as you watch riverboats chug slowly upstream. The Wailua River is easily the most navigable river in the state—a Yankee vessel hid here from a Confederate warship during the Civil War. The boats you see today are ferrying tourists to the Fern Grotto, a natural rock cavity draped with maidenhair ferns. If you can, consider renting a kayak and paddling up on your own (see Introduction). If you do, you can also reach “secret” Ho‘olalae Falls by hiking a short distance from the river (ask for directions when you rent your kayak). Interpretive signs at the lookout also identify the adjacent Poliahu Heiau. The dedication of this temple to Poliahu, the goddess of snow (who lives on the Big Island), is left unexplained.




  Your next stop just ahead looks out aboveŌ paeka‘a Falls, named for the tiny shrimp that frolic in the pools below. Once a year, while laying eggs, these shrimp dye the water and waterfall red. Walk across to the highway to treat yourself to yet another great view of the main valley. Near the riverbank below, you will see the thatched roofs of Kamokila Hawaiian Village (808-823-0559; villagekauai.com), an authentic re-creation of an ancient Hawaiian community. A self-guiding brochure explains the purpose of each structure. There may also be some craft demonstrations. It’s very low-key, but genuine. Open Mon through Sun 9 a.m. to 5 p.m., $5 admission. They also do outrigger canoe tours upriver for $30 as well as other kayaking and hiking tours.




  Farther up Kuamo‘o Road, the Wailua Valley gradually opens into Wailua Homesteads, a vast expanse of green pastures and scattered houses ringed by mountains. The cool, fresh air here brings a welcome respite from the coastal heat. To see a very different set of temples, turn left from Kuamo‘o Road onto Kaholalele Road, one-quarter of a mile past the 4-mile marker, and go 1 block to the end of the road to reach Kaua‘i’s Hindu Monastery (808-822-4351; 107 Kaholalele Rd.; himalayanacademy.com). This active cloistered community conducts a daily puja (purification ritual) at 9 a.m. in the Kadavul Temple, which visitors are welcome to join. Dedicated to Shiva, the temple houses a 700-pound crystal shivalingam at its center, while the surrounding iconography portrays other avatars of Shiva and his family, including Ganesha, Shiva’s elephant-headed son; and Nandi, the bull on which Shiva rides. Taking photographs inside the temple is not permitted. Nearby, the massive white granite Iraivan temple is slowly taking form, built in traditional south Indian style from carved blocks imported from India. Visitors are welcome to visit the complex during daylight hours, and organized tours may be available. Modest dress is requested (no shorts or T-shirts).




  For those wishing to spend the night amid this bucolic beauty, there is no shortage of bed-and-breakfasts to choose from. Among the most darling is Rosewood (808-822-5216; 872 Kamalu Rd.; rosewoodkauai.com), which books vacation rentals, including beach homes, condos, and country homes throughout the island. The Secret Garden Room (808-822-3817; 6430 Ahele Dr.) offers a cozy room as well as a garden, koi pond, and manmade waterfall right outside. Rates begin at $170. Airbnb has become a major fixture for rentals throughout the islands in recent years; peruse the app to discover rooms that are sometimes up for rent and sometimes being occupied by the actual folks who live there.




  Kuamo‘o Road continues to climb deeper into the island interior. At about 5 miles in, a sign warns that the road ahead is “unimproved,” but it really is not that bad. You pass hillsides carpeted with maidenhair ferns, fragrant patches of yellow ginger, and other tropical flora. At about 6.5 miles from its start, the road crosses Keahua Stream, where you can park and stretch your legs in Keahua Arboretum. Although most of the plant labels have been lost, nature paths wind along the stream through open meadows and clusters of exotic trees. The Makaleha Mountains, Wailua’s rear wall, loom fairly close by, and behind them, the twin peaks of Wai‘ale‘ale and Kawaikiu slash upward to skewer the clouds.
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