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KAUAʻI

THE JOURNEY BEGINS HERE

[image: jpg]

Lava tubes off Niʻihau | Tammy616/Getty Images ©

Exiting the laid-back Kaua‘i airport feels like stepping from a portal onto the pages of a uniquely Hawaiian storybook, where the sea cliffs are more precipitous, the waterfalls more thunderous and the trees a more luminous shade of green than reality would allow. Winding coastal paths lead to refreshing hidden pools, meditative labyrinths and secluded wilderness beaches. Wooden forest boardwalks connect fern-filled gullies with unique high-elevation swampland, all shrouded in ethereal fog beneath arching rainbows. Even strolls along the vanilla sands of resort beaches feel too good to be true, particularly when one stumbles on a basking sea turtle, a languid monk seal or a leaping dolphin.

But Kaua‘i is more than just a fantasy, of course. Its Native Hawaiians struggle to afford the rising costs of living, and to preserve their culture. The island’s endemic creatures are under threat from invasive species, development and climate change. No time like the present to behold this magical island, but also to do your part in keeping it that way.

Ashley Harrell

@where_smashley_went

Ashley is a California-based freelance journalist who writes about travel and the outdoors.
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My favorite experience was scuba diving through lava tubes, down a massive seawall and alongside monk seals off Niʻihau, ‘the Forbidden Island’.


WHO GOES WHERE


Our second writer and expert chooses the place which, for her, defines Kaua‘i.
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Nina B/shutterstock ©

Spotting spouting whales, golden ‘ilima (sida fallax) blooms and wandering kolea (Pacific golden plover) makes the Mahaʻulepu Heritage Trail (pictured) the highlight of my Kaua‘i visits.
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Sarah Etinas

sarahetinas.com

Sarah Etinas is an O‘ahu local, waterfall chaser, travel writer and author of the Hawaii travel website, Borders & Bucket Lists.
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STRETCHES OF SAND

Whether you’re looking for big waves or placid, sheltered coves, this island presents an embarrassment of riches. You can visit a secluded and pristine beach along the Na Pali Coast one day, and plonk down on a family-friendly resort beach in Poʻipu the next – and there’s every sort of beach in between. North Shore and Westside see big waves during winter (November through March), while South Shore and East Side beaches are relatively calm. The pattern reverses in summer.

[image: jpg]

Poʻipu Beach Park | Jeff Whyte/shutterstock ©

So Many Beaches!

Tucked into Kauaʻi’s 90 miles of coastline are more than 60 beaches. You need not drive far to find another (and yet another) gorgeous strand.

[image: jpg]

Pierre Leclerc/shutterstock ©

Beach Parks

Families will appreciate how many of Kauaʻi’s beaches come with bathrooms, lifeguards, playgrounds and picnic tables. Some even allow camping right on the sand.
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Mystic Stock Photography/shutterstock ©

Hanging 10

People have been riding the waves of Kauaʻi for over 500 years, and there are an estimated 300 surf breaks surrounding the island.



BEST BEACH EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Saunter along Hanalei Bay 1, where a 2-mile stretch of golden sand washed with frothy surf feels postcard-perfect.

Explore sheltered lagoons, view stunning sunsets and encounter napping Hawaiian green sea turtles at Poʻipu Beach Park 2.

Run, walk or pedal the 5 miles between Kapaʻa Beach Park and Paliku (Donkey) Beach 3 at sunrise.

Find your own paradise where the Na Pali Coast begins on the Westside, at the 17-mile stunner Polihale State Park 4.

Visit Lumahaʻi Beach 5 for a romantic stroll on thick, loamy sand backed by lush mountains and lava rock outcrops.








ON THE TRAIL

Of all the Hawaiian Islands, Kauaʻi offers some of the best hiking and trekking. Trails can be extended over a few days, with stops at camps or cabins, and there’s loads of variety, from beachfront walks to slippery treks down steep slopes.

Baby Steps

For inexperienced hikers or families with small kids, there are plenty of shorter trails to get you close to the nature, flora and fauna of Hawaii.

[image: jpg]

RS Smith Photography/shutterstock ©

Paths Less Traveled

Kauaʻi has hikes to satisfy the most adventurous trailblazer, including strenuous coastal climbs with hair-raising drops and jungle treks over mud and gushing streams.

[image: jpg]

MichaelSvoboda/Getty Images ©


BEST HIKING EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Marvel at the Na Pali Coast while hiking Kauaʻi’s most popular path, the Kalalau Trail 1.

Navigate cliffs and ledges to reach stunning, isolated beaches along the Mahaʻulepu Heritage Trail 2, east of Poʻipu.

Descend the Awaʻawapuhi Trail 3along the cliffs to virgin beaches and an awe-inspiring viewpoint.

Penetrate an otherworldly swamp ecosystem with a long journey on the Alakaʻi Swamp Trail 4 in Kokeʻe State Park.

Explore the Grand Canyon of the Pacific on the Waimea Canyon Trail 5 in Waimea Canyon State Park; the views are spectacular.








UNDER THE SEA

Don’t leave the island without donning a mask at least once. South Shore waters see most diving activity from dive boats and the shore, as there is less swell here most of the year. In the summer, the North Shore also has good conditions. Snorkeling offers sheltered sites and turtles aplenty.

[image: jpg]

Diver and manta ray | frantisekhojdysz/shutterstock ©

The Glory of Snorkeling

Almost anyone can do it and it’s dirt cheap. Rental equipment is freely available, or buy some for under $10 at Lihuʻe’s big-box chain stores.

Going Deeper

Don a scuba tank and explore lava caves and ledges, encounter napping turtles and sharks, and glide over rock reefs, home to all manner of tropical fish.


BEST UNDERWATER EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Plunge into the waters off Kauaʻi’s South Shore 1 and behold sharks, rays and sea turtles.

Dive or snorkel in the clear, pristine waters surrounding Niʻihau 2, across the channel from Kauaʻi.

Experience SNUBA off Lawaʻi Beach 3 in Poʻipu, where the reef is glorious and the fish are plentiful.

Get certified to freedive off Koloa Landing 4, and take the plunge to 66ft.

Explore Makua (Tunnels) Beach 5, a North Shore dive and snorkel spot made up of lava tubes on the inside and outside of the barrier reef.








SPLASHY THRILLS

You’ve explored the land, you’ve chilled on the beach, now it’s time to get your aquatic adventure on. From boating to paddling, rafting to kayaking, Kauaʻi offers a multitude of ways to be wet and happy. There is something for everyone, no matter what your age, shape or skill level.

Traditional Canoes

Kauaʻi’s original settlers were masters of double-hulled canoes, 60ft long and 14ft wide. Seeking out opportunities to ride in one will help you feel closer to the culture.
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Monica and Michael Sweet/Getty Imagess ©

Na Pali Coast

You must see the Na Pali Coast from the water. Catamarans (pictured), Zodiac and rigid-hull inflatables do cruises along the coast; some penetrate sea caves and visit virgin beaches.

[image: jpg]

Steve Heap/Getty Images ©

Safety Check

Kauaʻi doesn’t have a continental shelf, consequently the ocean doesn’t roll up gently to its doorstep. Instead it strikes with devastating power, producing dangerous rip currents, rogue waves and undertows. Be careful!


BEST WATERBORNE JOURNEYS

[image: jpg]

Embark on a 12-hour, 17-mile kayaking trip 1 to test your endurance amidst mind-boggling beauty.

Mountain tube 2 through an old irrigation system on a former plantation outside of Lihuʻe.

Paddle up the Wailua River 3, Kauaʻi’s most sacred waterway, to secret waterfalls on your watercraft of choice.

Learn to navigate a Hawaiian outrigger canoe 4 in Poʻipu Beach.

Paddle the serene Hanalei River 5, or take a guided kayaking tour to learn the region’s rich history.








Scenic Drives

On an impossibly scenic island, even a casual drive to the nearest Big Save supermarket is capable of golden reveals – such as, say, a double rainbow over a humble plantation cottage nestled on a lawn. So in addition to the obvious, famously beautiful drives, keep an eye out for vistas the hordes might miss on their scramble to do and see.

[image: jpg]

Waimea Canyon | Luckohnen/Getty Images ©

Reserve Your Vehicle Early

Arriving on the island without rental car reservations leaves you subject to higher rates and limited availability. During peak travel times, vehicles frequently sell out. Book ahead!

Campers

It’s wonderful on Kauaʻi to have a vehicle you can sleep in. Look into renting a camper van or 4WD overland vehicle (with rooftop tent) through the Outdoorsy and RV share apps.


BEST ROAD-TRIP EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Cross one-lane bridges and rivers, and stop to stroll empty beaches on the drive to the ‘end of the road’ all the way to Keʻe Beach 1 on the North Side.

Take Hwy 580 through Wailua Homesteads, winding by trailheads and through leafy neighborhoods to the Keahua Arboretum 2.

Pass beneath the Tree Tunnel into Koloa Town and take a historic driving tour 3 of the old sugarcane settlement.

Don’t miss Waimea Canyon’s scenic drive 4, with multiple overlooks with majestic views of the Grand Canyon of the Pacific.

Head southwest from Kalapaki Beach to Hulemalū Rd to reach Alekoko (Menehune) Fishpond Overlook 5.








TASTIEST ISLAND BITES

You’re sure to be eating local on Kauaʻi, an island with dozens of organic farms, grass-fed beef aplenty and a fishing fleet plying the waters offshore. Establishments across the island range from fast, affordable and convenient food trucks to restaurants that pamper and plate with elegance.

Markets

Taking a bento box, poke or sushi roll to go is a local tradition, and most towns have a worthwhile fish market (and rotating farmers markets) worth checking out.

[image: jpg]

sarahgerrity/Getty Images ©

Food Trucks

There’s an increasing range of food trucks offering everything from Mexican eats through to fusion gourmet flavors and artisan shave ice.

[image: jpg]

Charles Lewis/shutterstock ©

Resources

Two excellent resources on Hawaii cuisine are Edible Hawaiian Islands (ediblehi.com) and Hawaii Seafood (hawaii-seafood.org).


BEST DINING EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Sample upscale ‘plantation cuisine’ from one of Kauaʻi’s legendary chefs, Roy Yamaguchi, at Eating House 1849 1.

Pop into Japanese Grandma 2 on a Thursday night in Hanapepe for Kauaʻi’s best local take on Japanese cuisine (yes to the sushi burrito).

Do lunch or a sunset dinner at Hanalei Dolphin 3, a riverside eatery with fresh seafood from an adjoining fish market served cooked or as sushi, and steak and chicken options, too.

Celebrate special occasions at Beach House Restaurant 4, a sublime oceanfront restaurant specializing in Hawaiian-fusion cuisine that’s beautifully prepared and presented.

Sip a cocktail and feast on fresh seafood or a from-scratch salad or sandwiches at the Fish Bar Deli 5 in Old Kapaʻa Town.








IN THE GARDEN

There’s a reason they call Kauaʻi ‘The Garden Island.’ Yes, that’s right, all the pretty plants everywhere. There are backyard gardens galore, but also official gardens full of interesting collections of native and introduced flora. If you don’t explore these magnificent green spaces on foot, you’re missing out on some of the island’s finest terrestrial offerings.

[image: jpg]

Limahuli Garden | Sungjin Ahn Photography/Getty Images ©

National Tropical Botanical Garden

NTBG (ntbg.org) is not a single place, but a nonprofit organization. It is chartered by the US Congress and runs five gardens, three of which are on Kauaʻi.

Voluntourism in the Garden

No green thumb necessary at the NTBG, which accepts volunteers for Limahuli and Allerton gardens. The nonprofit Malama Kauaʻi also takes garden volunteers.


BEST GARDEN EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Behold the primordial beauty of the 985-acre Limahuli Garden 1, where plants brought from elsewhere are on display.

Take the guided tour at Allerton Garden 2, a landscaped work of art combining waterfalls, gazebos and shaded pools.

Hike the self-guided trails of McBryde Garden 3 to view its palms, flowering and spice trees, orchids and rare endemic species.

Get a dose of forest therapy with Keahua Arboretum’s 4 grassy fields, gurgling stream and groves of eucalyptus.

Wind through areas evoking Native Hawaiian, Polynesian and East Asian heritage, at Kaua‘i Mini Golf & Botanical Gardens 5 in Kilauea.








THE SPIRITUAL SIDE

Kauaʻi is an island that inspires inward explorations. The mana (spiritual essence) of the ʻaina (land) is palpable, because the values of the ancient Hawaiians are alive and well, and rooted in a holistic understanding of the natural world. From the very beginning, they loved, cared for and respected the land, and this spiritual relationship was built into the fabric of life. Today these principles and that love are coming full circle on the Garden Island.

[image: jpg]

Lawaʻi International Center | incamerastock/Alamy Stock Photo ©

Ancient Temples

Though most are merely the compiled bones of what were once great structures, heiau (ancient stone temples) channel the deep history and powerful energy of Kauaʻi.

[image: jpg]

Jeff Whyte/shutterstock ©

Wailua River

Once home to ancient Hawaiian royalty, the state’s only fully navigable river still holds the mystique and allure that has drawn generations to these sacred waters.

[image: jpg]

Chris Allan/shutterstock ©

Respect for the Sacred

You’ll notice signs all over Kauaʻi that ask you to respect sacred burial grounds, temples, bodies of water and other sites. Closely follow the instructions.



BEST SPIRITUAL EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Drive to Polihale State Park 1, and spend a night in the place from which souls begin the journey to the underworld.

Contemplate life as you wander the Labyrinth at Momilani Kai 2 near the end of the Mahaʻulepu Heritage Trail.

Take a pilgrimage along a hillside past 88 restored Japanese shines and a wooden temple at Lawaʻi International Center 3.

Pay respects at Kauaʻi’s Hindu Monastery 4, a blend of gardens, cascading streams, and sacred temples and shrines in Wailua.

Visit Hanalei Valley Lookout 5, a tapestry of taro fields, the lifeblood of ancient Hawaii.








REGIONS & CITIES

Find the places that tick all your boxes.
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ITINERARIES

Southwestern Sampler

[image: jpg]

Allow: 6 days Distance: 48 miles


The South Shore and Westside of Kauaʻi offer beaches, great food and good hiking, along with boat trips to the island’s famously gorgeous Na Pali Coast. Although the stops are relatively close to each other, you’ll want plenty of wiggle room for viewpoints, leisurely picnic lunches and some downtime at the spectacular beaches.


[image: jpg]
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Kalalau Trail, Na Pali Coast | Pavel Tvrdy/shutterstock ©

1 Poʻipu [image: ] 2 DAYS

Base yourself in Poʻipu first to get your bearings and ease yourself into the beach life (pictured), then explore two beautiful gardens, Allerton and McBryde, in the luscious Lawa‘i Valley. On the second day, grab breakfast at the Grand Hyatt’s Seaview Terrace and hike up the coast, away from the crowds, along the stunning Mahaʻulepu Heritage Trail. You’ll visit a succession of breathtaking isolated beaches and a cavern filled with intriguing fossils.

[image: ] 45min

[image: jpg]

EJ Nickerson/shutterstock ©

2 Waimea Canyon [image: ] 1 DAY

Pack a picnic basket from Lawai Market as you head west, and drive Hwy 550 along the rim of the wondrous Waimea Canyon, which is also known as the ‘Grand Canyon of the Pacific.’ Stop to hike the Canyon Trail (pictured) and behold the tumbling Waipoʻo Falls, then stay the night in a cabin near the entrance to Kokeʻe State Park.

[image: ] 10min

[image: jpg]

Maridav/shutterstock ©


3 Kokeʻe State Park [image: ] 1 DAY

Drop in at Kokeʻe Natural History Museum and grab breakfast at the outstanding Kokeʻe Lodge. Then continue your scenic drive all the way to Puʻu o Kila Lookout (pictured) in Kokeʻe State Park, at the top. If you’re not a big hiker, take the laid-back Awaʻawapuhi Trail for its stunning coastal views. Fit for a challenge? Do the Nuʻalolo Trail, or better yet, combine the two.

Kokeʻe State Park to Waimea: [image: ] 30min

Waimea to Na Pali Coast: [image: ] 30min

[image: jpg]

Susanne Pommer/shutterstock ©

4 Na Pali Coast [image: ] 2 DAY

Drive back through Waimea and hop on a boat. In 30 minutes, you’ll arrive at the Na Pali Coast to explore the dramatic cliffs, caves (pictured) and waterfalls that Kauaʻi is famous for. Stay the night at Waimea Plantation Cottages, and the next day set out for end-of-the-road Polihale State Park, where the 17-mile beach is as mystical as it is enchanting.

From Kikiaola Small Boat Harbor to Ni‘ihau: [image: ] 3h one way

[image: ] Detour: Make a snorkeling or diving trip out to the waters surrounding Niʻihau, the ‘Forbidden Island,’ where residents speak Hawaiian as their first language and live much like their distant ancestors. [image: ] 12h.
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ITINERARIES

Northeast Explorer

[image: jpg]

Allow: 5 days Distance: 40 miles


With this baller itinerary, you’ll hop from one of the state’s most sacred rivers to one of the island’s most spectacular beaches to the best coastal trail in all of Hawaii, with all kinds of beauty and flavor in between. The drive alone makes this one a worthwhile journey.


[image: jpg]

1 Kapaʻa [image: ] 1 DAY

Base yourself in Kapaʻa and start your day with a serene paddle up the Wailua River (pictured) glimpsing heiau (ancient temples) and exploring a hidden waterfall with a kayak or paddleboard. Next fuel up at Fish Bar Deli, a Kapaʻa classic, and when you’re ready to keep moving, rent a bike and cruise the Ke Ala Hele Makalae path from Kapaʻa Beach Park to Paliku Beach.

[image: ] 20min

[image: jpg]

Michael Barajas/shutterstock ©

2 Kilauea [image: ] 1 DAY

Wake up in Kilauea with coffee at Kilauea Bakery, a local staple. Then drive to Kilauea Point National Wildlife Refuge (pictured) and check out the stately lighthouse. Back in Kilauea, grab lunch at Kilauea Fish Market, and then hit Kauapea (Secret) Beach. Take a quick dip, plant your body in the sand, repeat as necessary. Do dinner at the Bistro in Kilauea.

[image: ] 20min

[image: jpg]

Westend61/Getty Images ©


3 Hanalei [image: ] 2 DAYS

Take a surf lesson at Hanalei Bay (pictured), then hit the Hanalei shops and galleries in the afternoon. Enjoy an exquisite dinner at Bar Acuda, then step over to Tahiti Nui for late-night drinks and laughs. The next day, cruise the ribbon road west beyond Hanalei, crossing a succession of the North Shore’s signature one-way bridges. In Haʻena, hit Makua (Tunnels) Beach, where reef-snorkeling and swimming opportunities abound in summer.

[image: ] 20min

[image: jpg]

Mkphoto12/shutterstock ©

4 Na Pali Coast [image: ] 1 DAY

After coffee and a bite at Hanalei Bread Company, drive to the end of the road and get a taste of the Na Pali Coast’s famous Kalalau Trail – be sure to book a permit well in advance. Cap off your day with sunset at road’s-end Keʻe Beach (pictured) and for dinner hit the sushi bar at the Hanalei Dolphin back in Hanalei.

[image: jpg]

Enrique Aguirre Aves/Getty Images ©






ITINERARIES

All-Around Adventurer

[image: jpg]

Allow: 7 days Distance: 115 miles


For the thrill-seeker who has one week to explore the best of the Garden Island, this action-packed itinerary will have you paddling in a sea kayak, riding on a horse, flying in a helicopter, wandering inside a canyon and even floating in a mountain tube. Ready, set…go!


[image: jpg]

[image: jpg]

Irrigation channel tubing, Lihuʻe | Yvette Cardozo/Alamy Stock Photo ©

1 Princeville [image: ] 1 DAY

Base yourself in the landscaped enclave of Princeville near the funky surfer haven of Hanalei. Explore the Queen’s Bath (pictured), a natural tide pool on the shoreline, or go for a horseback ride with Princeville Ranch Stables. The next morning, start with a cold-pressed juice at Nourish, drink in the view from Hanalei Valley Lookout, then head on up the road to magical Limahuli Garden.

[image: ] 30min

[image: jpg]

Steve Heap/shutterstock ©

2 Na Pali Coast [image: ] 2 DAYS

Hiking Na Pali Coast’s Kalalau Trail (pictured) is fantastic, but If the weather cooperates, why not sea kayak the darn thing? Around a mile in is Hanakapiʻai Beach and head in 6 miles more and you’ll set up camp at Kalalau Beach (with an advance permit). From there, you’ll paddle to deserted white sand paradise Miloliʻi Beach, eventually continuing to 17-mile stunner Polihale State Park, where your car awaits.

[image: ] 45min

[image: jpg]

Pics for the Birds/shutterstock ©

3 Waimea Canyon [image: ] 1 DAY

The adventure continues with a drive up Rte 550, and stops at all the stunning lookouts into Waimea Canyon. When you reach Puʻu o Kila in Kokeʻe State Park, at the top, go for a short hike along the Pihea Trail, which follows a bare, muddy ridge with huge views over Kalalau Valley and dense rainforest. if you start early enough, you can extend the hike through the high-elevation Alakaʻi Swamp (pictured).

[image: ] 45min

[image: jpg]

Marisa Estivill/shutterstock ©


4 Poʻipu [image: ] 1 DAY

Take a day of rest in cushy Poʻipu, where you can relax on the sand at Poʻipu Beach Park, or take a surf lesson at Kiahuna Beach if you’re still gung-ho. Do a delicious poke lunch, then snorkel or dive at Koloa Landing (pictured) in the afternoon, and close the day with a sunset table at Beach House Restaurant. A word to the wise: book ahead.

[image: ] 30min

[image: jpg]

Melissa Burovac/shutterstock ©

5 Wailua [image: ] 1 DAY

Start this Wailua day with an invigorating Wailua River paddling tour (pictured). You’ll kayak or SUP along Hawaii’s largest river, and be rewarded by a waterfall swim. Grab lunch at Monico’s Taqueria then head into the highlands to climb the ‘Sleeping Giant’ − Nounou Mountain − from its shady western approach. When greeted with panoramic views from mountain to ocean, smile and go click.

[image: ] 15min
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Melissa Burovac/Shutterstock ©

6 Lihuʻe [image: ] 1 DAY

Base yourself in Lihuʻe and begin with an early-morning Jurassic Falls (pictured) helicopter tour through verdant valleys. Next, adjourn to Kalapaki Beach for water sports and a stroll at nearby Nawiliwili Beach Park. Slurp lunch at Hamura Saimin, a hole-in-the-wall noodle institution, then go mountain tubing (float) through an old sugar plantation’s irrigation system with Kauaʻi Backcountry Adventures.

[image: jpg]

Alexandre.Rosa/shutterstock ©






ITINERARIES

Time Traveler

[image: jpg]

Allow: 4 Days Distance: 60 miles


For the visitor with a deep interest in Hawaiian history and culture, look no further than this highly stimulating jaunt through Kauaʻi’s past. You’ll tour old temples and plantations, wander historic sugar towns, attend cultural performances, and browse shops and galleries full of local art and other curiosities.


[image: jpg]

[image: jpg]

Kauaʻi Hindu Monastery | Eleseus/shutterstock ©

1 Lihuʻe [image: ] 1 DAY

Grab coffee in Lihuʻe at Aloha Roastery and proceed to Alekoko Fishpond Overlook (pictured) to view a 39-acre loko wai (freshwater fishpond) supposedly constructed by the menehune, Hawaii’s mythological ‘little people.’ Next, visit Grove Farm, the well-preserved homestead of the island’s most notable sugar family. Take dinner on the veranda at the Plantation House by Gaylords or at Luau Kalamaku, the island’s best night-time entertainment.

[image: ] 15min

[image: jpg]

Fominayaphoto/shutterstock ©

2 Old Koloa Town [image: ] 1 DAY

Spend the morning leisurely nosing around the strip of historic buildings in Old Koloa Town (pictured), where plantation cottages from the days of Big Sugar have been converted into an eclectic range of shops and restaurants. Then get a take-out lunch at the Sueoka Snack Shop, a tasty Koloa hole-in-the-wall, and have your picnic at the Sugar Monument, the remains of an old mill across the street.

[image: ] 40min

[image: jpg]

bluestork/shutterstock ©


3 Waimea [image: ] 1 DAY

Where else but Waimea can you visit a Russian fort, Captain Cook’s statue and an ancient Hawaiian aqueduct, all in an hour? You’ll feel like you’re wandering through a historical tag sale. Next, head over to plantation-era Hanapepe, for lunch at Japanese Grandma. Then stroll the main street (pictured) for souvenirs, objets d’art and a few shots of the ‘Old West.’ Ideally you’ll coincide with Friday Art Night.

[image: ] 1h

[image: jpg]

Mystic Stock Photography/shutterstock ©

4 Old Kapaʻa [image: ] 1 DAY

Featuring charming heritage wooden shopfronts (pictured), Old Kapaʻa is the only walkable town on the East Side, and on the first Saturday of each month businesses open their doors in celebration, showcasing island artists, live music and food. You should also tour Kauaʻi’s magnificent Hindu monastery, where the tropical foliage surpasses most botanic gardens and the temple is perfect for a moment’s meditation.

[image: jpg]

Jeff Whyte/shutterstock ©





WHEN TO GO

When in doubt, go in low season! Visitors are fewer, accommodations are less expensive and festivals are abundant.


When you visit Kauaʻi is largely dependent on your goals for the trip. If you’re looking to hit the beach alongside numerous visiting families and pay top dollar, go ahead and visit during the summertime (June to September), when the North Shore seas are calm and perfect for swimming. If you prefer to spend less money, attend festivals and have sun-drenched beaches all to yourself, the low season (April to May, October to November) is your friend. If it’s whales you seek, or you like the idea of chilling on the South Coast while the winter surf slams the North Shore and Westside, look into a shoulder-season (December to March) adventure. This is also when you’re likely to spot humpback whales, both from boats and the shore. Whenever you plan on visiting, book accommodations well in advance – especially during the high season and around holidays.

[image: jpg]

Koholā (humpback whales) | Stockfootage Solutions/shutterstockT ©


I LIVE HERE

THAR SHE BLOWS!

Chris Gampon is the general manager at Timbers Kauaʻi, a luxury resort community on the island’s southeastern coast @timberskauai

Mid-January and February are peak times to see koholā (humpback whales) migrating through Hawaiian waters, and I often notice spouts going up right from my office. Timbers coordinates whale-watching adventures through locally operated charters, and you can also catch amazing moments from our shoreline – or while dining at the resort’s Hualani’s restaurant – when the koholā breach, play or slap their tails above the surface of the water.




HANDLING THE HUMIDITY

The humidity on Kauaʻi tends to fall in the low to mid 70% range, which is pretty humid. Although the prevailing trade winds from the northeast keep travelers comfortable outdoors much of the time, lodgings with air-conditioning are a good idea.




THE GARDEN ISLAND

This lush, verdant island is home to some of the wettest regions on the planet. There are also lots of gushing waterfalls and frequent rainbows. If you’re guessing this is because of significant rainfall in the island’s interior, you are correct.

Kauaʻi’s Biggest Events


Waimea Town Celebration The Westside comes alive with food, craft and game booths, a beer garden, a canoe race, a paniolo (Hawaiian cowboy) rodeo, and lei-making and hula-dancing competitions. [image: ] February

Prince Kuhio Celebration Poʻipu’s two-week-long extravaganza honors Prince Jonah Kuhio Kalanianaʻole, known for his efforts to revitalize Native Hawaiian culture. Events include hula, an outrigger canoe race, lei and poi making, a rodeo and spiritual ceremonies. [image: ] March

Koloa Plantation Days A family-friendly, nine-day fair celebrating the history of the South Shore with a parade, paniolo rodeo, traditional Hawaiian games, Polynesian dancing and plenty of ‘talking story.’ [image: ] July

Kauaʻi Marathon A popular road race on the South Shore featuring a short-course half marathon. Locals pack the streets to cheer on suffering friends. [image: ] September

Also Worth Experiencing


Hawaiian Slack Key Guitar Festival. Watch masters of the Hawaiian slack key guitar blend styles (and strings) for this free, traveling event. [image: ] November

May Day Lei Contest Simple strings of plumeria (frangipani) are mere child’s play next to the floral masterpieces entered in Lihuʻe’s annual competition. [image: ] May

Heiva I Kauaʻi Ia Orana Tahiti Dance troupes from as far away as Tahiti and Japan join mainland US and Hawaiian dancers for a Tahitian dancing and drumming competition at Kapaʻa Beach Park. [image: ] August


I LIVE HERE

THE JOYS OF OCTOBER

Aletha Thomas owns the family preserve company Monkeypod Jam and runs cooking classes out of the Provisions Kitchen on the South Shore. @monkeypodjam

My favorite season is early fall, specifically October. It’s slow in terms of visitors, so the roads are clear, but it’s high fruit season. You can still get mango and liliko‘i (passion fruit), and ‘ulu (breadfruit) season is in full swing. There are mountain apples, starfruit, edible roselle flowers, all the fun fruits. We use them in cooking classes, and turn them into shrubs, jams, jellies and all sorts of spreads.



WILL RAIN AFFECT YOUR TRIP?

Probably not. More rain falls overnight than during the daytime, and showers are usually brief. The South Shore is considerably drier than the North Shore, and while winter tends to be the wettest time of year, it’s honestly not that wet in tourist areas.

Weather Through the Year

[image: ]

JANUARY

Ave. daytime max: 78°F

Days of rainfall: 3–4

[image: ]

FEBRUARY

Ave. daytime max: 78°F

Days of rainfall: 3–4

[image: ]

MARCH

Ave. daytime max: 78°F

Days of rainfall: 4–5

[image: ]

APRIL

Ave. daytime max: 79°F

Days of rainfall: 2–3

[image: ]

MAY

Ave. daytime max: 81°F

Days of rainfall: 2

[image: ]

JUNE

Ave. daytime max: 83°F

Days of rainfall: 1–2

[image: ]

JULY

Ave. daytime max: 84°F

Days of rainfall: 2

[image: ]

AUGUST

Ave. daytime max: 85°F

Days of rainfall: 2

[image: ]

SEPTEMBER

Ave. daytime max: 85°F

Days of rainfall: 2

[image: ]

OCTOBER

Ave. daytime max: 83°F

Days of rainfall: 3–4

[image: ]

NOVEMBER

Ave. daytime max: 81°F

Days of rainfall: 4–5

[image: ]

DECEMBER

Ave. daytime max: 79°F

Days of rainfall: 5




GET PREPARED FOR KAUAʻI


Useful things to load in your bag, your ears and your brain.
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Kalalau Trail | Maridav/shutterstock ©


Manners

Visiting sacred places Read all signage to ensure you are following the guidelines and treating ancient sites and artifacts with respect.

Surfing etiquette Tread lightly with locals when surfing; it can quickly become unpleasant otherwise.

Showing gratitude Give a thank-you shaka (‘hang loose’ hand gesture, with index, middle and ring fingers downturned) if a driver lets you merge or stops before a one-lane bridge.



Clothes

Casual clothes On Kauaʻi it’s possible to spend the entire trip in casual attire – footwear included – so pack sandals, T-shirts, shorts, bathing suits and whatever else you’ll feel comfortable wearing every day.

Hiking gear If you’re planning to hit the trails, you’ll want solid hiking shoes, a sun hat, sunglasses, and a light rain jacket in case the sky opens up.

A nice outfit for dinner There are precious few places with dress codes on the island, but evening wear and closed-toe shoes may come in handy.

Long pants or a skirt If you’re planning to tour Kauaʻi’s Hindu Monastery, you’ll need to cover your shoulders and knees to tour the temple grounds (yoga pants, T-shirts and tank tops are prohibited).



READ

[image: jpg]

Voices of Wisdom: Hawaiian Elders Speak (MJ Harden; 1999) Stories of the kahuna elders honored for preserving ancient traditions.

[image: jpg]

Star Mana (Ken Carlson; 1997) Reveals how today’s Hawaiian healing arts transform Kauaʻi’s flowers and gemstones into spiritual medicine.

[image: jpg]

Mark Twain in Hawaii: Roughing It in the Sandwich Islands (Mark Twain; 1866) About Twain’s 1860s journey through the islands.

[image: jpg]

A Kauaʻi Reader: The Exotic Literary Heritage of the Garden Island (Chris Cook; 2007) Stories from legends to big-wave surfing.




Words

Aloha Catchall term for love, hello, welcome, goodbye

Aʻole pilikia You’re welcome

Brah A shortened form of ’braddah’ (brother)

Chicken skin Goose bumps from cold, fear, thrill

Coconut wireless The ‘grapevine’; local gossip channels

Cruisin’ Refers to going with the flow, dating, roaming about, driving around, and other states of being

Da kine ’Whatchamacallit’; used whenever you can’t think of the appropriate word

E kala mai If you bump into someone or spill your drink, this phrase is an apology and roughly means ’excuse me’

Hale House

Honu Green sea turtle

High Makamaka Stuck-up, snooty, pretentious; literally high ‘eyes,’ meaning head in the air.

Howzit? Hey, how’s it going?

Kane Man

Keiki Child or children.

Kapu Taboo, restricted

Luau Event that includes traditional music, hula dancing, Hawaiian cuisine and outdoor activities

Mahalo Thank you

Makai A direction, toward the sea

Mauka A direction, toward the mountains (inland)

Ohana Means family, but extends beyond biological relatives

Ono grinds Delicious food.

Pau Finished, completed

Rubbah Slippahs Literally ‘rubber slippers’; flip-flops.

Talk story Chitchat or any casual conversation

Wahine Woman




WATCH

[image: jpg]
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South Pacific (Joshua Logan; 1958) Rossano Brazzi and Mitzi Gaynor (pictured) tempt love and fate in the film that put Kauaʻi on the Hollywood map.

The Descendants (Alexander Payne; 2011) After his wife dies, George Clooney finds his soul on Kauaʻi.

Hawaii (George Roy Hill; 1966) A fictional account of a New England missionary’s journey to convert Hawaiians to Christianity.

Jurassic Park (Steven Spielberg; 1991) The Na Pali Coast, Allerton Garden and Manawaiopuna Falls in Hanapepe Valley are all backdrops in the original Jurassic Park.

Pirates of the Caribbean: On Stranger Tides (Rob Marshall; 2011) Scenes from this supernatural swashbuckler were filmed all over Kauaʻi.




LISTEN

Beautiful Rainbow (Larry Rivera; 1997) Born and raised on Kauaʻi, Rivera has composed over 100 songs en route to becoming a local legend.

Legends of Hawaiian Slack Key Guitar (Various artists; 2007) Grammy Award–winning collection of open-tuned melodies brimming with nostalgia for Hawaiian history.

Acoustic Soul (John Cruz; 1996) A Hawaiian-born singer-songwriter, Cruz cut his teeth on the mainland and returned to Hawaii to celebrate his heritage through song.

Alone in IZ World (Israel Kamakawiwoʻole; 2001) A collection of tunes from the legendary vocalist with ukulele accompaniment.






TRIP PLANNER

GET HIGH OVER KAUAʻI

Seeing Kauaʻi from the air is a thrilling and singular experience that may just define your trip. Though expensive, it’s the only way to see much of the island, the majority of which is privately owned and not visible from the road. Helicopter tours are the most popular option, but you’ll need to plan this activity in advance.


[image: jpg]

Helicopter over Manawaiopuna Falls | Benny Marty/shutterstock ©

Choosing an Operator

Most helicopter tour companies depart from the airport in Lihuʻe. Trips generally last 30 to 90 minutes, and start at around $250 (make internet reservations ahead of time to save money). It’s worth doing careful research before choosing an operator. You’ll have to decide what kind of aircraft and tour you want (some land in neat places), and whether you want the doors on or off (some passengers like the visibility, others don’t like the exposure to wind and possibly rain).

Doors-off helicopters are totally the way to go if you are an avid photographer (and don’t have an issue with vertigo). But it’s noisy and windy, and maybe just a little bit scary. On a six-seater helicopter, two people may be stuck in the middle. You can request a window, but the captain may move people around for weight balance.

You also get to choose from big window, little window and bubbles (like the ones on M*A*S*H.) The big differences are always visibility and noise. More modern helicopters are quieter and generally have big windows. You always wear earphones so you can talk with fellow passengers, but even a slight reduction in sound can make your trip more pleasant. Then again, some of the older helicopters have that sweet Magnum P.I. feel.

Make sure to check your operator’s weather policy before booking. Rain delays do happen, and tour routes will vary depending on rain and winds. Cancellations or postponements by operators may happen on short notice. Consider booking early during your stay, so you can reschedule later if need be.



TOP HELICOPTER CHARTERS

Island Helicopters

Island offers a landing on top of Manawaiopuna Falls, more commonly known as Jurassic Falls.

Mauna Loa Helicopters

Mauna Loa choppers are noteworthy for the chance to take the doors off… freaky but fun.

Jack Harter Helicopters

Take a flight with one of the pioneers of flight tourism on the island.

Blue Hawaiian Helicopters

Blue Hawaiian flies high-end choppers that are said to be less noisy.

Safari Helicopters

Safari Helicopters offers an ecotour with a 40-minute stop at a wildlife refuge.

Ni‘ihau Helicopters

Company offering fascinating half-day tours to Ni‘ihau, the island next door to Kaua‘i.



Safety Check

Accidents do happen, and they tend to be weather-related. As recently as 2019, a helicopter flying through late-afternoon clouds and rain crashed on Kauaʻi, killing all seven people on board. An investigation into the incident found that the Federal Aviation Administration is lax about oversight of Hawaii’s helicopter tours. To check any company’s flight record, consult the National Transport Safety Board (ntsb.gov) accident database.

When boarding, always approach a helicopter from the front (never the back). The captain will generally indicate which side you should board on. Put your head down and hold onto your hat (just like they do in the movies).

[image: jpg]

Blue Hawaiian Helicopters | Studio Barcelona/shutterstock ©


MORE LOGISTICS

• What you’ll bring You’ll want to wear comfortable, casual clothing, and if you’re serious about your photographs, wear dark colors to reduce glare from the windows. It can get a little cold, so bring a jacket and long pants, plus decent, close-toed shoes in case your tour includes a landing. You’ll also want a hat, phone and camera, and ideally all of these items should be strapped to you.

• What you’ll see From Lihuʻe, expect to see the Nawiliwili Harbor and the Menehune Fishpond, Kipu Kai and the Tunnel of Trees, Manawaiopuna Falls in Hanapepe Valley, Olokele Canyon, Waimea Canyon, the Na Pali Coast, North Shore beaches like Keʻe and Hanalei, and Mt Waiʻaleʻale. While the rips up impossibly steep canyons are an adrenaline junkie’s dream, it’s really the close proximity to waterfalls that make these trips amazing.

• What to request While the tours follow pretty standardized routes, you can customize your tour experience, especially if it’s just you and your family or sweetheart taking the flight. This means getting closer to (or further away from) the ground, making more acrobatic banking turns or going with a more easy-breezy approach.

• Something special Consider a tour with Niʻihau Helicopters, which flies over of much of Niʻihau island (avoiding the population center of Puʻuwai), then ends with snorkeling off one of the island’s beaches. Lunch, snacks and drinks are included; five-person minimum required.






TRIP PLANNER

VISIT THE NA PALI COAST BY BOAT

Glimpsing the Na Pali Coast by sea is an unforgettable experience. Primordial valleys of green beckon you to explore, and depending on your craft, you can paddle, snorkel, venture into sea caves, or just kick back with a tropical drink, luxuriating in one of the world’s great views.
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Sailing, Na Pali Coast | Fominayaphoto/shutterstock ©

Assuming you can stomach the wave action, there’s really no question of whether you should experience this Kauaʻi highlight from the water – the only question is how.

Here’s some help with sorting through the complexities.

Boat Tours

You have three types to choose from: catamarans (powered or sail), rafts (either Zodiacs or rigid-hulled inflatable boats; RIBs) or kayaks.

Catamarans are the cushiest, offering smoother rides, ample shade, restrooms and crowd-pleasing amenities, like on-board water slides and unlimited food and beverages. Some are equipped with sails (and actually use them), while others are entirely motorized. If you’ve only sailed monohulls before, this is a far more stable and roomy experience.

Rafts are the thrill-seeker’s choice, bouncing along the water, entering caves (in mellower weather) and making beach landings, but most lack any shade, restrooms or comfy seating (bad backs beware). The best rafts are RIBs, with hard bottoms that allow smoother rides (sit in back for less jostling but potentially more sea spray). The largest may include a canopy and even a toilet.

Kayaks are for people who want a workout with their tour. They’re of the sit-on-top variety, with seat backs and pedal rudders. You don’t need to be a triathlete or kayaking expert to use one, but you should be in top physical condition, as kayak tours can last 12 hours and you’ll be paddling 17 miles.

North or South Shore?

You can access the Na Pali Coast from the North Shore or Westside. If you’re visiting in summer, the North Shore – whether Hanalei or ʻAnini – is definitely preferable, and it’s the only option for kayaks, which paddle 17 miles from Haʻena Beach Park to Polihale State Park. Kayak trips are organized by two outfitters in Hanalei.

Boat trips from Westside have to cover a lot of extra water before they reach the Na Pali Coast. As a result, they only get to see half the coastline. But in the winter months, when waves are brutal on the North Shore, tours there stop running, leaving you no other choice. Westside tours depart from Port Allen Harbor. However, winter weather still takes its toll, preventing landings at Nuʻalolo Kai and limiting snorkeling opportunities.
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Kayaking, Na Pali Coast | TaylorMcKay/Getty Images ©

OTHER TIPS & TRICKS

Book early Book Na Pali Coast boat or kayak tours as far ahead as possible – ideally before you arrive.

Be flexible High surf or foul weather may cause cancellations and repeated rescheduling, so it’s best to have a bit of flexibility.

Morning tours The best chance of seeing dolphins or whales, and conditions for snorkeling are usually better.

Afternoon tours There’s a better chance of spotting sea turtles and the lighting is optimal for photography, but the wind often picks up around midday, making for choppier conditions.

Kayaking is hard While undoubtedly epic, kayaking the Na Pali Coast is strenuous and dangerous, and therefore not for everyone.




Best Boat Operators

NA PALI CATAMARAN

This exceptional outfit offers morning and afternoon Na Pali cruises from Hanalei between March and October. Its 35ft power catamaran is smaller and less majestic than a sailing cat but much less exposed than a Zodiac, and doesn’t feel crowded.

NA PALI EXPERIENCE

Intimate tours aboard 24ft boats twice daily, once in the morning and once in the afternoon. Each includes a knowledgeable captain who brings the coastline to life with stories of the wildlife, geology and human history along the coast.

NA PALI COAST HANALEI

This nimble 32ft catamaran sets off twice daily from Hanalei in the summer and from Kikiaola Small Boat Harbor on the South Side in winter months.

CAPTAIN ANDY’S SAILING ADVENTURES

High-end sailing experiences aboard the 65ft Southern Star catamaran, and a rugged, Zodiac tour of the sea caves and secluded beaches of the Na Pali Coast.

NA PALI KAYAK

The Na Pali Coast trip is the only tour these folks lead, and their guides have over a decade of experience. Guided overnight camping trips start at $500 per person; a one-day trip costs from $310.

KAYAK KAUAʻI

The original Na Pali kayaking outfitter’s Summer Sea Kayaking Tour ($310) paddles the entire stretch from Keʻe to Polihale in one long day.






TRIP PLANNER

SNORKELING & DIVING

Don’t leave the island without donning a mask at least once. South Shore waters see most diving activity from dive boats and the shore, as there is less swell here most of the year. In the summer the North Shore also has good conditions. Snorkeling offers sheltered sites and turtles aplenty.
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Green turtle and diver | Tammy616/Getty Images ©

Diving

The South Shore is Kauaʻi’s scuba hub, thanks to mostly smooth conditions that nurture ample visibility beneath the surface. For nine months a year, it’s the only place to dive, which is why it’s the base of operations for all the island’s dive shops, and with a dozen sites within a short boat ride of Kukuiʻula Small Boat Harbor, there’s plenty of variety to keep you coming back. If you visit the island in summer, some of the South Shore sites may be murky and hard to access. Thankfully that’s perfect timing to explore the often-inaccessible north and west shores.

Undoubtedly the very best diving around Kauaʻi can be found on Niʻihau, that small island visible offshore and off-limits to most visitors. This is the best place to dive with monk seals and sandbar sharks, and trip itineraries include three dives.

Freediving

Kaua‘i’s only freediving school, Freedive Kauai, offers progressively advanced PADI certification courses off ‘Anini Beach or Koloa Landing, commencing with the half-day Freediver. Within three days, even novices learn to plummet to 66ft on a single breath. Co-owner Michelle Marsh has competed for the USA in the World Championships.



DIVING & SNORKELING TIPS

Check-up Have a pre-dive routine medical exam before you leave home – local dive operators may not always ask about medical conditions that are incompatible with diving.

Gear It may be a worthwhile investment to bring or buy your own high-quality mask, if you plan on snorkeling multiple times.

Timing As a rule, snorkel early – morning conditions are often best, and if everyone else is sleeping, they won’t be crowding the water and kicking up sand to mar visibility.

Reef etiquette Follow coral-reef etiquette: don’t touch any coral, which are living organisms; watch your fins to avoid stirring up sand and breaking off pieces of coral; and finally, don’t feed the fish.



Snorkeling

OK, so scuba and freediving aren’t for you; still, don’t leave Kauaʻi without having snorkeled. It’s a wonderful introduction to a completely different, beautiful world. Rental equipment is freely available, but if you’re passing through Lihuʻe, you can buy some for under $10 at big-box chain stores.

The South Shore has the most snorkeling locations around Poʻipu. The twin lagoons in front of Poʻipu Beach Park offer terrific entry-level snorkeling. You’re likely to see turtles and bunches of tropical fish. The same goes for the beach in front of the Sheraton. With underwater tunnels and a sizable population of eels, Koloa Landing is the best on the South Shore.

If you’re on the Westside, go to Salt Pond Beach Park, with its shallow waters. On the East Side, choose Lydgate Beach Park, which has a protected lagoon perfect for kids. On the North Shore, head to ʻAnini Beach Park year-round; in summer hit Keʻe Beach or Makua (Tunnels) Beach. Snorkeling is also a key part of most Na Pali Coast boat tours.
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Reef fish, Poʻipu Beach | YinYang/Getty Images ©


OCEAN SAFETY

• The Hawaiian Islands don’t have a continental shelf. Consequently, the ocean doesn’t roll up gently to their doorstep: it strikes hard.

• The ocean has a devastating power here, producing dangerous rip currents, rogue waves and undertows.

• Kauaʻi has the highest per-capita drowning rate of all of the main Hawaiian Islands. Up to 10 tourists drown here each year.

• Never turn your back on the ocean.

• Never swim alone. If you’re an inexperienced swimmer, swim only at lifeguarded beaches. At beaches without lifeguards, swim only if (and where) locals are doing so.

• Observe the surf for a while before entering. Look for recurring sets of waves, currents and other swimmers.

• Observe the wind. Windy conditions increase ocean chop.

• Don’t walk on coastal rocks, where an unexpected wave can sweep you out. It’s easy to misjudge the ‘safe zone.’

• Don’t assume that water conditions are consistent in all regions.

• ‘When in doubt, don’t go out.’ These are words to stay alive by.

• Ensure your travel medical kit contains treatment for coral cuts and tropical ear infections, as well as standard problems.

• The closest hyperbaric chamber is on Oʻahu. For members, Divers Alert Network gives advice on diving emergencies, insurance, decompression services, illness and injury.

• For current information and more advice, read the ocean report and safety tips at Hawaii Beach Safety (hawaiibeachsafety.com).






THE FOOD SCENE

Kauaʻi likes to keep it simple. Island-caught fish. Island-grown produce. Island-casual setting.


[image: jpg]

Plate lunch including poke | Bonchan/Getty Images ©

Dining in Kauaʻi is very chill – even when it is elegant. Adventurous foodies will find a fascinating amalgam of flavors across the island, from Polynesian staples such as taro, banana and coconut, to Japanese teriyaki, Chinese noodles and Hawaiian kalua (earth oven) pork. That variety holds whether you’re savoring four-star Hawaii Regional Cuisine or sampling Spam musubi (rice ball), but the real spoils go to those willing to hunt down the best fish markets, indie bakeries and farmers markets.

Surrender to the island diet, and you’ll have a window into the soul of the island itself. Defining it is no simple matter, of course, as Kauaʻi’s multi-ethnic food scene is distinct from classic fusion cooking. The iconic dishes are mostly lowbrow local grinds (akin to street food), but elevated dining establishments hold their own, offering both traditional dishes and new twists on old classics. Just be sure to reserve for popular tourist spots a few days in advance.

The Plate Lunch

Cheap, filling and tasty, local food is the stuff of cravings and comfort. The classic local meal, a plate lunch, consists of a fixed plate containing ‘two-scoop rice,’ macaroni-potato salad and your choice of a hot protein dish, such as tonkatsu (breaded, fried pork cutlets), fried mahimahi or teriyaki chicken. Often eaten with disposable chopsticks on disposable plates, they are tasty and filling. Typically fried, salty, gravy-laden and meaty, plates now include grilled fish, brown rice and green salad.


Pupu Parties

Consider yourself lucky if you snag an invitation to a pupu (appetizer) party at a local home. Go casual and expect an endless spread of grazing foods (forget the cheese and crackers), such as fried shrimp, edamame (boiled soybeans in the pod) and maki (rolled) sushi. A must-try is poke (pronounced ‘po-keh’), Hawaii’s soul food: a savory dish of bite-sized raw fish (usually ahi), seasoned typically with shōyu, sesame oil, green onion, sea salt, ogo (seaweed) and ‘inamona, a flavoring made of roasted and ground kukui (candlenut).

Other Famous Foods

Perhaps the most famous (or infamous) Hawaiian dish is poi (steamed and mashed wetland taro), which was sacred to ancient Hawaiians. Locals savor the bland to mildly tart flavor as a starchy palate cleanser, but its slightly sticky and pasty consistency can be off-putting to others. Taro is nutritious, low in calories, easily digestible and versatile to prepare. Locals typically eat poi as a counterpoint to strongly flavored fish dishes such as poke and lomilomi salmon (minced salted salmon tossed with diced tomato and green onion). Another local staple is saimin, a soup of chewy Chinese egg noodles and Japanese broth, garnished with green onion, dried nori, kamaboko (steamed fish cake) or an egg roll. If you’re in a hurry, pick up a bento box containing rice, meat or fish, and Japanese garnishes such as pickles, at deli counters and corner stores. And you can’t go home without trying a Big Island invention called loco moco, a bowl of rice, two eggs (typically fried over-easy) and a hamburger patty, topped with gravy and a dash of shōyu.

Sweet Stuff

The traditional local treat is preserved fruit (typically plum, cherry, mango or lemon) known as crack seed. It can be sweet, sour, salty or licorice-spicy. On a hot day, go for a shave ice, the island version of a snow cone.


FOOD & DRINK FESTIVALS
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Luau, Lihu‘e | Boykov/shutterstock ©

Taste of Hawaii (tasteofhawaii.net; June) The Rotary Club of Kapaʻa hosts the ‘Ultimate Sunday Brunch’ at Smith’s Tropical Paradise, where you can indulge in gourmet samples from chefs from around Hawaii.

Garden Island Range & Food Festival (alohavisitorguides.com/garden-island-range-and-food-festival; November) Spotlights local chefs, as well as the farmers and ranchers who provide them with Kauaʻi-grown ingredients.

Eat The Invasives (waipafoundation.org/eat-the-invasives; September) Invasive species are caught, prepared and consumed during this yearly Hanalei event. Specialties have included apple snails, Tahitian prawns, wild goat and fern shoots.

Kauaʻi Poke Fest (kauaipokefest.com; June) An annual celebration of poke at Koloa Landing Resort, featuring celebrity chefs, tastings and demonstrations.

Kauaʻi Chocolate & Coffee Festival (kauaichocolateandcoffeefestival.com; October) The Hanapepe-based event offers tastings, demonstrations, live entertainment and farm tours.




Local Specialties


Dare to Try

Taro chips Sweet potato slivers cooked in a deep wok.

Poi Steamed and mashed wetland taro.

Laulau Delicious kalua pork cooked in taro leaves.

Spam A canned ham product.

Spam musubi A rice ball topped with fried Spam and wrapped with dried seaweed.

Sweet Treats

Shave ice Ice shavings flavored with fruit syrup.

Lilikoʻi anything Passion fruit pie, passion fruit cheesecake etc.

Haupia Thickened, sweetened coconut cream served as a pudding or cut into squares.

Hula pie Macadamia nut ice cream stacked over a chocolate cookie-crumble crust, covered in a chocolate shell, drizzled with hot fudge and toasted macadamia nuts.

Malasadas A Portuguese fried dough treat brought over by laborers from the Azores in the early 20th century, containing eggs and evaporated milk.
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Favorite Fish Markets

Pono Market Sample fresh ahi at this Kapaʻa waypost.

Koloa Fish Market Grab lunch to go from this Koloa hotspot.

Fish Express Try the poke at this Lihuʻe dive…you will not be disappointed.

Hanalei Dolphin Fish Market Pick out all the makings of a perfect beachside picnic.

Kilauea Fish Market Pick up a piled-high poke bowl or a rice plate topped with fresh catch.


MEALS OF A LIFETIME

Eating House 1849 Upscale dining from one of Kauaʻi’s legendary chefs.

Koloa Fish Market Keep it simple and fresh with a takeaway bento box.

Hanalei Dolphin

This legendary eatery serves up only the freshest of fresh catches.

Fish Bar Deli

An all-in-one seafood restaurant, gourmet marketplace and full bar.

Hamura Saimin

A cash-only island institution for brothy noodles and lilikoʻi pie.




THE YEAR IN FOOD

SPRING

Noni (pictured), mountain apples, soursop, mangosteen and jackfruit show up on seasonal menus. There’s also a surplus of papaya, lettuce, arugula and Napa cabbage.
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SUMMER

Farmstands (pictured) are loaded up with mangos, lychees, melons, guava and liliko‘i. Dragon fruits begin producing, sugar loaf pineapple is in abundance, and this is prime time for catching ahi.
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FALL

Starfruit (pictured) and longan are highly productive, as are breadfruit and avocado trees. The coffee harvest stretches from September to December, and broccoli, eggplant and cauliflower thrive.
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WINTER

Citrus reigns (tangerines, clementines and finger limes), and winter veggies include sweet potato and daikon. Rambutan (known as the hairy lychee) is going strong.
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THE OUTDOORS

Whether you zip through treetops or paddle a sacred river, outdoor adventures on Kauaʻi merge unforgettably with the island’s majesty.
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Ziplining | Michael Hanson/Getty Images ©

Kauaʻi is blessed with a bounty of outdoor adventures. Whether in the air, on the ground or at sea, there are countless ways to engage with this fascinating island and its unique, often idyllic environment. There is something for everyone, no matter what your age, shape or skill level. For even the least adventurous traveler, Kauaʻi’s astonishing beauty and range of outdoor offerings will tempt you to puncture your resort bubble.

Hiking & Backpacking

Kauaʻi arguably has some of the best hiking and backpacking of all the Hawaiian Islands. Trails can be extended over a few days, with stops at camps or cabins, and there’s loads of variety (from beachfront walks to slippery treks down steep slopes). For inexperienced hikers or families with small kids, plenty of shorter trails get you close to the nature, flora and fauna, while historic trails in some of the older villages introduce you to a unique history.

People have died in Kauaʻi hiking out on trails that have been closed, or out to remote beaches that see large waves. Don’t be a statistic. And don’t cross private property. When in doubt, sign up for a guided hike instead of going on your own.


FAMILY ADVENTURES

Mountain tube through an old sugar plantation with Kauaʻi Backcountry Adventures outside of Lihuʻe.

Check out the huge playground, the sweet mini-golf course and the weekend farmers market at Anaina Hou Community Park in Kilauea.

Rent snorkel gear at Boss Frog’s and spy on fish in Poʻipu: it’s exciting for young kids and teens alike, and OK for parents, too.

Drive up through Waimea Canyon and hike one of the many spectacular family-friendly trails in Kokeʻe State Park.

Take a surf lesson on the North Shore or South Shore with your teenager to beef up their coolness résumé (and yours).



Swimming & Surfing

You can find protected swimming lagoons year-round at Lydgate Beach Park and Salt Pond Beach Park. Elsewhere, swimming is a seasonal sport. On the North Shore, swimming is lovely in summer, when waters are glassy at Hanalei Bay and Keʻe Beach. In winter, when giant swells pound the North Shore, head to the South Shore, especially Poʻipu Beach Park. Lifeguard staffing on the island’s beaches is subject to change, so check hawaiibeachsafety.com to find out which beaches still have lifeguards.

People have been riding the waves of Kauaʻi for over 500 years. There are an estimated 300 surf breaks surrounding the island, with a few decent beginner spots – especially along the South Shore – and dozens of surf schools, primarily in Hanalei and Poʻipu, as well as at Kalapaki Beach in Lihuʻe. Try small classes to get the most out of the instruction.

Note that in many Kauaʻi surf spots, you’ll find powerful waves, tubes and reef breaks that are better suited to practiced experts. Locals rule the waves – especially on the North Shore – so check with the local surf shop before you head out.

River & Sea Kayaking

With seven rivers, including the only navigable one statewide, river kayaking is all the rage on Kauaʻi. A Wailua River tour, which includes a dip at a 130ft waterfall, is the classic. Hanalei River and Kalihiwai Stream are smaller but perhaps more charming and leisurely, and a handful of kayak tours navigate the Huleʻia River, which passes through the off-limits Huleʻia National Wildlife Refuge.

Meanwhile, sea kayaking off Kauaʻi should be done on a tour due to rough surf. Beginners can learn in Poʻipu and Hanalei, while the fit and ambitious can challenge themselves on the grueling 17-mile Na Pali journey, possible only in summer.


Other Outdoor Thrills

ZIPLINING

Popular across Hawaii, but Kauaʻi’s magnificent forests are hard to beat. Try a superman flight (head first) with Koloa Zipline.

FISHING

Many fishing charters depart from Nawiliwili Small Boat Harbor, and you may have luck with land-based fishing at Kawailoa Bay.

ATV

Kauaʻi has an endless number of dirt tracks, making it a playground for all-terrain vehicles. Try Kipu Ranch Adventures in Lihuʻe.

HORSEBACK RIDING

On the South Shore, CJM Country Stables rides along the Mahaʻulepu Coast, offering two nose-to-tail tours.

ROAD CYCLING

Once the Eastside’s coastal path, Ke Ala Hele Makalae, is completed, cycling from Lihuʻe to Anahola will be doable.

OUTRIGGER CANOE SAILING

Try this traditional ocean activity with Hoku Water Sports or The Lodge at Kukuiʻula on the South Shore.

SKYDIVING

Plummet out of a plane at 10,000ft with someone from Skydive Kauai strapped to your back to pull the chute.





ACTION AREAS

Where to find Kauaʻi’s best outdoor activities.
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KAUAʻI

THE GUIDE


Chapters in this section are organized by hubs and their surrounding areas. We see the hub as your base in the destination, where you’ll find unique experiences, local insights, insider tips and expert recommendations. It’s also your gateway to the surrounding area, where you’ll see what and how much you can do from there.
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Lihu‘e
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HISTORY AND LOCAL EATS


Ancient history, plantation heritage and burgeoning cultural hub: this is Kaua‘i’s gateway to the rest of the island.
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Nawiliwili Harbor | Wildroze/Getty Images ©

Lihu‘e’s central location to the airport and quick drive to attractions on the East Side and South Shore makes the unpretentious local town a convenient base for exploring the island. The town was established in 1849 to support nearby sugar plantations. In recent years, glimmers of revitalization provide hints of a future downtown Lihu‘e that will be much more than a rundown thoroughfare to and from the airport or a quick detour to Hamura Saimin or Kauai Beer Company.

Rice Street specifically was a booming center of commerce and power during the plantation days, and has experienced its share of empty storefronts and lackluster curb appeal in the decades since. But change is happening. Thanks to a federal grant, plus private and public partnerships, Rice Street is slowly transforming into a place to linger. It’s still got a ways to go before it’s designated a full-blown destination, but its potential – bike paths, more cross-walks, monthly arts and cultural events for the community – is intriguing.
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Saimin, Hamura Saimin | Noah Sauve/shutterstock ©

From Rice Street’s commercial and administrative buildings, which make up Lihu‘e’s snug center, it’s a quick jaunt to versatile Kalapaki Beach, golfing opportunities and walking along Nawiliwili Bay’s nearby green spaces. Its nondescript strip malls and side streets betray relatively affordable restaurants, cafes, bars and design-forward coffee shops. Plus, most helicopter, ATV, ziplining and some kayaking tours depart from Lihu‘e.


THE MAIN AREAS

RICE STREET & DOWNTOWN LIHU‘E

Plantations and local bites.




Find Your Way


Lihu‘e is near the airport and centrally located on the island. It comprises a compact commercial and administrative center, peppered with eateries and shops, a shopping mall and a couple of resorts along the coast.
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Plan Your Time


Consider Lihu‘e as a base for inland and aerial adventure tours, a place to dig into and interact with the island’s history, and a chance to sample locally loved comfort foods off the tourist track.
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One Day in Lihu‘e

Most adventure tours run at least three to four hours, so swing by Aloha Roastery first thing in the morning and begin your day with superb coffee before mountain tubing and a picnic lunch with Kaua‘i Backcountry Adventures. If you’re still hungry afterward, head to Duke’s Barefoot Bar for pupu (appetizers) and an afternoon stroll along Kalapaki Beach.




Two Days in Lihu‘e

The next day, take an early-morning helicopter tour through emerald canyons and valleys. Then pick up lunch at Fish Express before visiting historic Grove Farm (note advance reservations are required). Later in the afternoon, sample spiced rum at Koloa Rum Company, then do dinner and a luau at Luau Kalamaku at Kilohana Plantation.



Seasonal Highlights

SPRING

Excellent weather, thinner crowds at the beach and peak cruising season. The May Day Lei Contest is held in early May and brings out legendary floral artists to enter their most stunning lei in a competition. There are also DIY workshops, live music and an auction.

SUMMER

Peak visitor season, lots of sunshine and calmer waters for swimming and snorkeling; driest time of the year, though Lihu‘e is generally drier than other parts of the island.

FALL

Temperatures begin to drop a little, but the weather is excellent. The crowds start to thin, making it perfect for travelers looking for quiet. In mid- to late September the Kaua‘i Mokihana Festival Hula Competition hosts three days of events.

WINTER

Rainy season, visitor numbers swell, huge surf and cruising season begins. The not-to-be-missed Hawaiian Slack Key Guitar Festival is held in mid- to late-November and offers the opportunity to see master slack key guitarists.




Rice Street & Downtown Lihu‘e
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LOCAL GRINDS I BOUTIQUE SHOPPING I HISTORICAL CONTEXT

Downtown Lihu‘e and its main thoroughfare, Rice St, have an array of commercial and administrative buildings with a steady stream of office workers, local business owners and students going about their day. It’s a little short on sights, but don’t let that stop you from exploring. The downtown historic district was listed on the National Register of Historic Places in 1981 and includes Classical Revival as well as Mission Revival architecture. There’s the very engaging Kaua‘i Museum, and tucked in among the strip malls are several well-priced (and delicious) locally-owned restaurants serving a variety of Hawaiian and Pan-Asian cuisine.

In 1849 German colonists established the first local sugarcane plantation, which struggled until the development of irrigation in 1856. Afterward, profitability grew, attracting entrepreneur George Wilcox from Hanalei. Wilcox established what would become the area’s largest plantation, Grove Farm. While Lihu‘e’s mill closed in 2000, it is still standing just south of town along Kaumualiʻi Hwy.

The Wilcox family is intrinsically tied to Lihu‘e and Kaua‘i in general with George Wilcox dipping his toes into politics and influencing local life. By the time the company sold to Steve Case, it owned some 22,000 acres of land.
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SIGHTS

1Alekoko (Menehune) Fishpond Overlook

2Dr José Rizal Statue

3Grove Farm

4Kalapaki Beach

5Kauaʻi Museum

6Kilohana Plantation

7Kukui Point Lighthouse

8Lihuʻe Civic Center

9Lihuʻe Lutheran Church

10Ninini Beach

11Ninini Point Lighthouse

12Running Waters Beach

ACTIVITIES & TOURS

13AirVentures Hawaii

14Blue Hawaiian Helicopters

see 6Clayworks

15Island Helicopters

16Jack Harter Helicopters

17Kauaʻi Backcountry Adventures

18Kauai Lanes

see 6Kauai Plantation Railway

19Mauna Loa Helicopter Tours

20Ocean Course at Hōkūala

21Puakea Golf Course

22Safari Helicopters

23Tasting Kauai

SLEEPING

24Marriott’s Kauai Lagoons - Kalanipuʻu

25Banyan Harbor

26Marriott’s Kauaʻi Beach Club

27Kauai Inn

28Royal Sonesta Kauaʻi Resort

29Timbers Kauai Ocean Club & Residences

EATING

307-Eleven

31Duke’s

32Fish Express

33Garden Island BBQ

34Hamura Saimin

35Happy Eats

36Kauaʻi Community Market

37Kawaii Kokoro

38Lilikoi Bar & Grill

39Mark’s Place

40Po’s Kitchen

41R&J Bakery

42Restauran Kiibo

43Skinny Mike’s Ice Cream & Shave Ice

44Greenery Cafe

45Tip Top Cafe

46Uncle’s Shave Ice

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

47Aloha Roastery

see 31Duke’s Barefoot Bar

48Hā Coffee Bar

49Kalapaki Joe’s

50Kauai Beer Company

51Rainbeau Jo’s

ENTERTAINMENT

52Kauaʻi Folk Festival

see 6Luau Kalamaku

53May Day Lei Contest

SHOPPING

54DejaVu

55Edith King Wilcox Gift Shop & Bookstore

56Hilo Hattie

57JANE

58Kapaia Stitchery

59Koa Store

see 6Koloa Rum Company

60Kukui Grove Center

61Small Fry Kauai

62Style Surf Kauai

63Target

64Walmart

TRANSPORT

65Kauaʻi Bus




GETTING AROUND

Lihu‘e is only 7 sq miles and it’s easy to get around on foot. But the Kaua‘i Bus serves Lihu‘e with a shuttle that runs hourly from 6am to 9pm. Most businesses have free parking lots for customers and metered street parking is pretty easy to find. Rental cars are available at agency booths outside the baggage-claim area at the airport.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Most of the area’s best helicopter tours leave from Lihu‘e so it’s worth it to book an overnight stay if you’d like to take advantage of an early-morning flight.
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Kaua‘i Museum | Barbarajo/shutterstock ©

Pre-Statehood Culture & Architecture

Museums and territorial design

Get grounded in Kaua‘i’s history, ecology and culture at the Kaua‘i Museum. It’s the island’s largest museum, but you can get through its two buildings in a couple of hours. Browse ancient Hawaiian agricultural tools and other handmade artifacts such as poi pounders (for steamed, mashed taro) and kapa cloths, exhibitions dedicated to the various ethnic groups that contributed to the island’s 19th-century sugar-centric economy, and more. Packed with local anecdotes and historical insights, the free guided tour of the museum is well worth it. The museum also hosts cultural workshops and classes on haku lei making, natural fiber weaving and hula.

The main building, made of black and brown lava rock, is architecturally interesting in itself. It was built by the American architect Hart Wood, who also designed Lihu‘e United Church, and whose grandfather built Wai‘oli Mission House on the North Shore. The museum originally opened in 1924 as Kaua‘i’s first public library.

Just across Kaumauli‘i Highway is the Lihu‘e Lutheran Church. Originally built by German colonists in 1885 and reconstructed after Hurricane Iwa, this is a faithful reproduction of the original.

For more distinct architecture along Rice St, stroll to the next block, where the county building (built in 1912) and courthouse comprise the Lihu‘e Civic Center Historic District. The county building is in Neoclassical Revival style, with columns and simple, geometric forms. The courthouse, built in the 1930s, interprets Spanish Mission Revival style with its red-tiled roof and Hawaiian-style lanai, and a deep porch, which stand out against Rice St’s surrounding commercial buildings.


FILIPINO HISTORY

The first Filipino people to come to Hawaii were recruited by the Hawaiian Sugar Planters Association to be sakadas (contract laborers) in 1906; there were 15 of them. Today, people of Filipino descent comprise nearly 23% of the population in Hawaii. To honor Kauaʻi’s large Filipino community, a statue of Dr José Rizal was erected on the lawn of the Historic County Building.

This statue connects the Filipino community with a symbol of independence. Dr Rizal, a writer and poet who also practiced medicine, advocated for peaceful reform in the Philippines under Spanish colonial rule. He was publicly executed in 1896, and the statue honors his role in catalyzing the Philippines’ independence.



WHERE TO FIND COFFEE IN LIHU‘E

Aloha Roastery

The hippest coffee shop on the island combines surf-meets-Scandi decor with locally roasted beans and excellent homestyle baking that is also prepared on-site. $

Hā Coffee Bar

A popular local haunt serves maple-cinnamon rolls, bagels and healthy breakfast bowls. The big shared tables are an ideal spot to work and read. $

Rainbeau Jo’s

Colorful and cheery, this petite coffee shop serves organic coffee drinks and locally sourced organic smoothies made on-site alongside bagels and smears and other baked goods. $



TOURING LIHU‘E’S HISTORIC SIGHTS
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Lihuʻe is short on sights, but with a little creativity you can make a fun walking tour that takes you past some of the town’s most historic spots. The trip runs over 4.5 miles, so you can either walk or drive.

Lihuʻe is short on sights, but with a little creativity you can make a fun walking tour that takes you past some of the town’s most historic spots. The trip runs over 4.5 miles, so you can either walk or drive.

Start from 1 Kauaʻi Museum in the heart of downtown; it has a free guided tour at 10:30am. Once you are all museumed out, head straight across Kaumualiʻi Hwy to 2 Lihuʻe Lutheran Church. Originally built in 1885 and reconstructed after Hurricane Iwa, this is a faithful reproduction of the original that was built by German immigrants.

If all that religion gets you thirsty or hungry, return downtown for a cool beer at 3 Kauai Beer Company (where you can and should buy a growler for your evening sunset sips), then get maps and make plans for the rest of the trip at 4 Kauaʻi Visitors Bureau.

Take Haleko Rd heading southwest to Nawiliwili Rd, then turn seaward and walk for about 0.7 miles past 5 Puakea Golf Course to Grove Farm Rd, then turn left and go a few hundred yards to 6 Grove Farm. To visit, you’ll need to have booked a guided tour in advance.

Continue down toward the coast on Nawiliwili Rd, turning west onto Niumalu Rd. Take a little detour here to check out the boats and charter a kayak adventure at 7 Nawiliwili Small Boat Harbor or continue along the road to the 8 Alekoko (Menehune) Fishpond Overlook. The overlook offers huge views of the Huleʻia Valley and the Huleʻia River. The walled-off bend forms the 39-acre loko wai (freshwater fishpond), said to have been constructed by the menehune (the ‘little people’ who may have been the first settlers to Kauaʻi). This is a perfect sunset spot to enjoy a sip of your authentic Kauaʻi microbrew.



Local Grub

Well-priced eateries and craft beer

Lihu‘e is great for cheap and delicious local eateries. Early risers should pick up freshly made pan de sal (Filipino bread roll) at R&J Bakery then walk over to Hā Coffee for a caffeine jolt. Hā’s is a local chain and its Lihu‘e location on the corner of Rice St and Kress St is an old school bus outfitted with a walk-up window and a couple of picnic tables. It also does smoothies and acai bowls.

Great for any meal, Tip Top Cafe has been serving generations of locals island diner eats in cushy black vinyl booths. Long-time hits include its banana-macadamia pancakes, oxtail soup and hearty loco moco (rice, fried egg and hamburger patty slathered with gravy – add Tabasco for a kick).

Pick up a picnic at Happy Eats. On weekends along Rice Street, look out for a white tent shading a metal grill and billowing smoke as chicken turns (huli-huli in Hawaiian) between two racks. Swing by on your way to Kalapaki Beach for a picnic lunch. Another delicious pick-up spot is Fish Express. Its cold case is loaded with fresh seafood, from ahi (yellowfin tuna) poke in a variety of styles to wakame (green seaweed salad) and bento (Japanese-style box lunch) filled with an assortment of Spam, fried chicken, hamachi collar and Goteburg sausage (Swedish-style pork and beef sausage).

For plant-based meals, head to Greenery Cafe for an avocado wrap with brown rice, and coconut and ginger mung bean soup. And we can’t leave out local favorite Garden Island BBQ for classic Chinese food.

Finally, for dessert, Kawaii Kokoro is a patisserie for Japanese-style cheesecake, matcha green tea–flavored profiteroles and coconut macarons.


LIHU‘E’S DON’T-MISS SOUP

Hamura Saimin has been a local institution since 1952. It serves lunch in an uber-casual, cramped, converted Army barracks. Prepare to wait in line for a menu that (thankfully) hasn’t changed much since the beginning. Its signature dish is its ‘special’ saimin: wavy egg noodles in a shrimp, pork and beef-based broth and topped with meat-filled wonton, fish cake slices, boiled egg and char siu (barbecued pork). Complete the classic order with a side of grilled teriyaki chicken or beef sticks, and a slice of fluffy lilikoʻi (passion fruit) chiffon pie.

Endearingly, the establishment is (still) cash only.



WHERE TO GRAB A BEER IN LIHU‘E

Duke’s Barefoot Bar

Waikiki-style tropical bar with live music every night. You’ll have to hurry to grab a beachside table.

Kalapaki Joe’s

A variety of sports games on a number of large-screen TVs with an astounding number of beers on tap.

Lilikoi Bar & Grill

Savvy bar staff, a robust cocktail menu and a well-curated beer selection alongside interesting spins on local dishes.


Borrow a Pup

Vibe with a canine bestie

If you’re feeling the need for a furry friend or missing your own, for about $40 per day you can take a shelter dog out on an adventure. Schedule a pickup time with the Kaua‘i Humane Society, and they will match you with a doggo based on the type of activity you’re interested in – a beach day or a hike, for example – and equip you with everything you might need for your time together on the island. The shelter can recommend dog-friendly hikes or walks and tell you all the details. They’ll send you off with a backpack full of snacks, doggie bags, a towel, leash and harness, and help guide you to dog-friendly spots around the island. There are a lot of them. Kaua‘i is very dog-friendly in general but dogs should be leashed at all times. In Lihu‘e, you might take your temporary companion to Kalapaki Beach or the walking and jogging paths behind the Royal Sonesta. Most restaurants with outdoor seating are also dog-friendly. When the day or week is done, return your dog before 5pm.

There are so many dogs on Kaua‘i because, at one time, they were bred for hunting wild pigs. Some failed to be trained or were too old and were turned out on the street. The practice led to a huge number of unhoused dogs. When you borrow one for the day, it gives the dog an incredible mental health boost, and your photos and stories will help the shelter get to know the dog even better, and work to get it adopted. Not to mention you’ll feel like a local walking your dog all over Lihu‘e.


BEST PLACES TO STAY IN LIHU‘E

Banyan Harbor

Great for families, the condos sport full kitchens, in-unit washers and dryers, and private lanais. Near Kalapaki Beach. $$

Outrigger Kaua‘i Beach Resort & Spa

Mid-range boutique resort along the ocean north of central Lihu‘e and the airport. Four pools with waterfalls and a waterslide, spa and live lounge entertainment. $$

Kauai Inn

A large, unassuming, locally owned Inn west of the harbor and away from crowds. Ground-floor rooms have back porches, 2nd-floor rooms are larger but sans lanai. Ask for a room with a mountain view. $$

Timbers Kauai Ocean Club & Residences

Rolls out the amenities with an oceanfront infinity pool, full-service spa, on-site dining, fitness center, golf course, tennis and more. $$$

Marriott’s Kaua‘i Beach Club

Classic Hawaii resort experience right on Kalapaki Beach with a gargantuan pool. $$$



View from the Sky

Helicopter tours: doors on or off?

Experiencing Kaua‘i by air offers a singular perspective. As a helicopter whirs past canyons, waterfalls and coast, you get a firm sense of how much more island there is to see than is accessible by foot or car. Most shared and private helicopter tours depart from Lihu‘e on a standard circle-island tour and include passage over the Na Pali Coast, Waimea Canyon and Mt Wai‘ale‘ale. For discounts, book ahead online. It also pays to book early in your stay, so you can reschedule for later if the weather gets dicey.

Jack Harter was the first outfit to begin offering helicopter tours in the 1960s, and offers a 60- or 90-minute doors-on, six-passenger AStar, or hour-long doors-off, four-passenger ride in an MD 500/Hughes. Doors-off is thrilling, but it can be scary for some. If you’re an avid photographer, doors-off ensures you get the best shot.

Blue Hawaiian’s helicopter fleet includes plush Eco-Star choppers featuring more space and glass, and a quieter ride thanks to enclosed tail rotors.

In addition to Safari Helicopters’ circle-island tour, the 90-minute Canyon Landing tour includes a brief stop at Kaua‘i Wildlife Refuge, which overlooks Olokele Canyon. This additional stop makes this trip incredibly special. Kaua‘i Wildlife Refuge is on private land owned by Keith Robinson, who has spent the last 20 years preserving rare Hawaiian plants. Island Helicopters also offers an air and land tour, which touches down at Manawaiopuna Falls in the Hanapepe Valley, made famous in the movie Jurassic Park.

AirVentures Hawaii whisks visitors around the island in a GA-8 Airvan with wide-angle bubble windows for extra visibility. Mauna Loa Helicopter Tours offers a doors-off photography tour, which skips the commentary and takes up to three passengers to their preferred scenes.

CAN’T-MISS FESTIVALS

Kaua‘i Folk Festival

This laid-back music festival celebrates folk, country, Hawaiian and Americana music over two days in the fall.

Kaua‘i Mokihana Festival Hula Competition

Three days of serious hula competitions are staged at Kaua‘i Beach Resort & Spa in mid- to late September.

May Day Lei Contest

Established in 1981, the Kaua‘i Museum’s annual lei contest in early May brings out legendary floral art, with workshops, live music and an auction.


PRIDE OF AMERICA CRUISE SHIP

If you see an enormous cruise ship in Nawiliwili Harbor, it’s probably the Pride of America, which docks every Thursday for one night. It’s one of the largest ships owned by Norwegian Cruise Line – at 920.3ft long and displacing more than 80,000 tons, it stands so tall in the water that it seems to defy the laws of buoyancy.

On-board amenities include 14 restaurants, nine bars and lounges, a fitness center and spa, sports courts, a theater, two swimming pools, a kids club and much more. Cruising at a swift 22 knots, the Pride carries up to 2186 passengers and 917 crew members on a seven-night interisland journey with stops in Honolulu on Oʻahu, Kahului on Maui, and Kona and Hilo on the Big Island.



When Sugar was King

Time travel to the plantation era

The face of Lihu‘e is still deeply intertwined with the Wilcox family and its famous enterprise, Grove Farm Company. To get a taste of what their lives, and the lives of the plantation laborers, were like in the 19th century, head to the Grove Farm Museum on the Grove Farm homestead.


The original home is meticulously preserved and the two-hour walking tour led by a Kauaʻi resident will give you a deep historical perspective – so much so that it might bore the kids. Book the tour at least a week in advance and plan for a slow-paced two-hour walk through the plantation.

From the polished koa wood floors to the guest cottage that was the home of Mrs Moriwaki, the family’s long-time laundress, it all feels suspended in time. After a tour of the house, you’ll see Kaipu Camp, where the laborers resided. The camp was named after the family’s cook, who also managed the plantation’s Chinese laborers. In addition, the tour takes in the property’s vegetable gardens, fruit trees and animal pens that are still in operation. The property also boasts a fernery that houses a rare Australian maidenhair fern.

If you’re a train lover, you’ll be interested in the steam engines on the property. Grove Farm was one of the first plantations in the state to use locomotives to haul vast amounts of sugarcane, and these steam engines are a glimpse of how the industrial revolution overhauled farming practices in Hawaii and elsewhere.

Grove Farm remains a self-sustaining farm, as it has been since the 19th century.
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Grove Farm | Julia Hiebaum/Alamy Stock Photo ©

BEST ICE CREAM & SHAVE ICE IN LIHU‘E

Skinny Mike’s Ice Cream & Shave Ice

Located in Harbor Mall near Kalapaki Beach, this popular spot has every flavor of shave ice imaginable on tap.

Pineapple in Paradise

Roving ice-cream pop-up featuring seasonal flavors (they always have pineapple whip). Find the location on their Instagram @pipkauai.

Uncle’s Shave Ice

With a rainbow of flavor options, Uncle’s also offers local toppings like haupia (coconut pudding) cream and li hing mui (salty dried plum) powder.


THE WILCOX LEGACY

In the late 19th century, at the dawn of the sugar business, George Wilcox of Hanalei moved to Lihuʻe and founded Grove Farm. He developed new methods of irrigation, planting and cultivation, and became a power player in Hawaii politics, as well as a community leader and philanthropist.

By 1950 the Wilcox family was one of Kauaʻi’s largest landowners. They also pioneered a home ownership program for workers and donated land for Kauaʻi Community College.

In 1974 sugar operations ceased and Grove Farm Company diversified into land development, management and licensing. In 2001 Grove Farm Company was sold to Steve Case (of AOL fame) who since purchased another 18,000 acres, making the company nearly twice as large as it was at the height of the sugar business.
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BENTO LUNCHES IN LIHU‘E: OUR PICKS

Po’s Kitchen

Go early because the best dishes sell out. There are sushi, okazu (side dishes) and bento boxed lunches all served in takeaway containers.

Mark’s Place

Go-to spot for chef-driven local food including bentos and gourmet plate lunches. Call ahead and have it ready when you arrive or order at the window.

7-Eleven

For something quick, head to either of its two locations. You can’t go wrong with a musubi (nori-wrapped rice).


The Other Plantation

Rum, artisans and ‘eatertainment’

While Grove Farm leans deeply into its historical value, another Wilcox property in Lihu‘e, Kilohana Plantation, has become more of an entertainment destination rather than a museum. George Wilcox’s nephew, Gaylord, originally built the 16,000ft Tudor mansion in 1936 and it now houses a restaurant and boutiques. Make a reservation if you’d like to eat at the restaurant or book the Luau Kalamaku held on Tuesdays and Fridays for dinner and a show. The boutiques operate out of what were once the sunroom, bedrooms and sitting rooms in the mansion, and sell made-in-Kauaʻi goods by local artisans.

There are multiple ways to see the 105-acre Kilohana Plantation. Multiple times a day, trains travel along the 2.5-mile rail line, passing through groves of fruits and sugarcane fields. In the heart of the plantation, you’ll have the opportunity to get off the train to feed the farm animals, which kids will particularly relish. The tour takes about 40 minutes.

A more adult-friendly option is taking a Kauaʻi safari. This is a two-hour guided trip on a huge open-air jeep-like vehicle, with tastings of Koloa rum and a signature mai tai made with fruits and herbs grown on the plantation.

There are multiple packages that combine any number of these attractions, but call for availability as they book up well in advance.


HISTORY OF THE LUAU

Today’s luau is the modern evolution of a tradition that began in 1819, when King Kamehameha II held a celebration to commemorate the end of the ancient legal system, where things like men and women sharing meals, or villagers eating certain foods, were kapu (forbidden). The word luʻau refers to the taro leaves of a traditional dish often served at an ‘ahaʻaina or pāʻina, or feast.

At a modern luau, such as Luau Kalamaku at Kilohana Plantation, expect a mix of traditional Hawaiian and local dishes like poi (pounded root of the taro plant), kalua pork (roasted in an imu, underground oven), poke and haupia alongside music and dancing from across Polynesian cultures.



Tubing Through the Past

Old irrigation offers modern recreation

For a totally different look at the sugar plantations near Lihu‘e, try a tubing tour through a vast network of irrigation channels. This easygoing tour from Kaua‘i Backcountry Adventures is popular among multi-generational visitor groups and and covers nearly 3 miles of a former sugar plantation’s hand-dug irrigation system. The fresh water comes from Mt Wai‘ale‘ale, which is considered one of the wettest spots on earth.

The engaging three-hour tour begins at Kaua‘i Backcountry Adventures’ warehouse in Hanamaulu. From here, you’ll be taken by 4WD vehicle into the island’s interior. There’s a stop at a viewpoint for verdant panoramic mountain views, then it’s onward to an open canal for the floating part of the tour. Strap on your headlamp-equipped helmet, tighten your water shoes, and drift on inner tubes along cool green water through several dark (yet short) irrigation tunnels and open channels.

As you drift along, surrounded by thick fern growth and occasionally bumping into your tour companions, consider that this same water supply once fed 17,000 acres of thirsty sugarcane for more than 100 years (until 2000). The land you’ll travel through is hard to access any other way and it offers really unique views of the island’s incredible landscape.

It’s a good option for rainy days in Lihu‘e; trust us, it’s warm enough and fun to float through a drizzle. Kids should be over five and participants should be in generally good physical condition to participate. It isn’t hard, but some maneuvering and agility is required. A light lunch and snacks are included.

WHERE TO GOLF & BOWL IN LIHU‘E

Ocean Course in Hōkūala

Jack Nicklaus–designed 18-hole, par-72 course has to be one of the most beautiful courses in the world.

Puakea Golf Course

The lush cliffs of Mt Ha’upu serve as a backdrop to this Robin Nelson–designed public course. Club rental is available. Save big after 3pm.

Kaua‘i Lanes

The island’s only bowling alley. There is an arcade with air hockey and a snack bar.


BEST OF LIHU‘E FOR KIDS

Young travelers in tow? Jump aboard the train at Kauai Plantation Railway. The ride includes a stop to feed farm animals, and you can take a longer tour that includes lunch and a fruit orchard walk. Another kid-friendly ride is led by Kipu Ranch Adventures. This guided ATV tour chases waterfalls and rumbles through the diverse landscapes of a 3000-acre working cattle ranch (formerly a sugar plantation).

To get the whole family’s adrenaline pumping, go inner tubing – Hawaiian-style. With Kaua‘i Backcountry Adventures, you’ll float through a portion of an old irrigation system within a former sugar plantation (the island’s largest.)



Views, History & Myth at Alekoko Fishpond Overlook

Where Hawaiian myths meet Insta-worthy views

About a mile west of Nawiliwili Harbor’s entrance is a viewpoint that overlooks an oft-photographed vista of the Huleʻia Valley, where the Huleʻia River winds beneath a ring of verdant peaks. The river is walled off at one bend to form a 39-acre loko wai, commonly referred to as Menehune Fish Pond. This name is a nod to the menehune who, legend says, built the wall. According to Hawaiian mythology, the menehune were short-statured people with supernatural strength and expert craftsmanship.

Constructed perhaps nearly 1000 years ago, the Alekoko fishpond’s 900ft lava wall, now covered by a line of mangrove trees, created an ingenious fish trap. Small holes allowed young fish to enter the pond but prevented them from escaping when grown. The privately owned pond was productive with mullet until 1824, but is no longer in use. This is one of the finest remaining examples of ancient Hawaiian aquaculture, and has been on the National Register of Historic Places since 1973.

On any given day, you may spot volunteers with local non-profit organization Mālama Hulēʻia, continuing the restoration of the traditional fish pond, including clearing it (sometimes by hand) of invasive mangroves. For a more immersive encounter with the area’s waterways, you can take a guided kayaking tour into the Hulēʻia National Wildlife Refuge (situated to the north of the river) with Outfitters Kauai. Choose the Hidden Valley Falls Kayak Adventure. The best time to visit is just before sunset. The tour starts at outfitters Kaua‘i Kayak Shack at Nawiliwili Small Boat Harbor.

BEST NIGHTLIFE IN LIHU‘E

Duke’s Barefoot Bar

Waikiki-style tropical bar with live music every night. Get there early as it fills up quickly.

Kauai Beer Company

Kick back with a hoppy Kaua‘i IPA or a knock-your-socks-off Sleeping Giant Barley Wine. Regularly debuts seasonal brews.

Luau Kalamaku

Dinner theater-in-the-round with a dash of Cirque du Soleil. Features hula and Tahitian dancing as well as Samoan fire dancing. Thursday and Friday nights only.


Paddleboard Kalapaki Beach

Family fun in the sun

This sandy beach and sheltered bay is tucked between a marina and the mountains. It’s overlooked by the Royal Sonesta Kaua‘i Resort, which faces the bay, and by an enviable collection of houses atop a rocky ridge to the east. Its easy-access location and versatility make it popular with families, but the sandy bottom and river outlet here often make for murky water. Calmer waters toward the east are good for swimming, while swells to the west draw bodyboarders and both novice and intermediate surfers.

Both ends of the beach have volleyball nets, which are typically in use by locals all day on weekends. Kauai Beach Boys, located at the beach’s west end, offers surf and stand-up paddle (SUP) lessons, as well as rentals. It’s well worth renting a board and spending the day learning to paddle. Kauai Beach Boys has excellent instructors if you’re a beginner, and if you already know what you’re doing, the protected bay makes for smooth waters and a gentle glide.

Once you’ve gotten your fill of paddling in the bay, the grassy lawn tucked into the eastern end of the beach is a good picnic area, or stop by Duke’s for its surf and turf. If you head over on a Tuesday, the downstairs Barefoot Bar serves tacos on the cheap(ish).

Supporting Lihu‘e by Shopping Locally

Art, giftables, toys and more

Shopping for souvenirs to take back to your friends and family at home is part of the fun. Or maybe you’re looking for a little something to remind you of your amazing Kaua‘i vacation. Either way, you should think about shopping local.

While there are plenty of brand-name stores around, shopping at independent businesses makes a huge difference in the local economy. And browsing the collections in these thoughtful boutiques opens up time to chat with the owners and get their perspective on things. It might be a little cheesy, but Hilo Hattie souvenirs and colorful, matching resort wear for the whole family truly gives the reunion photo a sense of place. Its tropical floral and palm prints decorate blouses, sundresses and shirts – it’s the place to go to outfit the entire brood for the luau.

For everyday wear and other knickknacks, Kukui Grove Center has a couple of independent shops worth browsing. JANE is a compact yet thoughtfully curated shop full of organic, naturally dyed cotton napkins, rustic ceramics and tasseled toiletry bags. Small Fry Kaua‘i caters to the kiddos and is stocked with books by local authors, cute room decor, toys and puzzles. Island creatives from the Kaua‘i Society of Artists, also located in Kukui Grove, share gallery space and showcase a variety of works, from oil paintings to mixed media pieces, watercolors and upcycled art.


THE DUKE

When you’re kicking back at Duke’s Barefoot Bar, you may just wonder – who was Duke anyway? Duke Paoa Kahinu Mokoe Hulikohola Kahanamoku (1890–1968) was a five-time Olympic medalist in swimming, a Hollywood actor, the sheriff of Honolulu, and the man credited with spreading surfing to Australia. A legitimate hero, in 1925 Duke used his surfboard to rescue eight men from a fishing vessel that had capsized off Newport Beach, California.

He earned many honorary titles, such as ‘the Father of Surfing’. For all his international travels, Duke was always a traditional Hawaiian, speaking the language as much as he could, even preferring a longboard carved from koa wood. His ashes were scattered at sea in front of Waikiki Beach.



WHERE TO FIND SURF SHOPS IN LIHU‘E

DejaVu

Local chain selling surf apparel for the whole family. You’ll find beach gear as well as swimwear, footwear and ocean-themed gifts. Open 10am to 6pm daily.

Kauai Beach Boys

They’ve got instructors and rentals for SUP, surf and outrigger canoes right on Kalapaki Beach. Also rents lounge chairs and an umbrella.

Style Surf Kaua‘i

If you’re looking for a new surfboard, surf accessories or a bodyboard this is your place.



WALKING TOUR
Lihu‘e’s Hidden Beaches


Take an afternoon off from beach-bumming to hike to Ninini Point Lighthouse on this easy walk that can be combined with a picnic lunch. Along the way, expect jets overhead, 270-degree views of Nawiliwili Bay, quiet beaches and a few glimpses of an amazing golf course. As this walk traverses beaches and across exposed lava terraces, it’s only recommended at low tide and when the waters of Nawiliwili Bay are not too rough.
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1 Ocean Course at Hōkūala

Start from Duke’s on Kalapaki Beach. Walk east along the ocean and you’ll find an elevator that takes you up to Kalapaki Circle. Turn right and follow the signs indicating ‘Shoreline Access’. Continue along Kalapaki Circle, wishing you owned one of the clifftop houses with brilliant views on your right. The residential road then ends and segues into a walking path through the well-manicured expanse of the Ocean Course at Hōkūala. Look across the fairways and lawns for a glimpse of Kukui Point Lighthouse.

The Walk: Continue for 400 yd. After Timbers’ infinity pool, you see another ‘Shoreline Access’ sign. Take the steep track downhill. Caution: there are no handrails, and it’s slippery after rain.

2 Running Waters Beach

After you’ve carefully navigated the downhill dirt track, the first beach you hit is Running Waters Beach. There are no facilities at this compact beach but if the waters are chill and the tides are low, there are some incredible tide pools just before the beach. Note that you don’t want to swim here (the surf is often too rough).

The Walk: Hot foot your way across the field of lava rocks to the north and hit up Ninini Beach.

3 Ninini Beach

This is the perfect spot for an afternoon picnic. Ninini Beach is truly gorgeous and sees relatively few visitors, especially tourists. There are no facilities here and there are no lifeguards. The tides are capricious and the water can be rough, so stay out of the ocean. The golden sand is a perfect place to lie back and relax for a while. Wear reef-safe sunscreen and soak up the views with your takeaway.
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The Walk: Another steep trail from the north side of Ninini Beach takes you back up onto the golf course. Stay on the assigned paths through the course. Follow the shoreline trail inland to link with Ninini Point St and go south toward the ocean onto a final red-dirt accessway to the Ninini Point Lighthouse.

4 Ninini Point Lighthouse

Surrounded by rugged coastal scenery, this slender whitewashed lighthouse was built in 1906. It’s been automated, so alas, no lighthouse keeper. But there are spectacular views of Nawiliwili Bay and beyond. You may see Native Hawaiians fishing, picking ‘opihi (edible limpet) and gathering limu (edible seaweed) nearby. This site is also an important bird sanctuary, so look for Laysan albatross and red-footed boobies. Expect to see a few people living in their cars in the woods out here; be respectful of their space if you stumble upon their camps.

The Walk: Retrace your route through Ninini Point St, Ocean Course at Hōkūala and back down the elevator at Kalapaki Circle.

5 Kalapaki Beach & Duke’s

The bay’s sandy bottom and gentle waves are a safe place to splash around. Both ends of the beach have volleyball nets. You may be hungry by now so head to Duke’s. While there are franchises now, this is the original restaurant named after Duke Kahanamoku (1890–1968), a forefather of modern surfing, Olympic medalling swimmer and in 1960 was designated Ambassador of Aloha of the newly formed state of Hawaii. The restaurant’s upstairs dining room is a slightly dressier affair for surf and turf.




HISTORY OF HULA

In Hawaiian culture, hula existed as a way to narrate history and pass on cultural and spiritual knowledge. This ancient style of hula is referred to as hula kahiko, and was traditionally practiced by men. Hula ‘auana developed during Western contact, and adds instruments like the ukulele – originally introduced by the Portuguese.

While most visitors easily associate hula with the Hawaiian Islands, there was a time, roughly between 1820 and 1870, when public hula performance was deemed immoral, and thus prohibited. King Kalakaua is widely recognized in Hawaii for hula’s renaissance. One of the last of Hawaii’s reigning kings, his celebrations (including his coronation) often included hula performances.



Afternoon at the Farmers Market

Eat like a local

In Hawaii, almost 90% of the food is imported, but it doesn’t have to be. There are incredible farmers and producers in Hawaii and on Kaua‘i specifically that are helping to foster food security on the island. Swinging by and buying from the farmers markets helps these farmers sustainably move the needle from import to locally grown.

In-season fruits and vegetables, prepared foods and locally made arts and crafts convene at the island’s farmers markets. Lihu‘e has a couple of different markets throughout the week. The most robust is Kaua‘i Community Market, which takes over a grassy field in front of Kaua‘i Community College on Saturdays. It’s one of the island’s biggest and best farmers markets, in partnership with the Kaua‘i County Farm Bureau. Expect a bonanza of locally grown, often organic fruits and vegetables, free-range eggs and local dairy cheeses, island-grown coffee and flowers, hand-harvested honey and sea salts, Hawaiian plate lunches and poi, and fresh smoothies, juices, popsicles and baked goods. You don’t want to miss it.

On Monday afternoons, the south parking lot of Kukui Grove shopping center, hosts the Pau Hana Market. Expect fresh flowers and food products alongside local produce.

For a guided experience through local ingredients and the small food businesses working with the island’s bounty, Tasting Kaua‘i hosts food tours in and around Lihu‘e, including tours on the North Shore, east and west sides of the island. It also has a Downtown Lihu‘e food tour that highlights the local restaurants that source from local growers.

Elevated Dining Experiences

Atmospheric restaurants to savor

Sprinkled throughout Lihu‘e’s takeout corners and come-as-you-are cafes are several restaurants for a (slightly) dressier night out. So wear your breeziest sundress or khaki pants (maybe a Hawaiian button-down from Hilo Hattie?) and flip-flops and head to one of the following for an evening of delicious pampering. They are more tourist-focused than the local grinds, but that doesn’t mean they aren’t fantastic.

On a side-street off Rice St, family-run Japanese restaurant Kiibo opened in the 1970s and unveiled a completely renovated space in 2021. With recipes and techniques passed from father to son, this special restaurant really has no equal. Surrounded by Kiibo’s sleek, light-wood paneling, order donburi bowls (rice bowls), soba and udon noodle dishes.

Hualani’s at Timbers Resort does oceanfront dining with an ever-changing farm-to-table menu. Some ingredients are sourced from local farmers (and fishers), while some are picked from the on-site farm at Hōkūla. The restaurant serves an impressive selection of pupu, from short-rib dumplings to beets and blue cheese salad, and large-format plates, including an 8oz filet mignon with local veggies.

The Plantation House at Kilohana Plantation is situated in the former Tudor-style mansion of one of Kaua‘i’s most notable sugar barons. Make a reservation for seafood dishes, pastas and curries, and sit pretty on the veranda amid manicured lawns and white tablecloths.

Finally, Kukui’s is located at the Royal Sonesta Kaua‘i Resort, and the open-air, beach-level dining room is particularly pleasant in the evening, when the tiki torches are lit. Here, find prime rib next to local dishes like kalua pork and chicken katsu.

WHERE TO FIND DAILY ESSENTIALS

Longs Drugs

More than a drug store, it sells Locals brand slippers that you see on all the feet in town as well as a wide selection of Hawaii-made products.

Target

National chain department store, especially useful for snacks and an emergency swimsuit. It also sells beach toys, sunglasses and cute sundresses.

Walmart

Cheaper than Target. Head here for essentials like sunscreen, a cooler, Band-Aids and other personal-care items.
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Plantation House, Kilohana Plantation | Angus McComiskey/Alamy Stock Photo ©


BEST LOCAL SOUVENIRS

Koloa Rum Company

All your rum-soaked needs, including award-winning dark and spiced versions. Free tastings start every 30 minutes.

Edith King Wilcox Gift Shop

This shop has genuine Hawaiian crafts, such as Niʻihau shell jewelry and koa woodwork. Enter the shop, free of charge, through the museum lobby.

Koa Store

A gorgeous study in woodcraft. Many items come in three grades, from the straight-grain koa to premium ‘curly’ koa.

Clayworks

Ask for lessons or just wonder at the lovely pots in this hidden studio and gallery.

Kapaia Stitchery

Perfect for crafters, this store has countless tropical-print cotton fabrics, plus island-made patterns and kits.



EVENTS IN DOWNTOWN LIHU‘E

Kaua‘i Brewer’s Fest

Celebrate local suds in spring with yard game contests, beer tasting, food carts and music. Usually held yearly in April.

Kaua‘i Pride Parade & Festival

Summer festival held in June on the Historic County Lawn. Local vendors, music and entertainment in a family-friendly environment.

King Kamehameha Parade

Held in June each year for over 150 years, this parade and festival honors King Kamehameha with local artists, food vendors and performers.




Kapa‘a & the East Side
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OLD-TOWN CHARM AND NATURAL WONDERS


Spend your days cycling down coastal trails, kayaking along waterfall-filled rivers, eating at food truck parks and shopping in sugar plantation–era buildings.
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The East Side, also known as the ‘Coconut Coast,’ encompasses Wailua to Kapa‘a and the tiny town of Anahola as you head north. Within its bounds, its geographic diversity spans forested mountains to wild beaches and a gentle, emerald river. As unassuming as it is majestic, the East Side is a departure from the upscale resorts of Princeville and Po‘ipu. With a little patience for its traffic, everything you want to do, see and eat is possible from Kuhio Hwy, which connects you to Wailua, Waipouli, Kapa‘a and Anahola.

The East Side also offers a wealth of pursuits. The Wailua River, the longest navigable river in Hawaii, is among the most sacred places across the islands. Hawaiian royalty made their home near the mouth of the river and you can find the remains of many important heiau (ancient stone temples) along the banks.
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Spend a day meandering through Kapa‘a’s minuscule town center, which blossomed during the sugar plantation days and is filled with independent shops and eateries, and charms with its down-to-earth disposition. Indulge in locally grown chocolate at Lydgate Farms outside of Kapa‘a and choose the package that allows you to build your own chocolate bar. Finally, head to Wailua for that wild-palm-grove magic for which Kaua‘i is famous. Just follow the hiking trails that wind high into the lush forested mountains.


THE MAIN AREAS

KAPA‘A & KEALIA

Historic towns and beautiful beaches.

WAILUA

Natural gem with hikes and waterfalls.




Find Your Way


The East Side is centered around the main road, Kuhio Hwy, making it easy to navigate. There’s also the Ke Ala Hele Makalae bike and walking path, which follows a good chunk of the East Side coastline.
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Plan Your Time


The East Side’s food truck finds and outdoor adventures – especially kayaking the Wailua River and biking the Ka Ala Hele Makalae path – can’t be missed.



[image: jpg]

Ahi poke, Pono Market | sarahgerrity/Getty Images ©


Pressed for Time

If your time is limited, squeeze in one outdoor adventure and one food find. If you’re up for it, opt for the four-mile round-trip kayaking adventure to Uluwehi Falls. Once you dock back at your kayak rental spot, you’ll be starving! A meal at Pono Market in Old Town Kapa‘a or from one of the many scattered food trucks should do the trick.




Four Days or More

Spend your mornings getting your heart rate up in nature – hiking the Nounou Trails, kayaking the Wailua River or biking the Ka Ala Hele Makalae path. Your midday meal can be an experience in and of itself, from the long-standing eateries of Old Town to the trendy food trucks dotted around. Then, enjoy your afternoons lounging on sunny shorelines, like Kealia Beach and Paliku Beach.



Seasonal Highlights

SPRING

‘April showers bring May flowers,’ or so the saying goes. Flowers bloom bright on the East Side each spring, especially around the Waimea River.

SUMMER

With summer sunshine comes warm waters. Pack your swimwear and your snorkel gear for days in the Pacific Ocean.

FALL

With cooler temperatures and smaller crowds, autumn is a fantastic time to visit Kaua‘i. September also boasts the traditional Kaua‘i Mokihana Festival.

WINTER

The peak of Kaua‘i’s wet season. And while those conditions aren’t great for hiking or beach-going, they are fantastic for the drive-up-and-look waterfalls in town.




Kapa‘a & Kealia
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FOOD TRUCKS I BEACH BLISS I CHOCOLATE

Kapa‘a is the heart of the East Side of Kaua‘i. Started as a quiet fishing village during ancient Hawaiian times, it quickly became an agricultural hub post-Western contact. Sugarcane, pineapples and rice all dominated the local economy, and the off-the-clock plantation workers built the community now known as Old Town Kapa‘a.

Today, Old Town Kapa‘a still has that historic charm, but the old-school buildings are filled with contemporary finds, like beloved eateries, trendy shops and eye-catching art galleries. But modern day Kapa‘a has grown far past the bounds of the plantation days. Laid-back hotels, tasty chocolate shops and exciting food trucks are just the beginning.

Then, there’s the neighboring town of Kealia. Primarily a quiet residential town, it’s often visited in conjunction with Kapa‘a – especially now with the Ka Ala Hele Makalae bike path joining the two. Pop by the town’s beautiful beaches for loads of time in the sunshine.
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ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

1Kapaʻa Beach Shop

2Wild Kauai

SLEEPING

3Aston Islander on the Beach

4Kauai Coast at the Beachboy

5Kauai Shores

6Sheraton Kauai Coconut Beach Resort

7Waipouli Beach Resort & Spa

EATING

8Al Pastor

9El Rey Del Mar

10Fillo’s

11Kauai Thai Food

12Shakalafel

13Smash Time Grinds

14Musubi Truck

15Wailua Shave Ice

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

16Aloha Roastery

17Collab Cafe

18Imua Coffee Roasters

19POSITIVE COFFEE

20Mokihana Coffee by Small Town

TRANSPORT

21Coconut Coasters

22Hele on Kauai Bike Rentals

23Rent A Car Kauai




GETTING AROUND

Kapa‘a surprisingly has lots of transportation options. You can bike your way along the Ke Ala Hele Makalae bike path, ride on a public bus, request a rideshare or drive your own car. Rental bikes are available at Kapa‘a Beach Shop or Coconut Coasters, and family-owned rental car firm Rent A Car Kauai has great customer service and is a good choice for renting economy-sized cars and larger 4WD SUVs. Kaua‘i Bus runs north and south linking Lihu‘e and Hanalei and passing through Kapa‘a approximately hourly from 6am to 10pm on weekdays, allowing you to get around pretty easily by bus.



Cheers to Chocolate

A sweet experience

The world’s chocolate comes mainly from West Africa, Brazil, Ecuador, Malaysia and Indonesia. But Kaua‘i’s humid tropical climate and regular rain means the prized cacao bean can be nurtured here too. It’s among the specialty crops that local-agriculture proponents are touting for Hawaii’s next generation of farmers.

Lydgate Farms is the biggest name in the island’s chocolate industry. After all, the Lydgate family has been in Hawaii since 1865, when the islands were still ruled by Hawaiian royalty. While you can pop into the Lydgate Farms gift shop for an abbreviated chocolate tasting, a tour – either the regular tour or the deluxe tour, whatever your budget allows – is the best way to experience this one-of-a-kind attraction.

On these three-hour tours, you’ll get a behind-the-scenes look at Lydgate’s chocolate processes, as well as its other agricultural avenues. This thriving example of a ‘teaching farm’ encourages a shift away from the mono-crops of industrial agriculture toward small-scale farming and diversified crops. As you stroll through the property, you’ll see (and taste) all sorts of produce, including vanilla, papaya, rambutan and of course cacao, straight off the tree. And don’t worry – you’ll still get more than your fair share of chocolate knowledge and tasting samples along the way!

While Lydgate Farms showcases the agriculture of cacao, Wild Kauai focuses more on the chocolate bar–building process. At its Build-a-Bar classes, you’ll learn about roasting, grinding and tempering chocolate before making two chocolate bars of your own. After pouring the tempered chocolate into the bar molds provided, you’ll get to choose from a wide array of potential flavors – from cinnamon and coffee to mango and coconut – before (of course) taking your delicious handmade treats home with you.


[image: ] TOP TIP

Be diligent when laying out plans for Kapa‘a. Google Maps and Apple Maps sometimes show natural attractions in the wrong place. They’ll show up with a Kapa‘a address, even though they’re miles away from Kapa‘a. Make sure all of your Kapa‘a plans are in the middle of the island’s East Side.





BIKE TOUR
Ke Ala Hele Makalae Bike Tour


A 7-mile paved path stitches together Waipouli and Old Kapa‘a Town with sand-and-sea retreats of Kealia and Paliku. The most scenic segment of the (currently) non-contiguous Ka Ala Hele Makalae path is about 4 miles between Kapa‘a and Ahihi Point. Along the level path, you can walk, jog or bike past ironwood and coconut trees. It’s smooth enough for strollers and wheelchairs, and access points can be found at select parking lots along Kuhio Hwy, such as Kapa‘a Beach Park.
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1 Fuji Beach

Thanks to an offshore reef, Fuji Beach, also known as Baby Beach Kapa‘a (not to be confused with Baby Beach, Po‘ipu), lives up to its nickname. Its waters stay relatively calm year-round, making it great for little kids to swim and peer into tide pools. At the northern end of this beach is the start of the Ke Ala Hele Makalae path.

The Journey: This easy 10-minute walk takes you from the coast and to the heart of Old Town Kapa‘a.

2 Hele on Kauai Bike Rentals

To truly do a tour of the Ke Ala Hele Makalae, you’ll need a bike. Hele on Kauai Bike Rentals in Old Town Kapa‘a is located quite close to Baby Beach. Rent yourself beach cruisers, e-bikes or tandem bikes to get started. If little ones are joining you on your journey, it also rents kids’ bikes, as well as trailer attachments. And if you’d like to stick around in Old Town a little longer, you certainly can! Adorable shops and eateries await.

The Journey: Old Town to Kealia Beach is the longest stretch of the journey (2.2 miles). Luckily there’s not much of an incline, and there are loads of places to stop.
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Ke Ala Hele Makalae path | Rosanne Tackaberry/Alamy Stock Photo ©

3 Kealia Beach

Kealia Beach is, without a doubt, the most popular beach on the East Side. While particularly stunning at sunrise, its golden sand and vibrant blue waters are beautiful all day long. Watch experienced surfers and boogie boarders ride the waves, and keep an eye out for whale spouts in the distance in the winter.

The Journey: A 1-mile segment with stunning ocean views awaits!

4 Pineapple Dump Pier

Soon enough, you’ll come across a small pier that seems to pop up out of nowhere. Jutting far out into the ocean, this pier – now dubbed Pineapple Dump Pier – has its roots in the islands’ agricultural past. Once upon a time, the old canning companies dumped pineapple by-products (like crowns and skin) right off the end of the pier! Today, access to the pier is blocked with railings displaying a pineapple motif reminiscent of that bygone industry.

The Journey: Peddle onward to the end of the path (about half a mile), then double back and stop at the unmarked yet worn dirt path down to a quiet beach.

5 Paliku Beach (Donkey Beach)

End your biking adventure with a visit to Paliku Beach. This secluded beach is ideal for sunbathing and picnicking, though not for swimming, as the waters can get rough. Commonly known as Donkey Beach, it’s named for the donkeys and mules that transported sugarcane (kō) during the plantation era. Take your time, maybe venturing to nearby Ahihi Point, before retracing your steps and returning your bikes.




THE BEST PLACES TO STAY IN KAPA‘A

Sheraton Kauai Coconut Beach Resort

Modern beachfront resort with oceanfront infinity pool and on-site luau. $$

Aston Islander on the Beach

Marriott-owned beachfront accommodations, where each room has its own kitchenette and lanai. $$

Waipouli Beach Resort

Owned by Outrigger Resorts & Hotels, this set of oceanfront vacation condos boasts a lava rock–adorned pool and a serene spa. $$$

Kauai Coast at the Beachboy

Casual island-inspired resort offering condo-style accommodations and a prime beachfront location. $$$

Kauai Shores Hotel

Brightly colored accommodations with loads of amenities, including a pool deck, complimentary yoga classes, and nightly live entertainment. $$
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Waipouli Beach Resort | Shobeir Ansari/shutterstock

Food Trucks Galore

Get ready to chow down

Kapa‘a is a food truck hotspot. There are so many tasty spots that it would be impossible to eat at them all, but that doesn’t mean you can’t enjoy a few of the best!

Start your day off right with a visit to a coffee truck. POSITIVE COFFEE’s revamped mini bus is known for its top-notch 48-hour cold brew. On the other side of town (about a mile away), Mokihana Coffee by Small Town offers tasty morning bites, like pastries and sandwiches, to go with your piping-hot dirty chai.

Then there are the food trucks serving up fun local flavors. The Musubi Truck puts twists on the classic Spam musubi (nori-wrapped rice with a slice of fried Spam). The chicken katsu musubi, deep-fried OG musubi and kalbi-based ‘da bomb’ musubi are all worth a try. Around the corner, Smash Time Grinds serves up made-to-order burgers and sandwiches with island flavors. Wailua Shave Ice, once the most popular food truck in town and now a brick-and-mortar shop, is a fantastic spot to indulge in a sweet treat.

There are also a surprising number of Mexican food trucks, all with their own specialty of sorts. El Rey Del Mar made a name for itself with its mouthwatering breakfast burritos and fish tacos, Fillo’s boasts the best birria tacos in town, and Al Pastor Tacos is known for, well, its namesake.

There are international finds dotted throughout town. Get Middle Eastern bites, like falafel pita sandwiches and shakshuka bowls, at Shakalafel or savor some next-level pad thai from Kauai Thai Food.


A LOCAL’S TAKE ON SHOPPING SMALL

Sam Small, founder of Sam’s Gift Boxes, shares why she loves to support local Kaua‘i businesses. @sams_gift_boxes

Supporting small businesses is so important to me, and I actually think it’s really the essence of Kaua‘i. We’re such a small community, and we support one another. It’s just a really cool way to live life, knowing the shop owners where you get your food or the chefs where you go out to eat. So when I recommend things to people, it’s always to go to those small businesses, because those are the heart of the island.



WHERE TO GET COFFEE IN KAPA‘A

Aloha Roastery

Small, bright and airy coffee shop where the baristas know their stuff. Pair your coffee drink with a freshly made pastry. $

Imua Coffee Roasters

Vegan indie coffee roaster with a wide range of syrups and non-dairy milks. $

Collab Cafe

Adorable coffee shop that also serves breakfast toasts, pastries and ice cream. $$



OLD TOWN WALKING TOUR
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Start your Old Town Kapa‘a walking tour on the south side of town with a visit to 1 Pono Market. This old-school eatery has been serving up mouthwatering local-style food for decades, including laulau (meat wrapped in taro leaves), poke, kalua pig (roasted in an imu, underground oven) and musubi. Once your belly is full, take a one-minute walk on Kuhio Hwy until you spot 2 Kamoa Store, a ukulele-filled wonderland. Peruse the selection of instruments and even book a one-time ukulele lesson.

Soon enough, it’s time for gifts! 3 KIKO’s curated collection of locally made goods, including woven bags, trendy cookbooks and quilted pillows, is sure to have something for everyone on your list. Then, there’s the 4 Hee Fat General Store. Built in 1889, it’s now part historical landmark, part kitschy souvenir shop.

Just across Kukui St lie two food finds. 5 Fish Bar Deli boasts some of the best cocktails and fish and chips around, while 6 Kauai Juice Co next door is a great spot to pick up a refreshing bottle of freshly pressed juice. The latter is also stocked with locally made food-related finds, like Tiny Isle macadamia nut butter, Meli Wraps beeswax wraps, Hobbs Tea and housemade chili pepper water.

At the end of the block, you’ll come across arguably the coolest shop in Old Town Kapa‘a: 7 Kela’s Glass Gallery. Featuring glass pieces from over 100 different artists, you’ll likely spend longer than you anticipate simply admiring sculptures and jewelry.

From there, pass the historic 8 Seto Building (now home to Beachside Boutique Hawaii) and wrap up your tour of Old Town Kapa‘a at 9 Leong’s Meat House, hidden just off Kuhio Hwy on Lehua St. While it serves up the classics like laulau and kalua pig, it also has a few innovative poke flavors, like the avocado-forward Da Mai and the imitation crab-heavy Da Cali.






Wailua
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LUSH HIKES I HIDDEN WATERFALLS I ANCIENT TEMPLES

Centered around the flowing Wailua River, the town of Wailua has a clear focus on nature. After all, with this 14.5-mile-long river comes an abundance of waterfalls and kayaking adventures, lush mountain hikes and greenery-filled botanical gardens.

But today’s Kaua‘i residents definitely aren’t the first to notice the natural beauty of the Wailua Valley. A peek back in history reveals that this East Side town was a favorite amongst Native Hawaiian royalty. It was considered to be sacred, and quite a few heiau were built in the area, though only their ruins still remain today. As a matter of fact, commoners weren’t even allowed to enter this fertile valley without an explicit invitation from ali‘i (royalty). King Kaumuali‘i, the last reigning monarch of Kaua‘i before King Kamehameha united the Hawaiian Islands, made his home in this beloved valley as well.
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SIGHTS

1HHikina’akala Heiau

2Holoholoku Heiau

3ʻOpaekaʻa Falls Lookout

4Poliʻahu Heiau

5Smith’s Tropical Paradise

6Uluwehi Falls

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

7Nounou Mountain Trails

SLEEPING

8Fern Grotto Inn

9Hilton Garden Inn

10Kaha Lani

ENTERTAINMENT

see 5Smith’s Garden Luau




GETTING AROUND

The easiest way to get around Wailua is by car, but rideshares can work as a good back-up option. Keep in mind that the roads in Wailua are often just one or two lanes, so if there’s any traffic at all, you’ll get stuck in it.



Scenes of the Wailua River

Kayak or SUP to a waterfall

With its calm, rippling emerald waters – a color not unlike the foliage that flanks it – the regal Wailua River is not to be missed. Stretching 20 miles long from the top of Mt Waiʻaleʻale (considered the wettest spot on earth), it feeds the cascades for ʻOpaekaʻa Falls, Wailua and Uluwehi Falls (Secret Falls). Fresh water skims past ancient Hawaiian stone heiau and the royal birthing stones where the island’s last reigning king, King Kaumualiʻi, was born.

The river sustains its gentle flow year-round, making it ideal for kayaking and stand-up paddleboarding. Uluwehi Falls, though hardly a secret, still offers early-bird paddlers the feeling of exclusivity, as it’s only accessible via the water.

During earlier times, Wailua River’s fish and kalo (taro) provided island-wide sustenance as part of an ahupua‘a, a land division and stewardship system from the mountains to the sea. This way, Hawaiians living in the uplands could trade with folks living in the lowlands and near the sea, creating balanced access to natural resources. Introduced crops like rice and sugar were also cultivated in more modern times, and signaled a significant shift in the traditional, subsistence-based way of life to mass cultivation. One might imagine its taro fields or rice terraces from the lookout next to Poliʻahu Heiau, along Kuamoʻo Rd. At full stature, its walled enclosure would have measured 5ft tall by 5ft wide. While heiau were built for a range of purposes, it’s believed Poli’ahu was dedicated to Ku, the war god.

These historic tidbits are woven into a flat-bottomed river boat tour with Smith’s Tropical Paradise. Since 1946 the family-owned and operated business has hosted its leisurely boat tours to the quiet thrum of a custom motor and musical accompaniment. Cruise along and admire the rare yellow hibiscus endemic to Hawaii, which turn orange in the late afternoons. You’ll deboard at Fern Grotto, a pretty cave adorned with ferns and a trickling waterfall that’s attracted tourists since the 1940s. Since the heavy rains and rock slides of 2006, visitors can no longer enter the grotto, and can view the shallow cave from the wooden platform.


[image: ] TOP TIP

Like all of Kaua‘i, Wailua has lots of mosquitoes: they love the damp environment! So be sure to spritz on some bug spray before heading out on the many outdoor adventures in Wailua, because their bites can last weeks.




MT WAI‘ALE‘ALE

All of the water in the Wailua River – and the other rivers on Kaua‘i – comes from Mt Wai‘ale‘ale. This 5148ft mountain peak is one of the wettest spots on earth, averaging about 373in of rain every single year. As a matter of fact, the name ‘Wai‘ale‘ale’ means ‘overflowing water’ in Hawaiian. And when it got a record 373in of rain in 1982, Mt Wai‘ale‘ale really lived up to its name!



Partake in a Traditional Hawaiian Feast

Enjoy a Native Hawaiian–owned luau

Combine your visit to Fern Grotto with Smith’s Garden Luau on the same property. As one of the only Native Hawaiian–owned luau on the island, it’s a special and authentic experience. It’s a Kaua‘i institution of sorts, attracting droves of tourists yet run with aloha spirit by four generations at the family’s riverside gardens.

Surprisingly, the highlight is the buffet food, including a roasted pig unearthed from an imu. There’s also a multicultural Polynesian show of Hawaiian hula, Tahitian drum dances and Samoan fire dancing to complete the experience.

Frolic in Island Flora

Hike, picnic and wade a freshwater stream

Locals come to Keahua Arboretum to spend all day picnicking and splashing around in the knee-deep freshwater stream. Pack a cooler with ice and pick up lunch in Waipouli or Kapa‘a before heading to the top of Kuamo‘o Rd. Covered picnic areas are spread out along the stream, though the best perch is on the top of the hill. You can look out over the stream and surrounding rainbow eucalyptus, monkeypod and mango trees. The arboretum is nestled within the Lihu‘e-Koloa Forest Reserve, which was established in 1909 in order to protect watershed areas. Be careful of tire-popping potholes about a mile before you cross the bridge into the arboretum’s paved parking lot; a tow back to Lihu‘e Airport to retrieve a replacement rental will set you back at least a couple of hours behind schedule.

Those in the know are equipped with a high-clearance, 4WD vehicle or prepared to hike, dirt- or mountain-bike to make the trek to see the Jurassic Park Gate and to get to Blue Hole after their visit to the arboretum. But your automatic-gear sedan won’t get you there. The road is referred to by residents and local media as Loop Rd (officially, Waikoko Forest Management Rd), and is somewhat maintained though still retains its muddy, water-filled potholes and a spillway prone to flash-flooding. In 2018 landslides and fallen trees blocked access to the unpaved road. The road reopened in 2021.

To get to Jurassic Park Gate, take the left fork after crossing the spillway (if safe to do so) and continue approximately 1.5 miles. Go another 2 miles as the road narrows and pass through a yellow gate. Blue Hole seekers will turn right at the junction after about 1.5 miles and continue on for another 2 miles. At the locked yellow gate, hoof it the rest of the 0.75 miles to a dammed stream. This is the north fork of the Wailua River. While not exactly a ‘hole,’ the stream and waterfall-fed pool is secluded and quiet. This trek is best suited for the most intrepid and physically fit explorers looking for a way to see Mt Wai‘ale‘ale up close.

You can download the trail maps for Blue Hole and Jurassic Park Gate via AllTrails and it is recommended that you do. These are tricky to get to, but worth the work.


HOW TO CHOOSE A LUAU

Ideally, a luau should be Native Hawaiian–owned and operated, but those options can be few and far between. If you can’t find a Native-owned one that works for you, there are three factors that you should consider.

Food

Does the menu include authentic Hawaiian dishes like kalua pig, laulau and haupia (coconut pudding)?

Events and activities

While most (if not all) luaus will include a hula performance, some have bonus traditional Hawaiian activities, like lei making and kapa printing.

Price

Luaus are among the priciest activities in Hawaii – but pricier doesn’t always mean better. Pick one that fits your budget.



A Trek Through Nature

Kuilau Ridge Trail and Moalepe Trail

If you’re looking for a hiking adventure, the Kuilau Ridge Trail starts within the Keahua Arboretum. This hike is known for its sheer beauty: emerald valleys, dewy bushes, thick ferns and glimpses of misty Mt Waiʻaleʻale in the distance. After a mile, you’ll reach a grassy clearing with a picnic table. Continue north on descending switchbacks until you meet the mountain-view Moalepe Trail (2.25 miles one way) for even more stunning views.

Remember, the trails are out-and-back paths, so they’ll be 8.5 miles round trip when done together. (The Kuilau Ridge trail on its own is 3.6 miles round trip.)

Want a tour guide for this adventure? Both Kaua‘i Hiking Tours and Kauai Hiking Adventures offer guided tours of the Kuilau Ridge Trail.

Hike Where the Giant Sleeps

Nounou Mountain delivers scenic views, fast

The thing about hiking in Kaua‘i is that while wholeheartedly worth it, many of the trails, like the incomparable Kalalau Trail, are whole-day affairs. Thankfully, the Nounou Mountain Trails deliver scenic payoffs in a fraction of the time. Plus, getting to the three trailheads of Nounou Mountain (also known as the Sleeping Giant) are accessible by road – much more convenient. For a short yet rigorous hike, begin at the Eastern trailhead at Haleililo Rd. Before beginning your ascent, clean your soles at the brush station on the left-hand side to help prevent spreading diseases and invasive plant seeds that have decimated native environments. Wind your way through ironwoods and guava trees. Less than a mile in, use all limbs at your disposal to scale the cluster of lava rock before continuing on to views of Wailua River and Mt Wai‘ale‘ale.

Once you hit the exposed, red-dirt switchbacks, clear days will treat you to views of Haʻupu Mountain toward the north and the Coconut Coast. Notice the air cooling your skin as you enter or re-enter shaded forests at higher elevations, or maybe the prickly smell of rotting guavas dotted along the trail floor and birds flitting between branches.

Follow the trail through the junction where it meets up with the other two trails before arriving at a grassy clearing with several covered picnic tables. By this point, you have reached the giant’s chest and ascended nearly 1000ft. The official trail ends here.

There should be signs that say continuing to the true summit via the trail to the left is prohibited.

Overall, the 3.5-mile Eastern Trail is typically drier than the Western and Kuamoʻo trails. The Western Trail’s mostly vertical ascent is considered the most difficult, though it’s shorter at less than 2 miles. Its entrance is located at Kamalu Rd. The Kuamoʻo Trail is the easiest and features a gentler incline. Additionally, the Kuamoʻo Trail is the only trail that allows bike and equestrian activity; begin from Kuamoʻo Rd. Wear a hat, and pack bug spray if you’re sensitive to mosquitoes, which tend to manifest especially after it’s been raining.
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Kalalau Trail | Ludo Koos/shutterstock ©


THE LEGEND OF THE SLEEPING GIANT

There are a few different Hawaiian legends behind how the Sleeping Giant mountain came to be. While one tale revolves around a giant named Puni who came to an untimely demise at the hand of enemy war canoes, the most popular story goes a little differently.

This time, Puni the giant was invited to a luau hosted by the local villagers. And while there are a few iterations of the story – some involving heavy rocks in his food, others blaming overeating, a few saying he partied too hard – at the end of the night, Puni fell asleep. Whether it was by choking, food coma or pure exhaustion, he never woke up again.



THE MOST EASILY ACCESSIBLE HEIAU IN WAILUA

Holoholoku Heiau

Potentially Kaua‘i’s oldest heiau, this stone and coral site includes a royal birthstone, where King Kaumualiʻi was born.

Hikina‘akala Heiau

Meaning ‘rising of the sun,’ this temple was used at dawn to celebrate the very event it was named after with chants and dancing.

Poli‘ahu Heiau

Built for the war god, Ku, this luakini (temple) heiau was used for human and animal sacrifice.
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Kaua‘i’s Hindu Monastery | Chris Caravello/Getty Images ©

A Mini Trip to South Asia

Find a Hindu temple hidden in the Wailua Valley

Tucked away in the Wailua Valley lies Kaua‘i’s Hindu Monastery. Serious pilgrims and curious sightseers alike are welcome to explore these 70 acres of organic and botanical gardens, cascading streams and sacred temples and shrines devoted to Ganesha, Nandi and Shiva. Visitors can only access a limited portion of the property, but the small chunk is still beautiful. (Entry to the Kadavil Temple is only by reservation and must be used for personal worship.)

When visiting this temple, remember that it is a place of worship. Please be respectful and wear modest clothing – no shorts, T-shirts, tank tops or short dresses. If you’re not dressed properly, you can borrow sarongs at the entrance.


PALIKU BEACH

Once unofficially known as a nudists’ playground, this scenic beach is worth a trip. Rarely swimmable because of dangerous rip tides, the rugged and isolated terrain makes for fun beachcombing and rock collecting along the water’s edge where the windswept ironwood trees and naupaka and ‘ilima flowers add dashes of color. The beach is accessible two ways. You can cycle or walk along Kapa‘a coastal path and turn makai (toward the ocean.) Or you can drive Kuhio Hwy to a parking lot with restrooms halfway between mile markers 11 and 12. Look for the small brown parking and hiking sign. The beach-access footpath cuts through a 300-acre planned community.



WHERE TO STAY IN WAILUA

Hilton Garden Inn Kauai Wailua Bay

Accessible beachfront hotel boasting stunning sunrise views and lovely cottage upgrades. $$

Fern Grotto Inn

Plantation-style vacation rental cottages on the Wailua River and a block from Wailua Beach Park. $$

Kaha Lani Resort

Island-inspired ocean-view condos with full kitchens, living rooms and private lanai. $$




Hanalei & the North Shore
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A NATURAL WONDERLAND


The famed Na Pali cliffs on the western end, the agricultural hubs of Kilauea and Mo‘oloa in the east, and golden sand beaches in between.
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Na Pali coast | raisbeckfoto/Getty Images ©

For the most part, the North Shore of Kaua‘i has the air of a nature-focused small-town community. With most accommodations clustered in Princeville, the rest of the region is where locals live, work and play – shopping small to support their neighbors, grabbing groceries at local farm stands, and relaxing at their favorite tucked-away beaches.

From west to east, the North Shore starts with the Na Pali Coast. This 16-mile-long stretch of soaring green-clad cliffs, turquoise coves and gushing waterfalls is arguably the most well-known spot on the island, despite only being accessible by foot, sea or air.
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Hanalei Pier | Steve Heap/shutterstock ©

Just east of the Na Pali Coast lies a trio of quiet towns: Haʻena, Wainiha and Hanalei. The lack of development has allowed these neighborhoods to remain as their quiet, nature-appreciating selves, complete with beautiful botanical gardens, flowing rivers, lush mountains and the famed Hanalei Bay.

Right on the edge of Hanalei Bay lies the visitor-focused neighborhood of Princeville. Named after Hawaiian royalty, this North Shore town is filled with luxury resorts, sprawling golf courses and relaxing spas. It’s safe to say that you too will feel like royalty while staying in this part of the island.

Kilauea and Mo‘oloa, two agricultural neighborhoods, round out the North Shore region. Farm tours, farm stays and farmers markets dominate the scene – and are the ideal places to stock up on tropical fruits. And don’t forget a visit to the Kilauea Point National Wildlife Refuge, home to the state bird, the endangered nene (Hawaiian goose).


THE MAIN AREAS

THE NA PALI COAST

Picturesque mountain range with Kalalau Trail.

HANALEI

Pair of nature-filled residential areas.

PRINCEVILLE

Beachfront neighborhood known for luxury resorts.

KILAUEA

Quiet neighborhood with the landmark Kilauea Lighthouse.




Find Your Way


Most visitors to Kaua‘i’s North Shore stay in luxurious Princeville. From there, you can either head east to Kilauea or west to Hanalei, Haʻena and the beautiful Na Pali Coast to explore the rest of the North Shore.
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Plan Your Time


Given that the highlight of Kaua‘i’s North Shore is the Na Pali Coast, mountain views should definitely be on the itinerary.



[image: jpg]

Kilauea Lighthouse | Sahani Photography/shutterstock ©


If You Only Do One Thing

If you have limited time on the North Shore of Kaua‘i, visit the Na Pali Coast. This stunning mountain range is filled with beautiful waterfalls and beaches. The only way to get up-close and personal with the Na Pali Coast is on the lengthy 22-mile (round-trip) Kalalau Trail, but you can enjoy the views from afar on a boat or helicopter tour.




A Week-Long Stay

Want to stick around Kaua‘i’s North Shore a little longer? While the Na Pali Coast should still be at the top of your list, you can add a few other things to the itinerary. Soak up some sun at Hanalei Bay, learn a bit about local agriculture at Common Ground, give back to the ‘aina (land) with the Waipā Foundation, and visit the Kilauea Lighthouse and wildlife refuge, just to start.



Seasonal Highlights

SPRING

With both spring break and Golden Week (Japanese holiday break), spring is a busy time. But mid-to-late May is prime shoulder season, weather- and crowds-wise.

SUMMER

Summer sunshine brings warm waters and prime conditions to hike the Kalalau Trail. Pack your reef-safe sunscreen and your hiking shoes!

FALL

Fall often brings the North Shore’s best weather – and surprisingly the smallest number of visitors.

WINTER

Winter is Kaua‘i’s rainiest season, so it’s best to avoid the island’s most challenging hikes – including the famed Kalalau Trail.




The Na Pali Coast
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EPIC HIKES I BEACHES I WATERFALLS

Pristine and hauntingly beautiful, the Na Pali Coast is a 16-mile-long stretch of soaring green-clad cliffs, white-sand beaches, turquoise coves and gushing waterfalls. Each of the five major valleys – Kalalau, Honopu, Awa‘awapuhi, Nu‘alolo and Miloli‘i – is more stunning than the last. While no road winds through this stark wilderness, there is the legendary Kalalau Trail for the first 11 miles or so, which the fittest of trekkers hike to get as far as Kalalau Valley.

If a strenuous hike isn’t a fit, you’ll still have options. Hop on a boat for a sunset or snorkeling Na Pali Coast adventure or take to the skies on a helicopter for a bird’s-eye view of these iconic cliffs.

To be extra clear about your Kalalau Trail hiking options, you can do the Ke‘e Beach to Hanakapiʻai Falls Hike, the Ke‘e Beach to Kalalau Valley Hike, or a combination of the two – during which you’ll do the Ke‘e Beach to Kalalau Valley with an early 4-mile detour to Hanakapiʻai Falls.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Keʻe Beach

2Limahuli Garden

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

3Blue Hawaiian Helicopters

4Freedive Kauai

5Kalalau Trail

6Na Pali Kayak

7Waipā Foundation




GETTING AROUND

Boat and helicopter tour companies will give you the details about meeting times and locations when you book. If you’re taking the hiking route, this depends on the pass that you bought. If you’ve purchased a parking pass, you’ll want to drive and park at the unnamed lot at the very end of Kuhio Hwy. Alternatively, if there are no parking permits available, you’ll want to reserve a shuttle pass and take the shuttle from the Waipā Foundation. As there’s no cell service, rideshares are not an option.



The Na Pali Coast by Boat

Trade hiking shoes for swimwear

If 22 miles of hiking isn’t for you, don’t sweat it! There are other ways to see the mostly inaccessible Na Pali Coast. Your second option is to take a boat, ideally from nearby Hanalei (although there are cruises from the South Shore as well), taking in the golden sand beaches and deep blue ocean as you go. Soon enough, the deeply carved cliffs of the Na Pali Coast will make an appearance, complete with greenery-laden valleys, iron-rich red gravel and waterfall-filled crevices.

The vast majority of Na Pali Coast boat tours won’t just sail on past this jaw-dropping cliff-scape. Instead, you’ll get to hang around for a little bit, either for a snorkel or some sunset watching.

If the weather and ocean conditions allow, snorkeling near the Na Pali Coast is an underwater experience unlike any other. Tropical fish and honu (Hawaiian green sea turtles) are common inhabitants of these mostly untouched waters, but if you keep your eyes peeled, you may get to see a few rarer marine creatures. Hawaiian spinner and bottlenose dolphins, white-tipped reef sharks, eagle rays, he‘e (octopus), eels and lobsters all hang out in the area as well. While just about any Na Pali Coast snorkel tour will do, the Native Hawaiian–owned Makana Charters small groups and sea cave explorations set it apart from the crowd.

If a peaceful Na Pali Coast sunset tour is more your style, you’ll have your fair share of options to choose from as well, though Captain Andy’s Star Na Pali Sunset Dinner Sail is often regarded as the best sunset tour around. The food is unmatched – from the grilled jumbo shrimp skewers to the juicy filet mignon entree to the creamy Tahitian lime cheesecake. Once your tastebuds are satisfied, it’s time to watch the golden sun dip below the western horizon and into the Pacific Ocean with the famed cliffs at your back. And even though you won’t be able to take a dip in the ocean, a few marine friends, including dolphins, whales and honu, might pop up to say hello anyway!

If you’re more of a DIY’er and would like to paddle along the coast, first of all you need to be an expert: the trip is strenuous and dangerous. Going with a guide is your best bet. Na Pali Kayak in Hanalei has over a decade of experience and runs day and overnight trips. Kayak Kaua‘i in Wailua paddles the entire stretch from Ke‘e to Polihale in one long day.
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Make sure you have your permits and reservations in order. Depending on how you plan to tackle the Na Pali Coast, you may need a couple of different permits from a couple of different organizations.



The Na Pali Coast by Air

A bird’s-eye view

There’s something special about seeing the greenery-laden cliffs and vibrant blue Pacific Ocean from above. All the while, your pilot and tour guide will share fun facts about the stunning landscapes below. There are quite a few helicopter companies that offer tours to see the Na Pali Coast, and you can’t really go wrong. Consider your budget first, since there’s a range of prices for the standard one-hour tour, from the $250 Grand Skies Island Tour with Island Helicopters Kauai to the $439 Discover Kauai Tour with Blue Hawaiian Helicopters. Once that’s established, it’s best to go with a Native Hawaiian-owned or locally owned company when possible. The Native Hawaiian–owned Ali‘i Kauai Air Tours & Charters offers both private helicopter and airplane tours, so you can enjoy the bird’s-eye view of the island with just your traveling group and pilot for company. And the locally owned Jack Harter Helicopters has both doors-on and doors-off helicopter options, ready for the most serious of thrill-seekers.

If you’re particularly prone to motion sickness, both boat and helicopter rides might be challenging. But that doesn’t mean you can’t admire the Na Pali Coast cliffs. Wings Over Kauai is a tour operator that uses small airplanes rather than helicopters, which often prove to be quite a bit better for people struggling with motion sickness. With both AirVans and Cessnas available, you’ll even have your pick of planes!



HIKING TOUR
Ke‘e Beach to Hanakapiʻai Falls


This challenging, muddy out-and-back day hike tackles the first chunk of the Kalalau Trail. You’ll hike 2 miles along the trail, cross a stream to Hanakapiʻai Beach, then hike another 2 miles inwards to Hanakapiʻai Falls (total 8 miles). Whether you plan to park or shuttle in, secure a day pass to enter Haʻena State Park. Parking permits sell out quickly, so most people take the shuttle from the Waipā Foundation to the park.



[image: jpg]

1 Ke‘e Beach

While you don’t technically have to stop at Ke‘e Beach to start hiking the Kalalau Trail, you might as well pop by for a few minutes before starting your journey. After all, it’s easy enough to walk the hundred or so feet between the official start of the trail and the sunny shoreline. But don’t stick around too long! You’ll need all the light you can get on this challenging day hike.

The Hike: Take care in muddy conditions and over slick rocks. After climbing for about a mile, the trail levels out to reveal Na Pali’s rugged, emerald cliffs.

2 The Straightaway

Welcome to one of Kaua‘i’s most iconic views. Snap those photos, take a breather (and a water break) before continuing down into the valley to Hanakapiʻai Beach. Pass quickly through emergency helicopter landing areas, proceed through switchbacks and admire native hala trees, ferns, ti plants and occasional small purple orchids.

The Hike: The trail begins to descend after 1.5 miles. It is inadvisable to cross Hanakapiʻai Stream to the beach if the water’s too high or the current’s too strong – when in doubt, wait it out.
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Ke‘e Beach | Eastvillage Images/shutterstock ©

3 Hanakapiʻai Beach

During summer months, this remote beach tucked into the valley is ideal for sunbathing and watching the surf from the safety of the shore. This is a good spot to enjoy the lunch you packed, and utilize the comfort station (comprised of two compostable toilets) before completing the last – and more difficult – 2 miles to the falls. Hawaiians cultivated kalo (taro) here in ancient times, then coffee in the 1800s.

The Hike: The last 2 miles to the falls includes a gradual (and muddier) ascent through bamboo forest and around moss-draped boulders, four stream crossings, and a slippery rock scramble just before you reach the falls. Make a left up the hill after the 1.5-mile marker to stay on track.

4 Hanakapi‘ai Falls

It’s difficult to tell which is better: traversing the last few hundred feet over rocky ground as the 300ft waterfall emerges into view, or finally pausing at pool’s edge, refreshing mist sprinkling your skin as the water cascades into the pool below. Either way, enjoy it, have another snack and watch out for falling rocks if you go for an invigorating swim. Pack out whatever you packed in, following Leave No Trace principles.


WANT TO EXTEND THE TREK?

Continue past Hanakapiʻai Beach for another 9 miles to tackle the entirety of the gorgeous Kalalau Trail.







HIKING TOUR
Kalalau Trail: Ke‘e Beach to Kalalau Valley


The Kalalau Trail doesn’t stop at Hanakapiʻai Beach and Falls, it continues through mountains, valleys and beaches (22 steep miles, round trip). While this nearly marathon-length hike requires serious strength and stamina, the views are more than worth it. Be prepared to spend the night camping on the beach, though the occasional gifted hiker can do it all in one day.
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1 Ke‘e Beach

Start your trek near good ol’ Ke‘e Beach Park at the start of the Kalalau Trail. Take a couple of minutes to soak in the sunshine, then set out: you’ve got 11 miles of hiking ahead of you (though you can stop slightly earlier, if necessary).

The Hike: Despite being just 2 miles long, the stretch from Ke‘e Beach to Hanakapiʻai Beach covers over 1200ft of elevation. Luckily, those stunning mountain views make an appearance just half a mile in.

2 Hanakapiʻai Beach

These golden shores of Hanakapiʻai Beach are a pleasant spot for a break, regardless of whether you decide to take that 4-mile detour to Hanakapiʻai Falls. Plop down on the sand and enjoy a snack or a meal, but don’t go in the water. The surf and rip currents at this particular beach are no joke, so instead admire the beautiful Pacific Ocean while staying nice and dry.

The Hike: The 4-mile trek out of Hanakapiʻai Beach to Hanakoa Valley is steep and switchback-filled. Within the first mile alone, you’ll climb 840ft in elevation! And once you finally do reach Hanakoa Valley, you’ll need to cross a couple of pretty major streams.
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Kalalau Valley | Matthew Micah Wright/Getty Images ©

3 Hanakoa Valley

On your journey between Hanakapiʻai Beach and Hanakoa Valley, you’ll get your first real look at the multi-mile-long Na Pali Coast and its pleated cliffs, all the way to Honopu Valley. Once you reach the jungle-esque Hanakoa Valley, you have the option to add a detour to 300ft Hanakoa Falls, just a third of a mile inland.

You can camp for the night at Hanakoa, or push through to the second campsite at Kalalau Valley and the end of the Kalalau Trail. Listen to your body (and the weather).

The Hike: This 5-mile journey is arguably the toughest of the trail, with crumbling red gravel and extremely narrow ledges. Crawler’s Ledge is most dangerous but is only about 20ft long (just past mile marker 7).

4 Kalalau Valley

After hours – potentially days – of hiking, you’ll finally reach the Kalalau Valley, complete with 1000-ft lava-rock cliffs and the nearly untouched sands of Kalalau Beach. Again, you definitely shouldn’t swim in the water here, but take as much time as you need to soak in the once-in-a-lifetime views. The overnight campsites are ready and waiting.




THE FORBIDDEN ISLAND OF NI‘IHAU

Off the West Side of Kaua‘i lies the little island of Ni‘ihau. Privately owned by one Native Hawaiian family since 1864, when it was purchased from King Kamehameha of the Kingdom of Hawai‘i himself, this island is closed off to visitors – for the most part.

Some tours get close enough to Ni‘ihau to technically snorkel in its waters, including Holo Holo Charters and Blue Dolphin Charters, but there’s only one way to step foot on Ni‘ihau (that is, without getting a direct invitation from the owners). That’s through Niihau Helicopters Inc (niihau.us). With this select helicopter company, you’ll land right on one of Ni‘ihau’s untouched beaches and spend the day swimming in the clear waters and maybe even seeing a monk seal friend or two.
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Helicopter view, Na Pali Coast | Konstantin Kuteev/Getty Images ©




Hanalei
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GARDENS I BEACHES I SMALL-TOWN CHARM

As the last major town before the main road (Kuhio Hwy) ends at the Na Pali Coast, Hanalei is a special spot. For years, hotels popped up in Poʻipu, Kapa‘a and Princeville, but Hanalei remained mostly unscathed by tourism. Visitors would just drive in for a day trip, soaking up the beauty of the bay and shopping at the adorable boutiques before heading back to their hotels across the island – and that’s what most still do. But in early 2023, Hanalei Bay’s only large-scale hotel had its semi-controversial opening. It’s yet to be seen how this very upscale addition will have an impact on the town’s laid-back atmosphere.

Even further west of Hanalei lie two even smaller towns, Haʻena and Wainiha. This quiet pair of towns are often lumped in with Hanalei, mostly because the borders between the three aren’t all that clear, even to locals. In these two quaint neighborhoods, you’ll find mountain views, calm beaches and the occasional shopping gem.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Black Pot Beach Park (Hanalei Pier)

2Hanalei Bay

3Keʻe Beach

4Limahuli Garden

5Lumahaʻi Beach

SIGHTS

6Haʻena Beach Park

7Makua (Tunnels) Beach

8Waiʻoli Huiʻia Church

9Waiʻoli Mission House

ACTIVITIES & TOURS

10Hanalei Surf Company

11Hawaiian Surfing Adventures

12Kauai Island Experience

13Kayak Hanalei

14Maniniholo Dry Cave

15Titus Kinimaka’s Hawaiian School of Surfing

16Waipā Foundation

SLEEPING

171 Hotel Hanalei Bay

18Hanalei Colony Resort

19Hanalei Inn

EATING

20Bar Acuda

21Hanalei Bread Company

22Hanalei Dolphin Fish Market

23Hanalei Farmers Market

24Hanalei Taro & Juice Co

25Holey Grail Donuts

26Jo Jo’s Shave Ice

27Pink’s Ice Cream

28Hanalei Gourmet

29Village Snack Shop & Bakery

30Wishing Well

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

31Tahiti Nui

32The Haven

SHOPPING

33Chocolat Hanalei

34Ohanalei

35Wainiha Country Market

TRANSPORT

36North Shore Shuttle




GETTING AROUND

A car is pretty much the only way to get around Hanalei, Wainiha and Haʻena. While you can get to Hanalei via the public bus system, you can’t really get around it – let alone get to the neighboring towns of Wainiha and Haʻena. There is also the Waipā Shuttle, which covers the section of the island that the public bus doesn’t (Wainiha and Haʻena). However, this shuttle system is primarily used by those trekking the Na Pali Coast, and logistics can be difficult if that’s not your plan.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Take things slow. While there’s a lot to do in Haʻena, Wainiha and Hanalei, all of the activities – from beaches and botanical gardens to farmers markets and boutiques – are best when you take the time to savor them.



Stop & Smell the Koki‘o Ke‘oke‘o

Explore Limahuli Garden and Preserve

Perhaps the most beautiful spot on an island of unsurpassed beauty, the Limahuli Garden is a must-see stop on any North Shore itinerary. Right at the edge of the Na Pali Coast and Haʻena State Park, this 985-acre garden is home to many species that are unique to Kaua‘i – some to this very valley – including loulu (stately fan palm), alula (vulcan palm) and kokiʻo keʻokeʻo(Hawaiian white hibiscus).

But these regional trees and flowers are just the beginning. There is also a wide array of plants that have been introduced to the islands, either by the earliest Polynesian settlers or by immigrants during Hawaii’s plantation days, including the delightfully fragrant plumeria (frangipani) and ‘awapuhi (ginger). Framing all of this flora are the beautiful Na Pali Coast cliffs – keep an eye out for the famous Mt Makana (Bali Hai)!

To visit Limahuli Garden and Preserve, you’ll need to reserve a ticket before you arrive (and as early as 30 days in advance); there are no walk-up tickets. From there, you have two options: a 1½-hour self-guided tour or a 2½-hour guided tour. While the former allows you to wander at your own pace, the latter provides an expert guide with a boatload of information to share about the plants, the local ecosystem and traditional Hawaiian farming practices. (Do note that children 12 and under are not allowed on the 2½-hour guided tour.)

Parking is included with the purchase of tours, though you can snag yourself a discount if you make use of the North Shore Shuttle service instead.

DRINKING IN HANALEI: OUR PICKS

The Haven

This hole-in-the-wall coffee shop is the place to get your morning latte, pour-overor cold brew. $

Tahiti Nui

This island-inspired eatery is primarily known for its late night mai tais and live music. $$

Bar Acuda

Though tapas tend to be the star of the show, this Hanalei restaurant’s specialty cocktails are just as delicious. $$$

Sparkling, Sun-Drenched Beaches

Snorkel, surf and sunbathe

Isolated from the resorts and dense residential areas, Kaua‘i’s scenic North Shore beaches, while popular, offer somewhat wild and secluded opportunities to explore offshore reefs and let life slowly unspool on the sand. At Hanalei Bay, stroll the white sandy contours of its shore surrounded by emerald mountain views while novice surfers find their footing and kids (and kids-at-heart) leap off the Hanalei Pier near Black Pot Beach. The original, wooden pier was built in the 1890s, and was used to transport rice from Hanalei to Honolulu.

In the summer, Makua (Tunnels) Beach has prime snorkeling and shore-diving opportunities to spot green sea turtles and tropical fish. Their underwater home is a maze of old lava tubes (or ‘tunnels’) that surrounds a reef. Its nickname also refers to the hollow tubes that form during the winter months, a draw for experienced surfers. Parking is limited to a handful of spots, and locals have been known to monitor the area for cars that attempt to park elsewhere. Snag an appropriate parking spot early to enjoy teal-blue waters and a view of Makana (Bali Hai), the final peak in a lineup of mountains draped in green velour. Alternatively, you can park at Haʻena Beach Park (get there early, too) and traverse the shore to Makua. (Not to be confused with Haʻena State Park at the end of Kuhio Hwy, which requires a reservation to park, enter and recreate within its limits.)

Mile-long Lumaha‘i Beach is easily one of the most beautiful beaches on the island, with its golden crescent of sand lined with ironwood trees on one end, and mountainous backdrop. It’s also renowned as one of the most dangerous. This duality features incredibly strong rip tides, and is best suited for sunbathing or a jog along the sand. Its west end, where the stream meets the ocean, is a good place for families to set up on calm days. The area is most protected from ocean surge when the stream is cut off by sand dune that forms with the changing of the tides. Film buffs may recognize this beach from the 1958 movie South Pacific. Access the beach at its western end before you cross the Lumaha‘i River Bridge; the parking area beneath the ironwood trees is small and fills up quickly. Alternatively, take the steep yet scenic and brief hike down a trail off Kuhio Hwy, about a mile west of Mile 4.

Haʻena Beach Park, located less than a mile from Haʻena State Park, is similarly picturesque, with additional comforts like restroom facilities and a picnic area. Like other lifeguarded beaches around the island, including Ke‘e Beach, lifeguards on duty may close entrance to the water due to high surf and other dangerous conditions. Otherwise, it’s a go-to snorkeling spot.

Ke‘e Beach in Haʻena offers more snorkeling and swimming opportunities during the calmer summer months. It also feels even more secluded now that the paved parking lot that ran up to the sand was blocked off as part of Haʻena State Park’s improvements. In 2019 the park reopened with a new reservation system, a much more organized parking lot and a beautiful pedestrian area that includes a raised boardwalk that takes visitors through restored lo‘i (taro fields).


BEST SURF SCHOOLS IN HANALEI

Titus Kinimaka’s Hawaiian School of Surfing

Does very small group lessons (max three students per instructor), including tow-in instruction.

Hawaiian Surfing Adventures

Offers surfing and stand-up paddleboard (SUP) lessons, and begins with ground instruction.

Hanalei Surf Company

Can curate coaching for advanced wave riders, and also offers water-sports rentals.

Kauai Island Experience

Waterman Mike Rodger’s team will teach you to surf or how to paddle a traditional Hawaiian canoe.

Kayak Hanalei

In addition to kayak rentals and tours, this family-run outfitter has beginner surf lessons daily except Sunday.



TASTY TARO BITES

Holey Grail Donuts

Whipping up fresh-to-order donuts made with Hanalei kalo, this little food truck is the talk of the town. $

Hanalei Taro & Juice Co

The taro mochi cakes and kulolo (taro coconut pudding) are the most beloved sweet treats at this kalo-focused spot. $$

Waipā Foundation

Primarily a nonprofit, though often sells its kalo-based goods, including the beloved poi cheesecake. $


CAVES ACROSS THE WAY

There are three caves not far from Haʻena Beach Park.

The flat-bottomed Maniniholo Dry Cave is deep, broad and fun to explore, though the further you penetrate, the lower the ceiling and the darker your surroundings. A constant seeping of water from the walls keeps the interior dank. As you inch toward the rear wall, remember that you are standing below a massive monolith of Jurassic proportions.

Then there are two wet caves, the Waikapala‘e Wet Cave and the Waikanaloa Wet Cave. Both are filled by underground springs that then empty into the ocean. Do note that it’s not safe to enter or swim in these caves. Instead, stick to simply admiring these turquoise natural landmarks from afar.



Shop for Locally Made Gems

Support local businesses

Like much of Kaua‘i, Hanalei, Wainiha and Haʻena have quite a few local makers and curators – and there are always new small businesses popping up! Start your North Shore shopping experience at the Saturday Hanalei Farmers Market. Not only is this farmers market a great place to find long-time favorites (like the fresh coconut man!), it’s often where the newest local makers first spread their wings.

Beyond the Hanalei Farmers Market, there are a few brick-and-mortar shops that deserve some time in the spotlight. The Wainiha Country Market is a weathered little grocery store of sorts that most visitors will just drive on past. But inside, you’ll find loads of locally made goodies, like Kauai Juice Co’s Hawaiian chili pepper water, Left Right Design island-inspired stickers and Swell Bakehouse’s freshly baked treats.

In the heart of Hanalei lies the bright and airy Ohanalei, a beloved local clothing store and surf shop. Find kalo bedecked tees and monstera leaf–covered boardshorts. About a block away, you’ll find the similarly named Ohana Shop. This locally owned gem has two locations – Big Shop and Little Shop – both of which sell island-inspired wares. Grab yourself an easy, breezy linen dress, some pikake-scented (jasmine) candles or a traditional woven lauhala hat.

Last but certainly not least, there’s Chocolat Hanalei. An absolute treasure of a shop, all of the cacao needed to produce the shop’s chocolate is grown by one lady, the self-proclaimed Wainiha Wonder Woman. While Chocolat Hanalei whips up barks, pralines and chocolate-dipped fruits, it’s really the bonbons that claim all of the attention. With an array of tropical flavors, like coconut, liliko‘i (passion fruit) and coffee, you’ll want to purchase yourself a sampler box, just to try them all.

WHERE TO EAT IN HAʻENA, WAINIHA & HANALEI

Hanalei Bread Company

Adorable locally owned cafe known for avocado toast, breakfast sandwiches and freshly made pastries. $$

Village Snack Shop & Bakery

Beloved eatery known for its take on the flavorful local dish, chili pepper chicken. $$

Hanalei Dolphin Fish Market

At the back of the Hanalei Dolphin restaurant, the same company’s fish market makes the best sushi and poke in town. $$
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Wai‘oli Mission House | Steve Heap/shutterstock ©


WAI‘OLI HUI‘IA CHURCH & WAI‘OLI MISSION HOUSE

Just down the road from all of these incredible local shops lies the Wai‘oli Hui‘ia Church and the Wai‘oli Mission House. The green clapboard Wai‘oli Hui‘ia Church stands on a huge manicured lawn just west of central Hanalei. It was originally built by Hanalei’s first missionaries.

The current version, with its graceful stained-glass windows and curving pews, dates from 1912. The Wai‘oli Mission House also has a long history. Home to missionaries from 1837 onwards, this two-story dwelling lies hidden from the highway at the far end of a footpath that leads behind Wai‘oli Hui‘ia Church. Set in lush gardens, surrounded by a white picket fence and furnished in authentic period style, it offers guided tours to walk-in visitors.



WHERE TO STAY IN HAʻENA, WAINIHA & HANALEI

1 Hotel Hanalei Bay

On the banks of Hanalei Bay, this luxury resort touts itself as a sustainable innovator in the Kaua‘i accommodation scene. $$$

Hanalei Inn

This set of four vacation rental apartments just a block from Hanalei Bay boasts well-stocked kitchens and private balconies. $$

Hanalei Colony Resort

Small-scale oceanfront accommodations in Wainiha, offering an outdoor pool and a local shuttle. $$$


River Scenes

Paddling the gentle Hanalei River

Paddling the Hanalei River, either by kayak or SUP, is an equally interactive and relaxing way to take in the lush distant peaks and lowlands of the rural town. A flexible (and convenient) option is to rent a watercraft from Kayak Hanalei. After outfitting yourself with appropriately sized lifejackets and paddles near its private dock, slip into Nukuhului‘a Stream with a push from laid-back attendants. When the stream opens up onto the hibiscus-ribboned American Heritage River, turn left (upstream) toward the Hanalei National Wildlife Refuge.

Along the way, you’ll trace part of Kuhio Hwy, and pass under the one-lane bridge – and the only way in and out of Hanalei. Look out for nene along the grassy riverbank, and turtles stretching their necks to the sun, toward its edges. Or, turn left (downstream) toward Hanalei Bay. The river originates from the top of Mt Waiʻaleʻale and flows for 16 miles before emptying into the bay. If you plan to complete the entire 3-mile route, it’s easier to first paddle upstream to the turnaround point before heading downstream toward Hanalei Bay. Plan for three to four hours.

You can easily extend the excursion by beaching your kayaks on the sand at Hanalei Bay for a picnic stashed in your rented drybag. Once you’ve made your way back to the dock, swing by Wishing Well for a latte and acai bowl, or line up for shave ice in traditional and tropical flavors like hibiscus-lime and guava. Kayak Hanalei’s facilities include bathrooms, changing stalls and outdoor showers.


A LOCAL’S PERFECT DAY IN HANALEI
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Jamie Lyons, founder of Hobbs Tea Company (hobbstea.com), shares her ideal day in this lovely North Shore town.

I’d start at Hanalei Bread Company and get a cup of Hobbs Tea, of course. Then, I’d head upstairs to Black Coral Yoga for a Vikram class. From there, I’d head to the iconic Hanalei Pier jump in the water, hang at the beach, swim in the bay.

Once lunch rolls around, I’d go to the Hanalei Gourmet – they make all their own salad dressings from scratch – and then go back to the beach.

For dinner, I’d grab a sushi roll from the fish market at the back of the Hanalei Dolphin. And if I wanted some nightlife, I’d head to Tahiti Nui for a mai tai and live music.



SWEET TREATS IN HANALEI

Wishing Well

Long-standing shave ice spot. Try mac nut ice cream–filled shave ice, topped with organic, fruity syrups of your choice. $

Pink’s Ice Cream

Savor the silky smooth ice cream scoops in tropical flavors like haupia (coconut pudding) and vanilla mac nut. $

JoJo’s Shave Ice

Welcoming shave ice nook known for its homemade syrups, creamy toppings and extra fluffy ice. $




Princeville
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LUXURY RESORTS I MARKETS I SUNSET VIEWS

Princeville is the luxurious visitor hub of the North Shore. It’s where you’ll find opulent hotels, high-end spas and sprawling golf courses, all with epic ocean views and unbeatable sunset-watching. It’s safe to say that the town lives up to its name – named after Hawaii’s Prince Albert Kamehameha, by the way – because you’ll feel like royalty while staying in this Kaua‘i town.

But beyond the grand hotels and resorts, there are other, more down-to-earth finds nestled in Prince-ville. Discover some of the best bites of foods hidden in neighborhood grocery stores or go for a leisurely stroll in nature at the Princeville Botanical Gardens. And don’t miss a visit to the popular Princeville Farmers Market, where locals come to share their homemade wares – from fresh produce to brightly colored paintings to locally made goat cheeses – and support their neighbors who are doing the same.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Pali Ke Kua (Hideaways) Beach

SIGHTS

2Hanalei Valley Lookout

3Kenomene Ocean Sunset Outlook

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

4Makai Golf Club

SLEEPING

5Hanalei Bay Resort

6Makai Club Resort



EATING

see 9Foodland

7Happy Talk Lounge Restaurant & Bar

see 9North Shore General Store

8Nourish Hanalei

see 9Sandwich Isle

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

see 9Tiki Iniki

SHOPPING

9Princeville Center

10Princeville Farmers Market




GETTING AROUND

You’ll likely need a car while staying in Princeville. While there are a couple of bus stops in town, they aren’t close to the major accommodations. You may be able to use rideshares or even bikes when you’re in a bind, but don’t rely on them as your main mode of transportation. They simply may not be available. That said, keep in mind that most hotels in Princeville charge a nightly parking fee, which can go as high as $39.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Depending on what part of Princeville you’re in, you can catch unobstructed views of the sunrise or sunset – so why not make the time to see both? On a golf cart tour maybe? You’ll have your pick of hotels, beaches, restaurants and golf courses to claim for your sun-watching experience.
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Princeville Botanical Gardens | Danita Delimont/shutterstock ©


Local Food

Tasty no-fuss eats

Hidden among Princeville’s luxe resorts and vacation rentals are some of the island’s tastiest, no-fuss eats. In the North Shore General Store, connected to the gas station located at Princeville Center, go to the takeout counter toward the back of the convenience store for locally loved plate lunch combinations. The chili pepper chicken plate is mildly sweet and spicy, and served with two scoops of sticky white rice and creamy macaroni salad (local plate lunch requisites). Though chili pepper chicken plates around the island vary slightly, they likely use a flavor base of chilis, shōyu (soy sauce), sugar and garlic.


At Foodland grocery store within the same shopping center, Spam musubi (a slice of Spam, a small brick of rice, all wrapped in nori) is the perfect road-trip snack – stock up on them for road trips, or perhaps before stopping at Hanalei Valley Lookout nearby. Foodland also makes a delicious ube (purple yam) haupia pie.

Like many local dishes, these gas station and grocery store eats express the multicultural history of the Hawaiian Islands. For example, chili peppers likely made their way to Hawaii via Spanish and Portuguese explorers before the 19th century. Rice was introduced by Chinese laborers during the later plantation days, while Spam’s popularity in the islands goes back to World War II, when it was served to American GIs.

WHERE TO EAT IN PRINCEVILLE: OUR PICKS

Nourish Hanalei

Settled on Hanalei Hill, this small food stand offers sweeping views of the North Shore and tropical fruit–topped acai bowls. $$

Sandwich Isle

Tiny sandwich shop using locally sourced ingredients. Try the mac nut pesto sandwich for a burst of flavor! $$

Tiki Iniki

This thatched-roof tiki bar is the place to get touristy cocktails like mai tais, blue Hawaiians and their signature Hanalei Sling. $$

Pop by Princeville Botanical Gardens

A burst of blossoms

Hawaii is home to hundreds – if not thousands – of plants that are only found in this remote archipelago. And while some have bright, eye-catching fruits or blooms, some of the less vibrant (yet still rare) plants may slip by unnoticed. That’s why Princeville Botanical Gardens’ guided tour, complete with your guide’s vast local plant knowledge, is fantastic for any nature lover. Be sure to spritz on some bug spray before heading out!

Only accessible by a two-hour guided tour, this 9-acre family-run garden focuses on native and ‘canoe plants’ – the plants that the original Polynesian voyagers brought to the Hawaiian Islands – like ʻohiʻa lehua, noni, niu (coconut), nānū (gardenia) and koa trees. But those plants are just the beginning. As you continue to wander along the paths, your tour guide will highlight other thriving plants, including orchids, heliconia, kalo and starfruit. Plus, keep an eye out for a hidden waterfall tucked between the greenery.

Of course, after seeing all of the ripe tropical fruits on the trees, you’ll want to sample some, and Princeville Botanical Gardens delivers, in addition to a couple of bonus sweet treats: honey and chocolate. As you might expect, both of these indulgences are made right on the property as well. The honey is harvested from the on-site hives, and the chocolate begins from Princeville Botanical Garden’s cacao pods. Sample each stage of the chocolate-making process, from cacao pods to cacao nibs to the creamy chocolate bar everyone knows and loves, before wrapping up this flora-focused excursion.


PRINCEVILLE FARMERS MARKET: A LOCAL’S FAVORITES
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Julia Lee, founder of Swell Bakehouse (@swellbakehouse), shares some of her favorite Princeville Farmers Market vendors.

Kauai Kunana Dairy

Their goat cheese is awesome. They make a liliko‘i goat cheese that’s delicious.

Buena Vista Farms

Owned by an awesome local couple, and they have the best greens, like bok choy, Swiss chard and kale. They’re at the farmers market every Saturday.

Bevy and Brine

A local artist who does art and design work. She has the most rad paintings and prints that you can buy.



WHERE TO STAY IN PRINCEVILLE: OUR PICKS

Westin Princeville Ocean Resort Villas

Upscale clifftop resort with high-end villas, relaxing pools and a peaceful spa. $$$

Hanalei Bay Resort

Laid-back island-inspired resort with beautiful views of Hanalei Bay. $$

Makai Club Resort

Casual resort with homey condos and cottages known for its ocean-view golf course. $$


HANALEI VALLEY LOOKOUT

Just a few minutes from Princeville’s luxurious hotels, you’ll find the North Shore’s quiet agricultural scene. Stop at the Hanalei Valley Lookout (technically located in Princeville, despite its name) and take in panoramic views of Hanalei National Wildlife Refuge’s quilted kalo fields backed by Hihimanu Mountain beyond. If you bring a pair of binoculars, you might even be able to get a glimpse of koloa (Hawaiian duck), ‘alae kea (Hawaiian coot), ’alae ’ula (Hawaiian moorhen), ae’o (Hawaiian stilt) and nene.




A Golf Cart Ride Into the Sunset

Best seat on the course

With its shallow peninsula-esque shape, Princeville as a whole is fantastic for watching both the sunset and the sunrise. Dawn seekers can watch the sun peek above the horizon from the east side of Princeville, from spots like Wyllie’s Beach and the Westin Princeville Ocean Resort Villas. Similarly, sunset chasers can enjoy nature’s nightly show from spots on the west side of Princeville, like Pali Ke Kua (Hideways) Beach, Happy Talk Lounge Restaurant & Bar and Kenomene Ocean Sunset Outlook.

And while you can never go wrong with catching the sunset from a beach or oceanfront restaurant, why not do something a little different? The Princeville Makai Golf Club offers one-of-a-kind sunset tours via golf cart for an experience to remember.

Start your two-hour Princeville Makai Golf Club Sunset Cart Tour with some pupu (appetizers), drinks and live music at the Makai Grill. Soon enough, your friendly tour guide will join you, filling you in on some of the area’s history and fun facts, before you finally hop into your golf carts (two people per cart). As the sun starts to dip toward the horizon, you’ll meander your way to the golf course’s prime sunset-watching spot. Along the way, there’s loads more to see: spouting whales, flying albatross and blooming plumerias, to start.

Before you know it, sunset will be, well, right on the horizon. And luckily for you, your tour guide will get you right to the best sunset-watching spot in Princeville: Hole #7. From there, watch the sun dip into the Pacific Ocean, framed by the iconic Na Pali Coast cliffs just off to the side.
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Princeville Makai Golf Club | Wolfgang Kaehler/Alamy Stock Photo ©




Kilauea
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LIGHTHOUSE I VIEW-FILLED HIKES I FARM-FRESH FUN

In Kilauea, it feels like everything revolves around nature. Locals spend their days lounging at the beach, dining at farm-focused eateries, watching outdoor concerts at the local park, and picking up the freshest produce from local farm stands. Even the most popular attraction in this North Shore town, the Kilauea Point National Wildlife Refuge, fits the bill. While most visitors initially pop by this refuge for the lighthouse, it’s really the native and endangered birds that claim the spotlight in the end.

If you want to really get off the beaten path, you can spend the night in Kilauea – once again, in nature. The only places to stay in this quiet North Shore town are farm stays and campsites, among the fruit trees, beach waves and the twinkling stars.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Kauapea (Secret) Beach

2Kilauea Point National Wildlife Refuge

SIGHTS

3Anaina Hou Community Park

4Common Ground

5Kilauea Lighthouse

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

6Wai Koa Loop Trail

7Hanalei Spirits Distillery



SLEEPING

8North Country Farms

9Twin Hearts Cottage Farm Stay

EATING

10Ally’s Cocina

11Avalon Gastropub

12Kilauea Bakery

13Kilauea Fish Market

14Kilauea Market & Cafe

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

15Java Kai

16Kauai Juice Co

17Palate




GETTING AROUND

To keep it simple, you’ll need a car to get around Kilauea. While there are a few bus stops in town, the routes were clearly designed with locals in mind, not visitors (which makes sense, since Kilauea is a residential neighborhood). Rideshares are rare, bike lanes are non-existent, and sidewalks are few and far between.



Animal-Spotting at the Kilauea Point National Wildlife Refuge

Seafaring history meets rare birds

Kilauea Point National Wildlife Refuge touts a few superlatives. Its Kilauea Lighthouse stands on a bluff (part of the Kilauea volcanic vent) at the northernmost point on Kaua‘i. As an official wildlife sanctuary, it protects one of the largest nesting seabird populations in the state and it boasts unobstructed views of the ocean.

The photogenic lighthouse is a nod to an analog past. With its rust-colored cupola, it tops off at 52ft and stands out against the inky blue sea. When it was completed in 1913, the lighthouse keeper had to manually wind the cables that rotated the beacon every 3½ hours, until an electric motor was installed in the 1930s. Its beacon is most remembered as the saving grace for the Bird of Paradise in 1927, the inaugural flight from the US mainland to Hawaii. It was originally bound for O‘ahu and the lighthouse helped reorient the crew after they spotted its beacon and realized they’d overshot their intended island.


Around the lighthouse, it’s a true birder’s paradise. Among its variety of feathered friends, find endemic birds like the nene, ʻaʻo (Newell’s shearwater) and ʻuaʻu (Hawaiian petrel); the latter two are the only known endemic birds in the state. Reservations are required for visits Wednesday to Saturday, though the overlook at the end of Kilauea Rd is accessible throughout the week. From its vantage point, the lighthouse holds court in the distance, accented by soaring seabirds and the Pacific. A golf cart is available at the fee booth for individuals with mobility challenges.


[image: ] TOP TIP

Between its farms, parks, hiking trails and wildlife refuges, Kilauea is home to more than its fair share of native and endangered plants and animals. Please give all wild animals their space and avoid picking the leaves and flowers off any nearby plants.




MORE FARM & FOOD FACTORY TOURS

Outside of Moloa‘a, there are a few more farm and food factory tours on the island. Some favorites include Kauai Coffee Company in Kalaheo, Lydgate Chocolate Farm in Wailua and the Taro Ko Chip Company in Hanapepe.




Native Produce at Common Ground

Farm tours and culinary journeys

If you crossed an agricultural farm with educational, cultural and culinary amenities, you’d get Common Ground. Across more than 80 acres on the site of a guava plantation that once produced more than half of the state’s fleshy pink fruit, book a farm tour or sign up for one of the special events.

Farm tours wander through its regenerative tropical food forest, where you may catch a glimpse of staff rotating a group of chickens ‘fertilizing’ the soil where bananas, tomatoes, ‘ulu (breadfruit) and more thrive. The tour wraps up with a family-style meal from all-Hawaii-grown ingredients.

Or time your visit during one of the special events, from outdoor live musical performances beneath its giant white tent, to farm-to-table dinners with local and visiting chefs from neighboring islands. Get there early for a stroll to the historic and atmospheric Stone Dam, and to shop the marketplace of locally made products from honey, chocolate, skin and body-care products to environmentally friendly kitchen items. The campus also hosts an artists studio in the former guava-packing building, where its walls are now filled with colorful murals by local and international artists (including South Africans and New Zealanders) in its residency program.


A LOCAL’S PERFECT DAY IN KILAUEA

Melia Foster, co-founder and owner of Meli Wraps (meliwraps.com), shares how she would love to spend a day in Kilauea.

I’d head over to Kilauea Bakery and get myself a spicy chai, then head over to the Farmers Market at Anaina Hou (if it’s a Saturday), where I’d pick up some fresh produce, pesto and a bunch of other locally made goods.

Then I’d head down to Kauapea Beach and spend the day surfing with my kids. In the evening, I’d jog to the Kilauea Lighthouse which is a really beautiful reserve for native birds. And finally, I’d meet up with some girlfriends at Palate Wine Bar and market for some wine and cheese boards.



Fire Shows & Happy Hours

Family-friendly entertainment and activities in Anaina Hou

Anaina Hou Community Park off Kuhio Hwy is one big interactive variety show, only the 30-acre campus is situated outdoors and surrounded by mountain range and monkeypod trees instead of a windowless studio.

It hosts numerous entertaining and culturally minded activities from a weekly fire show, comedy set and yoga series to special performances by artists like ukulele star Jake Shimabukuro and others. On Wednesdays, Anaina Hou has a pau hana (happy hour), with beer, wine and nibbles. Spend an entire afternoon amongst its family-friendly features like a 390-acre playground with wooden replicas of a volcano, canoe and sugarcane train, a mini-golf course and picnic area.

Search out a Secret Beach

One of Kaua‘i’s loveliest shores

Far from being ‘secret,’ must-see Kauapea (Secret) Beach is renowned as one of the most breathtaking beaches on Kaua‘i. You won’t see it signposted, and can only reach it via a steep 10-minute hike. Down below the cliffs, powdery golden sands stretch for over a mile toward Kilauea Point, wrapping around two rock reefs. Thanks to a massive shore break and strong currents that sweep its full length, however, swimming is only safe on the calmest summer days.

This beach is sheer spectacle, with a sandy ocean floor, crystal-clear seas and superb sunsets. Part of the beach’s ‘secret’ reputation dates back to its days as an (illegal) nudist hangout, but you won’t see nudity these days (probably). Expert surfers do brave the waves, especially during the winter swells that make swimming even more hazardous than usual.

Turn makai (seaward) onto Kalihiwai Rd half a mile north of Kilauea’s gas station, then take a right on the first dirt road, just after the initial bend. Park at the end of the road, and follow the steep trail down through wild plum trees to the beach.

MORNING BITES IN KILAUEA

Java Kai

Adorable, brightly lit coffee shop with light breakfast bites like acai bowls, avocado toast and egg sandwiches. $$

Kilauea Market & Cafe

Serves up delicious egg-focused breakfasts. (Stop by later in the day for a liliko‘i or guava-dusted malasada.) $$

Kauai Juice Co

Uses locally sourced fruits and veggies for its freshly made juices. Also offers tasty smoothie bowls, soups and salads. $$


HANALEI SPIRITS DISTILLERY TOUR

Head a couple miles away to Hanalei Spirits Distillery for another unique Kaua‘i tour. Once there, you’ll have two tour options: a 45-minute tasting or a 90-minute distillery tour and tasting. With either option, you’ll get to taste some of Hanalei Spirits Distillery’s coolest concoctions, including taro vodka, sugarloaf pineapple rum and lilikoichello (think limoncello, but passion fruit). And on the 90-minute distillery tour and tasting, you’ll also get a behind-the-scenes look at what goes into making these uniquely flavored bottles of alcohol.



Scenic Strolls on the Wai Koa Loop Trail

Easy hike to secluded swimming hole

The relatively easy, 4.5-mile out-and-back trail takes hikers through arguably the largest mahogany forest in the US. Anticipate spontaneous rain showers and navigating around some muddy parts, bring bug spray and allow a couple of hours to complete it. The path is flat and wide, and leads to the Stone Dam, its finest feature. It was originally built from hand-cut stones in the 1880s to supply water to Kilauea Plantation’s sugarcane cultivation operation until the early 1970s. Pack a swimsuit for a freshwater dip when you reach the dam as there is a swimming hole above the falls.

The public trail is preserved in perpetuity by the Hawaii Land Trust and located within Wai Koa Plantation, and formerly the Kilauea Sugar Plantation. Currently, trail access is offered at the North Shore Dog Park on Kahiliholo Rd. Before heading out, sign a waiver at Kaua‘i Mini Golf. For direct access to the dam, park at the Common Ground campus.

BEST EVENING MEALS IN KILAUEA

Avalon Gastropub

A local favorite thanks to its flavorful small plates, smoky drinks and all around fantastic atmosphere. $$

Kilauea Fish Market

Fresh fish eatery serving up delicious fish tacos, fish wraps and poke. $$

Ally’s Cocina

Quaint Venezuelan food stall serving up the tastiest arepas on the island. Don’t miss out on the slow-roasted pork! $$




Beyond Kilauea
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Make your way to the sleepy North Shore town of Moloa‘a for leisurely beach visits and unique farm tours.


Situated between Anahola on the East Side and Kilauea on the North Shore, the little town of Moloa‘a had a quick moment of fame in the pilot episode of 1960s sitcom Gilligan’s Island. But Moloa‘a’s 15 minutes of fame have long passed; instead, this quiet neighborhood is simply where many locals call home. It’s where they lounge on the shores of sunny Moloa‘a Beach and stock up on the freshest fruits and veggies from the abundant local farms.

Visitors can join in on the laid-back fun of Moloa‘a as well, by doing what the locals do. Suntan on the golden sand of Moloa‘a Beach in the mornings and block out your afternoons for farm-touring fun.


GETTING AROUND

You’ll need a car to get around Moloa‘a. There’s a grand total of one bus stop in town, and it’s not very close to any of the farms or beaches. On the bright side, the (very small) roads tend to be empty, so it makes for a leisurely drive.
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Moloa‘a Beach | Tom Clausen/shutterstock ©


MOLOA‘A BEACH

This classically curved bay is a favorite among North Shore locals. Once upon a time, it also appeared in the pilot for Gilligan’s Island.

There’s a shallow protected swimming area good for families at the north end; to the south, the waters are rougher but there’s more sand. When the surf’s up, stay dry, stroll the beach and enjoy the co-mingling of aquamarine shallows and deep blues beyond, and birds flitting about the estuary.

Endangered monk seals also semi-frequently lounge about on this beach. If you see one, give them space to relax.




Moloa‘aTime from Kilauea: 15 mins [image: jpg]

Fruit farms

Moloa‘a has a long history of fertile land. Even the town’s name means ‘interwoven roots,’ because the wauke (paper mulberry tree) roots were so densely packed together that they overlapped. In recent decades, farms have started to pop up all over Moloa‘a, making use of the rich soil. And while some aren’t open to the public, many welcome visitors to their grounds for an in-depth look at the farming process.

Right off the bat, the Hole in the Mountain Farm claims a lot of the spotlight, thanks to its sugarloaf pineapples. After all, Hawaii has the reputation of being the pineapple capital of the world – and sugarloaf pineapples are widely regarded to be the best of the best. Join the owners for an informative two-hour tour of the pineapple-growing process, from planting to picking. You’ll even get to see a quarter of a million pineapple plants on this single farm, stretching far out into the distance. Finish your visit with a refreshing Paulie’s Pineapple Phrosty treat.

Real Noni specializes in one specific crop: noni. Also called Indian mulberry, beach mulberry or morinda, noni is Polynesian superfood of sorts. Ancient Hawaiians used every part of this plant, including the fruit, flowers, leaves and bark, as medicine. But today, Real Noni has honed in on the fruit itself. During this free 2½-hour tour, you’ll get to stroll through the noni orchards, test out soothing noni lotion and sample some extra-potent, extra-nutritious noni fruit leather – all while learning about the health benefits of noni, of course.

If you want a little bit of (almost) everything, Moloa‘a Organica‘a is the place to go. This certified organic farm and orchard has over 1000 different fruit trees and 200 species of fruit – and that doesn’t even touch on the vegetable garden! On this two-hour tour, you’ll try so many different fruits and veggies – from starfruit and eggfruit to soursop and rambutan, all straight off the tree – that you’ll likely forget the names of them all.

 

Cheese and chocolate

Moloa‘a’s fertile land isn’t just great for fruit growing. In recent years, a couple of chocolate and cheese producers have popped up in town as well.

Literally one minute down the road from Hole in the Mountain Farm lies Garden Island Chocolate. While there are a few different chocolate farm tours on the island, Garden Island Chocolate stands out from the crowd, because of the large amount of chocolate – read: 30 big bites – you get to sample. These delicious samples cover a wide range of flavors, including garam masala, Mexican mole and Chinese five spice. But before you can get to the tasting, you’ll have to do the first part of the tour: learning about the chocolate-making process and Garden Island Chocolate’s sustainable practices. All in all, this tour is an incredible way to spend three hours of your day.


Three miles away (or seven minutes by car) lies Kauai Kunana Dairy. All of its products are made from goat milk – milked from the adorable goats you can see right on the farm. And while you won’t be able to milk the goats yourself on the two-hour weekly farm tours (only available on Thursdays), you can feed them! After a bonus stroll through the farm’s orchard and apiary, you’ll get to sample tropical fruits, locally harvested honey and, of course, loads of tasty goat cheeses. The liliko‘i chevre is a particular crowd favorite, but the other flavors, like garlic chive chevre and sundried tomato chevre, are just as tasty.

It’s important to note that you won’t be able to do your cheese and chocolate tours on the same day. (Garden Island Chocolate offers tours on Monday, Wednesday and Friday, while Kauai Kunana Dairy only holds its tours on Thursdays.) That said, feel free to do one of these tours, stock up on other farm-fresh goodies (from the nearby fruit farms and stands, perhaps), and settle down for a sunny beach picnic at Moloa‘a Beach.
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Laysan albatrosses | Gennadiy_P/shutterstock ©


MOLOA‘A COASTAL TRAIL

Extend your visit to Moloaʻa with a stroll along the Moloa‘a Coastal Trail. Starting at the northern end of Moloa‘a Beach, this 2.8-mile round-trip trail is filled with beautiful ocean views, thriving fruit trees and feathered friends. ‘Ua‘u kani (wedge-tailed shearwater) and mōlī (Laysan albatross) like to nest here.

Please stay on the trail (near the coast) when walking the Moloa‘a Coastal Trail. There have been some recent disputes with the adjacent property owners, due to hikers walking on their private property rather than on the coastal trail.






Poʻipu & the South Shore
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WHERE HISTORY AND BEACHES COLLIDE


You’ll stay dry on the South Side’s sunny stretches of sand, but its historic towns and burgeoning commercial centers will immerse you in culture.
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Poʻipu Beach | Ventu Photo/shutterstock ©

The grand entrance to the South Shore takes visitors beneath a century-old tree tunnel formed by arching eucalyptus branches. It’s a fitting welcome to a vivid and luxuriant paradise where the coastline is stunning, the resorts are swanky and the rainbows are frequent.

Perhaps a bit too planned and manicured for some, sunny Poʻipu is the heart of South Shore and is beautiful and wild, too. Its beaches and bays are packed with sea turtles and ideal for beginner snorkelers, while the surf breaks here are legendary and dive sites are unrivaled. Those who long to escape the Poʻipu crowds can hike a wonderful coastal path to reach a succession of breathtaking isolated beaches, but the region’s offerings are hardly limited to coastal activities.
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Poʻipu Beach | YinYang/Getty Images ©

Away from the resorts, the historic towns of Koloa and Kalaheo bear witness to the sugar plantation era, their clapboard centers now burgeoning with friendly art galleries, intimate restaurants and fascinating perspectives on the past. Beyond the tourist hubs, the South Shore also boasts fabulous fish markets and farmers markets, world-renowned botanical gardens showcasing superb collections of endemic species, and some of Kaua‘i’s most dazzling sunsets.

For a destination this appealing, overtourism and development increasingly present challenges. Only time will tell if the South Shore can balance visitor needs with community interests and natural resource preservation.


THE MAIN AREAS

POʻIPU

Beaches, sunshine and gardens.

KOLOA TOWN

An old sugar town.




Find Your Way


From the Tree Tunnel greenery to the developed coast around Makahuena Point, and the verdant grounds of the Allerton Garden to the pristine shoreline at Ha‘ula Beach, Kaua‘i’s South Shore encompasses 41 sq miles of uniquely Hawaiian paradise.
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Plan Your Time


After you’ve seen the main beaches and gardens, seek out adventures on the land and sea to maximize the stoke factor.
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Mahaʻulepu Heritage Trail | Billy McDonald/shutterstock ©


Pressed for Time

Surf or snorkel at Poʻipu Beach Park, gobble down a poke lunch then hike the Mahaʻulepu Heritage Trail from Shipwreck Beach to Makauwahi Cave and beyond. On day two, head west to tour the inimitable Allerton Garden and cap off the adventures with a sunset table at Beach House Restaurant.




A Week-Long Stay

Explore lava tubes and fish-filled reefs on a scuba or SNUBA dive, paddle a traditional canoe, and zip through a canopy. Take a day to drive historic Old Koloa Town and browse local shops, and another to get pampered at a resort spa and play some country club sports. Eat dinner at one of Poʻipu’s best fine-dining establishments.



Seasonal Highlights

SPRING

The tourist season hits a lull in advance of the busy summer season, and prices drop a bit. Poʻipu’s Prince Kuhio Celebration honors Hawaiian culture over two weeks in March.

SUMMER

Surfing is best on the South Shore from June through August when the high waves are rolling in, and the Koloa Plantation Days culture festival stretches across 10 glorious days in July.

FALL

You’ll save on hotel costs in September and October, as these months are outside the main seasons and holidays. Double rainbows are frequent and the Kaua‘i Marathon races across the South Shore.

WINTER

It’s generally sunnier on the South Shore than elsewhere on the island during the rainy season, making this a prime time to visit – plus humpback whale season peaks in January and February.




Poʻipu
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Beach days I Garden strolls I Striking sunsets

The epicenter of South Shore tourism is not so much a town as a pleasant resort area where no building stands taller than a palm tree. Among the sunniest spots on Kaua‘i, Poʻipu receives significantly less rain than the North Shore, making it slightly less green. But it’s still spectacularly beautiful, and holds top-end resorts and condos, open-air shopping malls and some of the island’s best restaurants.

The biggest attractions are the beaches, which range from sheltered golden sands where the calm waters are ideal for families, to magnificently wild coastline that rivals Kaua‘i’s most dramatic scenery. The regular arrival of basking sea turtles to one of Poipu’s most popular beaches has been causing a stir and raising concerns about human–wildlife interactions. But the swimming, snorkeling, diving and surfing are nothing short of fantastic, and there’s also some tremendous hiking through tropical gardens and along the shoreline.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Mahaʻulepu Beach

SIGHTS

2Allerton Garden

3Baby Beach

4Brennecke’s Beach

5Haʻula Beach

6Kawailoa Bay

7Kiahuna Beach

8Labyrinth at Momilani Kai

9Lawaʻi Beach (Beach House)

10Makawehi Bluff

11McBryde Garden

12Poʻipu Beach Park

13Prince Kuhio Park

14Shipwreck Beach

15Spouting Horn Park

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

16Acid Drop

17Anara Spa

18Boss Frog’s

19Centers

20CJM Country Stables

21Dive Kauai Scuba Center

22Donovans

23Fathom Five Divers

24General Store

25Hawaiian Life Canoe Garden

26Hoku Water Sports

27Ice Box

28Kauaʻi Surf School

29Kiahuna Golf Club

30Koloa Landing

31Kukuiolono Golf Course

32Mahaʻulepu Heritage Trail

33Makauwahi Cave Reserve

34Nukumoi Point

35Nukumoi Surf Co

36PK’s

37Poʻipu Bay Golf Course

38Poʻipu Beach Athletic Club

39Poipu Kai Tennis Club

40Seasport Divers

41Shaka Zipline

42Sheraton Caverns

43Snorkel Bob’s

44The Philosopher’s Walk

45Three Fingers

46Turtle Bluffs

47Waiohai

SLEEPING

48Grand Hyatt Kauai Resort & Spa

49Kiahuna Plantation Resort Kaua‘i by Outrigger

50Ko‘a Kea Hotel & Resort

51Koloa Landing Resort

52The Lodge at Kukui’ula

EATING

53Beach House Restaurant

54Big Monster Sushi Food Truck

55Cabana Bar & Grill

56Da Crack

57Eating House 1849

58Keoki’s Paradise

59Koloa Fish Market

60Little Fish Coffee

61Merriman’s Kaua‘i

62Puka Dog

63Riptides Ice & Snacks

64Rum Fire

65The Fresh Shave

66Uncle’s Shave Ice

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

67Bangkok Happy Bowl

68Seaview Terrace

ENTERTAINMENT

69ʻAuliʻi Luau

70Grand Hyatt Kaua‘i Luau

SHOPPING

71National Tropical Botanical Garden Gift Shop

72Poʻipu Shopping Village

73Shops at Kukuiʻula

74Warehouse 3540




GETTING AROUND

Finding your way around is easy. Poʻipu and Lawaʻi Rds, the two main routes, head east and west respectively from the roundabout at the Shops at Kukui‘ula. It’s possible to walk beside the roads, but Poʻipu is more suburbia than surf town, and to get anywhere apart from the beach you’ll want a car, scooter or bike. The Kaua‘i Bus runs through Koloa into Poʻipu, stopping along Poʻipu Rd at the turnoff to Poʻipu Beach Park and also by the Hyatt. You can use it to get here from other towns, but it’s little help getting around the resort area.



Hitting the Beach

Sun and sand

There are two types of beaches around Poʻipu. In-town beaches front resorts and condos, and are often popular and crowded. Then there are the wilder beaches along the Mahaʻulepu Coast to the east, which remain majestically unspoiled.

In-town, the most popular stretch of sand is Poʻipu Beach Park, where there’s a little something for everyone. Patrolled by resident honu (sea turtles) in the shallows, the beach is protected by a rocky reef that attracts fish of all kinds. It spills into two separate bays connected by the reef offshore and bisected by a sandbar, and there are three nearby surf breaks. Add lifeguards, picnic tables, toilets and outdoor showers, and you have one safe, family-friendly beach. There’s parking across from the beach, at the end of Hoʻowili Rd, and a grassy lawn links to Brennecke’s Beach just east. Essentially a notch of sand and sea wedged between two lava rock outcrops, Brennecke’s Beach is where all the bodyboarding action is, since surfboards aren’t allowed near the shore. Check with lifeguards there before venturing out, and expect a large audience of tourists sitting on the roadside stone wall, gawking at your wipeout.

To the west of Poʻipu Beach Park is a long swath of prime sand referred to as Kiahuna Beach or Sheraton Beach, and it stretches right in front of the hotel and condo complexes from which it gets its names. The water is often too rough for kids, although an offshore reef keeps the waves manageable enough for strong ocean swimmers and snorkelers. Experienced surfers and bodyboarders can attempt the breaks near the Sheraton, but those waters are famous for sneaker sets (rogue waves that appear from nowhere), and the rocky coast makes it difficult to get offshore and back. To get here, drive to the end of Ho‘onani Rd.

Still further west you’ll find Baby Beach, where the water is barely thigh high and children will have a blast splashing around. The sandy shore runs behind the beach homes on Ho‘ona Rd west of Koloa Landing. Access is easy – look for the sign marking the path – but parking is limited (don’t block driveways). Continuing west up Lawaʻi Rd you’ll eventually reach Lawaʻi Beach, a tiny beach with decent snorkeling and surfing. Just west of the landmark Beach House, it’s popular around sunset and during calm surf, especially for novice snorkelers. There are restrooms, outdoor showers and a few public parking spaces across the street. Expect crowds of vacationers from nearby condos.

At the other end of civilization, the South Shore’s easternmost beach is Shipwreck Beach, or ‘Shipwrecks,’ a half-mile crescent of light gold sand that skirts Keoneloa Bay in front of the Grand Hyatt. Unless you’re an expert surfer, bodyboarder or bodysurfer, keep your feet dry here. Row after row of waves crash close to shore, giving Shipwreck Beach a rugged, untamed feel, so it’s best to simply enjoy an invigorating walk. This is also the starting point for the hike along the windswept and magnificent Mahaʻulepu Coast. Accessible via either a wonderful hiking trail or a couple of miles of dirt-road driving, this unique shoreline is home to lithified sand-dune cliffs, pounding surf, secluded coves and three outstanding and often deserted beaches.

The first one you’ll reach on foot is Mahaʻulepu Beach, a secluded sandy beach up against a teeming reef that offers excellent snorkeling. If you take the Mahaʻulepu Heritage Trail, it’s a 2-mile walk, but you can also drive here on the dirt road that starts shortly beyond the Grand Hyatt. It’s 1.6 miles to the junction where you’ll turn right, and then another 0.8 miles to the parking area, from which a trail leads to the beach.


The next cove to the east, referred to as Kawailoa Bay, has sand dunes at one end and cliffs at the other. Reliable breezes mean it’s a popular spot for windsurfing and kitesurfing as well as fishing. Ironwood trees shade an impromptu beachfront picnic area. Coming from Mahaʻulepu Beach on foot you’ll just continue along the Mahaʻulepu Heritage Trail, and you can simply follow the inland dirt road by car.

Finally, at the far eastern end of the Mahaʻulepu Heritage Trail, Haʻula is an isolated bay and pocket beach nestled into the shoreline. You’ll feel like Robinson Crusoe here, especially if you’re swinging in a hammock made from a washed-up fishing net. The beach is a 15-minute walk beyond Kawailoa Bay along the coast, past a rugged headland. Swimming on any of these beaches can be dangerous even in summer, so use your best judgment.


[image: ] TOP TIP

If you want a front-row sunset table at the iconic Beach House Restaurant, but haven’t reserved ahead, don’t worry: the bar-lounge has the same great view and serves the dinner menu – and you can just walk in at 5pm. If the restaurant prices are too steep, plop down on the lawn and watch the spectacle free of charge.



[image: jpg]
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THE SEA TURTLES OF POʻIPU BEACH

Each night at sunset, dozens of Hawaiian green sea turtles scoot ashore at Poʻipu Beach, and travelers gather to witness the spectacle. Although turtles have been basking on Hawaiian beaches since the 1990s, it was only after the pandemic put a damper on tourism that turtles began visiting Poʻipu in such large numbers. Even after the tourists returned and Poʻipu again swelled with visitors, the phenomenon didn’t stop. Instead, a nightly ballet ensues between eager tourists and volunteer protectors, who keep a watchful eye over as many as 100 turtles a night. They set up safety cones and signage to keep onlookers at least 10ft away, the distance recommended by wildlife officials. Respect the turtles by complying with the rules and treading lightly in this area.



TOP THREE SHAVE ICE STANDS ON THE SOUTH SHORE

Riptides Ice & Snacks

This small dessert shack on Lawaʻi Beach serves up 30 delicious variations of shave ice treats. $

Fresh Shave

Based in Koloa, this shave ice institution uses fresh, organic ingredients (yes to apple bananas). $

Uncle’s Shave Ice

Get the shaved snow! These treats are made with ice cream, water and syrup, frozen then shaved. $


BEST PLACES TO SHOP

Shops at Kukuiʻula

A cluster of plantation-style wooden buildings, this upscale shopping mall is conveniently located at the Poʻipu roundabout.

Poʻipu Shopping Village

This veteran small-scale mall holds affordable, vacation-centric shops and a half-dozen restaurants and takeout places, too.

National Tropical Botanical Garden Gift Shop

The visitor center for Allerton and McBryde gardens stocks an excellent array of books, as well as quality nature-themed gifts and souvenirs.

Warehouse 3540

A world away from the big-name chains of the resorts, this converted warehouse hosts a half-dozen quirky and crafty little stores in Kalaheo.
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TOP THREE RESTAURANTS FOR A SPECIAL OCCASION

Merriman’s Kauai

Chef Peter Merriman runs this fine-dining restaurant famous for views and local fusion seafood. $$$

Eating House 1849

Restaurateur Roy Yamaguchi offers a menu of ‘plantation cuisine,’ with six appetizers and six entrees. $$$

Beach House Restaurant

Reinvigorated by a Peter Merriman takeover, Hawaiian fusion is beautifully prepared and presented. $$$

Underwater Adventures on the South Shore

Snorkeling, diving and SNUBA

The Poʻipu coast holds many of Kaua‘i’s finest snorkeling and diving sites. And one of the best parts is the accessibility. You can pick up a mask, snorkel and fins at your lodgings or a local shop and proceed directly to some of the top-rated South Shore snorkeling areas, all of which offer handy beach access.

Koloa Landing, Poʻipu’s best shore-diving site, is also great for advanced snorkelers. You’ll park off Hoonani Rd in the dirt lot and enter the water from an old boat ramp leading into Hanakaape Bay. Swim out along the rocks on to either side, and soon you’ll be in 10ft to 15ft of water, likely encountering large healthy coral heads, massive schools of fish, a sizable population of eels and more than a few turtles, along with some submerged tunnels. Alternatively, Mahaʻulepu Beach, along the Heritage Trail, is another secluded and more advanced spot. Its nearshore reef is spectacular, but keep in mind it’s only safe when both wind and water are calm. Sometimes this beach closes for long stretches to the public – a security shack along the road to this beach has opening hours posted.

If you’re looking for something a bit more mellow and don’t mind a crowd, Lawaʻi Beach (in front of Beach House) is more your speed. There you’ll find good coral, lots of reef fish and sea turtles, all within a depth of 3ft to 12ft. This is also the location where you can try SNUBA, a hybrid of snorkeling and diving where your air supply comes through a long hose connected to a tank at the surface (no license required). You’ll be under for about 30 minutes, and it costs $97 per person. See snubakauai.com for more information. Conveniently, there are restrooms and outdoor showers on shore.

Nearby at Poʻipu Beach Park the depth ranges from 3ft to 12ft, and the shallow protected bay is great for families (though experts will enjoy it, too). The lifeguards will tell you to head left as you enter for the best snorkeling, and if you go later in the day you’re pretty much guaranteed to find sea turtles. When you’re done, there are outdoor showers and restrooms.

Finally, the ocean across from Prince Kuhio Park ranges from 3ft to 21ft deep, and appeals to beginners and advanced snorkelers alike. The shoreline is rocky, but the bay is protected.


OCEAN CREATURES TO LOOK FOR

Hawaiian Monk Seals

Federally endangered, these adorable marine mammals number less than 1000, but they can sometimes be spotted hauling out on quiet beaches.

Hawaiian Spinner Dolphins

Beloved marine mammals often seen along the Na Pali Coast and South Shore, traveling in pods and acrobatically leaping out of the water.

Hawaiian Green Sea Turtles

Charismatic and threatened reptiles often found basking on the beaches and munching on algae in the water.

Manta Rays

Commonly seen in the winter months off Kaua‘i, these magnificent sea creatures have 20ft wingspans and weigh up to 600lb.



TOP PLACES TO GET SNORKEL GEAR

Boss Frog’s

Rents used snorkel gear cheaply, and also bodyboards, surfboards, beach chairs, coolers and more.

Snorkel Bob’s

The king of snorkel gear rents and sells quality gear, including wetsuits, floaties and bodyboards.

Nukumoi Surf Co

Across from Poʻipu Beach Park, this surf shop carries surfboards, snorkels, SUP gear and more.


BEST DIVE SPOTS
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Marvin Otsuji is a long-time Kaua‘i resident, family man, sailing canoe racer and community leader, and he owns Seasport Divers. His favorite dive sites include the following:

Sheraton Caverns

The signature dive of Kaua‘i all but guarantees Hawaiian green sea turtles, moray eels and octopus. It’s in 30ft to 60ft of water, with lava tubes and swim-thrus.

Nukumoi Point

Also known as ‘Tortugas’, this site is 30ft to 65ft down and ideal for beginners. Expect sea turtles, moray eels, tiger cowries and rare Hawaiian lobsters.

Koloa Landing

The most protected shore dive on the South Coast, 15ft to 40ft deep, is home to rare zebra and dragon morays, octopus, turtles, sting rays and lots of coral.
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Diving Deeper

Scuba and SNUBA

Divers are also well served on the South Shore, where conditions are good year-round. The south becomes especially popular in wintertime when swells and heavy winds batter the north coast, and the most requested site has long been Sheraton Caverns. Located 400yd offshore from the Sheraton, this uber-popular boat dive features partial lava tubes, overhangs and archways, and sea turtles are absolutely everywhere. Nearby, Ice Box is a good spot for intermediate divers, with dives to ledges around 60ft to 90ft. You might just see whiskered boar fish, white-tip reef sharks and turtles. Turtles are also abundant at Nukumoi Point, a relatively easy dive off a tombolo of the same name near Poʻipu Beach Park. Nearby, a drift dive called Brennecke’s Ledge is best for experienced divers, as the current moves fast, but the site rewards with a ledge that drops to an overhang and tons of fish.

In the waters fronting the Beach House, there’s another intermediate and advanced boat dive that takes you down 35ft to 75ft to an arch where a school of blue-striped grunts live, and turtles and tang tend to frequent the area. Nearby, Three Fingers is a good, shallow site for beginners, with little current. It features three lava fingers (hence the name), plus schools of blue-striped grunts and surgeon fish.

Another beloved site, General Store, has it all: black coral, butterfly fish, conch and plenty of chances to spot dolphins, and also the remains of a sunken freighter. This one’s better suited to intermediate and advanced divers, though, as the current can be a factor. West of General Store at Turtle Bluffs is a good spot to find turtles as there’s a cleaning station for them here, along with snappers and the occasional reef shark.


NIʻIHAU

Some of Kauaʻi’s best and most advanced dives are found off the private island of Niʻihau, where there are 11 named sites including drift dives and deep dives through lava tubes and underwater caves.




BEST FOR NIGHTLIFE

Grand Hyatt Kaua‘i Luau

The singers and dancers and bottomless beverages are lovely, but the buffet is just OK, and the price tag ($175 per person) is steep.

‘Auliʻi Luau

The Sheraton’s luau trades above all on its superb oceanfront setting, right alongside Poʻipu Beach Park and timed to coincide with sunset; $190 per person.

Bangkok Happy Bowl

One of the few places with a lively bar-lounge scene that’s popular with both locals and visitors. There’s live music most nights.

Keoki’s Paradise

Natural woods, tiki torches and water features create a jungle lodge atmosphere at this restaurant and bar, and the draft beers and nightly live music are tops.



TOP THREE DIVE SHOPS

Seasport Divers

Leading outfit with dives from shore or by boat and daily trips near and far, sometimes to Niʻihau.

Fathom Five Divers

Long-standing dive outfit offering everything from Ni‘ihau trips to certification courses and night dives.

Dive Kauai Scuba Center

Offers introductory, non-certified, one-tank dives, two-tank scooter dives, boat dives and night dives.



OTHER TOP OUTDOOR ACTIVITIES

Horseback Riding

The Mahaʻulepu Coast is ideal to see on horseback. CJM Country Stables offers two gentle guided tours of nose-to-tail walking suitable for the whole family.

Fly Through a Canopy

At Shaka Zipline, you’ll do either five or eight zips ($130/160 per person) over the rainforest canopy in a lush mountain valley.

Outrigger Canoeing

For a unique experience, surf the waves as part of the crew of a Hawaiian outrigger canoe with Hoku Water Sports; $55 per person.

Stand-Up Paddleboarding

SUP rentals are ubiquitous and start at around $25 per hour or $75 per day. Hoku Water Sports offers lessons (from $90 per person).
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Surf’s Up on the South Coast

Ride the waves

Poʻipu’s mix of safe beginners’ spots, killer breaks and year-round waves make it a popular spot for surfing lessons and rentals. The waves break best in the south during the summer months and are incredibly consistent between May and October. Rentals are widely available and start at around $40 a day, or $12 an hour.

First-timers can get their feet wet at Poʻipu Beach Park, which is crowded but has a really good beginner wave called Lemon Drops. There’s also Waiohai near the Marriott resort, and Donovans (aka Learners) in front of the Kiahuna. Nearly all of the area’s surf lessons happen here, so it’s the place to come if you’re just getting going. The waves roll all the way to the sand, with no rocks to worry about. Surf lessons usually last one or two hours, with board rental included. They include some practice on the beach, then you head to the lineup. Instructors will often push you on to the waves to help you get the hang of it. Group lessons are less expensive, starting at around $75 per person, but semi-private and private lessons (from $125 per person) will help you get the most out of the instruction.

If you’re an adventurous beginner or an intermediate surfer looking to level up, Kelley’s Surf School’s bespoke offerings can involve attempts at more challenging waves. PK’s, a good wave with an easy takeoff in Hoai Bay near the Prince Kuhiuo Condos, is suited to intermediate riders who at least know how to make it to the lineup. If you’re looking for an expert reef break in the same area, Acid Drop has both lefts and rights, and is best ridden at 6ft to 10ft. The split peak wave Centers is also a draw to Hoai Bay, but it’s not quite as reliable as others here. Cowshead is a long right-hander that’s nice and hollow, and at its best when the waves are 4ft to 10ft. At a couple of hundred yards out, First Break is quite a paddle, but offers solid right rides during 8ft to 12ft swells. Shipwreck Beach and Mahaʻulepu Beach offer still more waves for experts only.

While bodyboarding (aka boogie boarding) is less glamorous than surfing, it’s more affordable and more doable (from day one). Good South Shore breaks include Poʻipu Beach Park and, for the skilled, Brennecke’s Beach or Shipwreck Beach. Boogie board rentals cost $5 to $10 per day and $20 to $25 per week at local surf or snorkel shops, often located near the beaches.

BEST SURF SCHOOLS

Kauaʻi Surf School

With 90 minutes of teaching, 30 minutes of practice and four students per instructor ($75 per person).

Hoku Water Sports

Group and private lessons include 30 minutes on land and an hour in the water (from $89 a person).

Kelley’s Surf School

Small-group outfitter with 30 years of experience. Group lessons are $100. @kelleys_surf_school.

Get Sporty

Golf, tennis and pickleball

Kaua‘i’s South Shore can sometimes feel a little like one big country club, so it should come as no surprise that golf and tennis are widely available. They don’t always have to break the bank, though. Up a side street off Poipu Rd, Poʻipu Beach Athletic Club offers four tennis courts, three pickleball courts, two basketball half courts, ping pong and shuffleboard. There’s also a resort pool with a waterslide that kids will lose their minds over, and a bevy of fitness classes open to the public. The drop-in rate is just $7 per person, and the club’s restaurant, Cabana Bar & Grill, serves reasonably priced and tasty food and does a daily happy hour from 3pm to 5pm. The other option for racquet sports is the Poʻipu Kai Tennis Club, which nonguests can use for $20 a day. It has six hard courts and two artificial grass courts with ocean views, along with tennis clinics and round-robin tourneys. You can either make a reservation or just show up.

Golfers have three options on the South Shore. In Kalaheo, Kukuiolono Golf Course is an unpretentious neighborhood spot with nine holes and a low green fee of $15 per person. The driving range and cart and club rentals are equally inexpensive, but the course comes with spectacular ocean and valley views. It was built in 1927 by Walter McBryde (of McBryde Garden fame), who clearly loved golf: he’s buried by the eighth hole. Down in Poʻipu, Kiahuna Golf Club is a forgiving 18-hole, par-70 course designed by Robert Trent Jones Jr, and it incorporates some interesting archaeological ruins. The scenery is excellent thanks to the ocean views, although the course is often windy. Tee times are $140 for up to four players before 3pm, and $80 thereafter. Finally, the Poʻipu Bay Golf Course is known for magnificent views of mountains and sea, and was also designed by Robert Trent Jones Jr. The 18-hole, par-72 course sports 85 bunkers, five water hazards and unpredictable winds. Rates vary by season but go as high as $275, dropping slightly in the afternoons. Club and shoe rentals are available.


BEST ACTIVITIES ON A BUDGET

Mahaʻulepu Heritage Trail

This free hike on Kaua‘i’s easily accessible but undeveloped coastline takes you over limestone cliffs unlike anything elsewhere in Hawaii.

Shoreline Snorkeling

No need to pay for a boat cruise when you can simply wade out from the beach and explore Poʻipu’s eye-catching marine life from just beyond the shore.

Beach House Restaurant

If you can’t afford dinner at this fine-dining icon, plop down on the adjacent grassy knoll and enjoy the free show: blazing sunsets, lithe surfers and pretty beach.

Kukuiolono Golf Course

This neighborhood nine-hole course is welcoming and unpretentious – and the green fee is $15. Rentals are cheap, too, and mini golf is just $5.



TOP THREE CASUAL EATERIES

Puka Dog

Hot dogs on Hawaiian sweet bread buns, Polish sausage (or veggie dog), ‘secret’ sauce and tropical relish. $

Little Fish Coffee

Caffeine fiends line up for espressos; later there’s a menu of smoothies, salads and sandwiches. $

Da Crack

Hole-in-the-wall taco shop with long lines for tacos, burritos and bowls overstuffed with batter-fried fish. $



HIKING TRIP
Mahaʻulepu Heritage Trail


Among the very finest coastal trails on Kaua‘i, the glorious Mahaʻulepu Heritage Trail hike takes you along the shoreline east of Poʻipu, passing rocky outcroppings, a jaw-dropping sinkhole filled with prehistoric fossils, and madly crashing waves to reach a succession of all-but-empty beaches. You could easily spend the whole day playing here, or simply enjoy a morning walk to take in the full glory of the South Shore.
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1 Seaview Terrace

Start with a light breakfast of pastries and espresso at the Grand Hyatt’s Seaview Terrace, where you can enjoy Poʻipu’s most memorable ocean view from the Grand Hyatt’s vast open atrium. The ambience transcends the experience at neighboring cookie-cutter condos by a long shot.

The Hike: Skirt the resort’s vast pool complex to reach Shipwreck Beach and head east, clambering up onto Makawehi Point to join the Mahaʻulepu Heritage Trail.

2 Makawehi Bluff

The gigantic sand dune, Makawehi Bluff, towers east of Shipwreck Beach, overlooking Keoneloa Bay. Resist the urge to jump off the cliffs; people have died. Instead look ahead toward your outstanding coastal hike, which runs for 3.5 miles each way, between Shipwreck Beach and Haʻula Beach. Windblown and mostly deserted, the trail offers tremendous variety: stark cliffs, pounding seas, secluded bays and beaches, heiau (temple) ruins, tide pools and more.

The Hike: Continue past ironwood and kiawe trees on the high-looming cliffs along one of the many pathways heading in the same direction.
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3 Poʻipu Bay Golf Course

Climb toward the Poʻipu Bay Golf Course, an 18-hole, par-72 course designed by Robert Trent Jones Jr. You’ll see pinnacles of limestone and sandstone, and pass lava-rock tide pools. High walls of black boulders looming over the trail and stretching down to the ocean mark the temple site known as Heiau Ho‘oului‘a, where ancient Hawaiians made offerings for success in fishing.

The Hike: From here, the marked trail traverses the golf course then plunges back into the clifftop grasslands before hitting sand dunes at Panahoa Point.

4 Makauwahi Cave

Rounding the corner, you’ll pass horse stables and a short spur trail climbs inland to fascinating Makauwahi Cave, where volunteer scientists offer daily guided tours to explain its story. Seen from above, it’s a deep, circular sinkhole, possibly formed by the collapse of an oceanfront blowhole. Scramble through the 3ft-high crawl space at its base to reach a ‘lost world’ where a sand-floored cave holds what’s arguably the richest fossil record in the Hawaiian islands.

The Hike: Cross the narrow Waiopili Stream and walk up Mahaʻulepu Beach. You might encounter Hawaiian monk seals beached after a good meal.

5 Labyrinth at Momilani Kai

Beyond the beach, plod through thick sand around the next headland or follow the dirt road direct to Kawailoa Bay, which houses another virgin beach. From there, the trail climbs along jagged cliffs, past spouting blowholes, to a grassy headland adorned with a memorial labyrinth. Walk this labyrinth, which is constructed from native materials and plantings, to connect with a powerful mana (spiritual essence).





TOP EXPERIENCE
National Tropical Botanical Garden

The South Shore of Kaua‘i bursts with luxuriant gardens, and the two most impressive are run by the National Tropical Botanical Garden (NTBG). Allerton Garden spreads back from a ravishing beach and once belonged to Hawaii’s Queen Emma. Later it was landscaped by Chicago transplant Robert Allerton, who added ‘garden rooms’ featuring pools, sculptures and gazebos. Further inland, gorgeous McBryde Garden showcases palms, flowering and spice trees, orchids and rare endemic species, plus a lovely stream and waterfall.
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PRACTICALITIES

Scan this QR code for prices and opening hours.
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DON’T MISS

Allerton Garden

McBryde Garden

Hawaii Life Canoe Garden

The Philosopher’s Walk

Moreton Bay fig trees

Spouting Horn Park

National Tropical Botanical Garden Gift Shop



NTBG

The National Tropical Botanical Garden (ntbg.org) is not a single place, but a nonprofit organization. It is chartered by the US Congress and runs five gardens and three preserves, three of which are on Kauaʻi: the Allerton Garden and the McBryde Garden in Poʻipu, and the Limahuli Garden near Haʻena, on the North Shore.

Headquartered in Kalaheo, the organization is focused on research, conservation and education aimed at the preservation and survival of tropical plants. The name can be confusing sometimes, as it is often used to refer to the Allerton and McBryde gardens, where the organization began.

Allerton Garden

Robert Allerton, a wealthy Chicago transplant, spent three decades modifying this beautiful landscape – which has its own jungle river and ocean beach – by adding stone walkways, pools, sculptures, waterfalls, gazebos and a tremendous variety of plants. You can only go here on a guided trip, which begins with a short bus ride from the visitor’s center.

On the standard tour ($65 per person) you’ll explore the meticulously landscaped grounds with a knowledgeable and enthusiastic guide over two hours. Highlights include otherworldly Moreton Bay fig trees, golden bamboo groves, a pristine lagoon, and valley walls blanketed with purple bougainvillea during summer. Then there’s the three-hour sunset tour ($105 per adult, $60 per child), which peeks inside Allerton’s historic home, and drinks and dinner are served on the lanai. On Tuesdays and Thursdays this tour also includes a luau with Polynesian dance, music and a fire knife performance ($175 per adult, $150 per child).

The twilight tour ($85 per person) takes place after-hours and is recommended for ages 12 and up. Guests listen to evening birdsong, breathe in the fragrance of night-blooming flowers and search for night-time pollinators. Where this tour goes is dependent on the season and the weather, but guests are sometimes shown areas that are usually off-limits.

McBryde Garden

This gorgeous 50-acre garden is home to the largest collection of native Hawaiian flora on the planet, with five interpretative trails that can be followed as part of a self-guided tour ($30 per adult, $15 per child). Advanced reservations are recommended, and you’ll have about two hours to visit the grounds.

Hawaii Life Canoe Garden is surrounded by a short loop that takes you past plants the first Polynesian voyagers brought with them to Kaua‘i. These intrepid explorers carried roughly 30 plant species with them, to sustain life – and a new civilization. Other trails highlight native plants, palm tree species and plants that arrived on the Hawaiian Islands at various points in history. If there’s one trail you’re going to walk in this garden, though, make it the Philosopher’s Walk. It’s really short, but leads through a tropical forest along a ravine that feels out of this world.

You can also visit this garden on a guided ‘best of both worlds’ tour, which brings guests to both McBryde and Allerton gardens over 2½ hours ($65 per adult, $32.50 per child). Transportation to the park is included in the fee, with buses leaving every hour from park headquarters.


MORETON BAY FIG TREES

Remember the scene in Steven Spielberg’s 1992 film Jurassic Park when Dr Alan Grant and the kids discover raptor eggs cradled in the gigantic, twisting roots of fig trees? Well, those were the Moreton Bay fig trees in the Allerton Garden. The Allertons brought the seedlings back from Australia and planted them in the early 1960s. They thrived, and today they’re the same size as their 200-year-old ancestors.



TOP TIPS

• Arrive 30 minutes before your scheduled time to check in and browse the gift shop, which stocks an excellent array of books and nature-themed souvenirs.

• Closed-toe shoes or hiking sandals are required for touring the gardens.

• If you only want to visit one garden and are having trouble deciding which: Allerton is more about the interesting ways people interact with gardens and make art inside them, while McBryde is more about preserving Hawaii’s botanical history.

• If you visit on Thursday between 10am and 2pm, the Aloha Market will be happening just outside the visitor center. There are food venders, live music, and a free hula show at 12:30pm.




MAKAUWAHI CAVE RESERVE

Researchers began studying the Makaukahi Cave, a limestone sinkhole near the western end of Mahaʻulephu Beach, in 1992. They discovered evidence for the widespread extinction of species in Hawaii following human settlement, and paleontologist David Burney’s well-written book Back to the Future in the Caves of Kaua‘i tells this cautionary tale.

The findings led to the establishment of a reserve, and more scientific inquiries resulted in publications on extinct birds, rare plants and fossil insects. Today the reserve is also home to several giant tortoises, which help restore native plants, and the sinkhole is open to visitors for guided tours between 10am and 4pm. Suggested donation $10.

Scan to find out more
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Get Fancy

Doing the resort and spa thing

If you’re celebrating an occasion or just looking to go big, the South Shore has you covered. First things first, you’ll need to stay at a top-notch resort. Grand Hyatt Kauai Resort & Spa sprawls across oceanfront tropical gardens, and this quintessential Hawaiian resort features glamorous lounges and restaurants, and a magnificent pool complex complete with waterfalls, hot tubs and a waterslide. Nearly all its 600 luxurious, high-ceilinged rooms have ocean views and gorgeous baths, and at the resort’s oversized Anara Spa, treatments happen in private garden-view rooms and huts. Float therapy, cold plunge, salt scrubs and body polishes are all on the menu, and use of the lap pool, sauna and steam room is included with a minimum spend of $100. Don’t miss the outdoor lava-rock showers.

If you’re looking for more of a boutique property, try Koʻa Kea, an intimate oceanfront resort and spa with 121 rooms in a U-shaped design, open to the beach and a central pool. Another classy choice is Kiahuna Plantation Resort Kaua‘i by Outrigger, which harkens back to the golden age of Kaua‘i tourism, with massive central lawns and comfy units featuring full kitchens and big lanais. The region’s most elegant stay, however, is the Lodge at Kukuiʻula. There’s a laid-back luxury vibe across these expansive grounds, where guests stay in opulent villas and enjoy exclusive access to the over-the-top amenities. Two delicious restaurants feature the resort farm’s produce, and you’ll want to spend all day at the dreamy pool complex. Activities like e-foiling on a lake or going for a sail in a traditional canoe are best followed with a treatment at the sumptuous Hi’ilani Spa, where a relaxing water ritual (think cold plunge, dry sauna, waterfall showers and more) accompanies treatments.


BEST SUNDOWN SPOTS

Beach House

A sublime oceanfront location makes Kaua‘i’s favorite special-occasion restaurant perfect for a romantic sunset dinner; book in advance.

Rum Fire

At the western tip of the Sheraton, this elegant beachfront spot boasts a large open dining room with 180-degree views of the Pacific.

Sunset Wall

Locals and visitors alike delight in gathering on the seaside wall at Koloa Landing Resort to watch sunset and sip mai tais.

Spouting Horn Park

It’s pure magic to watch the sunset behind this park’s mini-geysers created by two blowholes in the lava-rock reef.



TOP THREE PLACES FOR POKE

Koloa Fish Market

In-the-know locals line up for outstanding takeout poke in all flavors (yes to spicy kimchi). $

Big Monster Sushi Food Truck

Heaping portions of fresh ahi and salmon poke, or vegetarian-style. Bonus points for sushi burritos. $

Kauai Poke Co

Out by the Poʻipu Bay Golf Course, this delightful place serves up fresh ahi poke by the pound. $$




Koloa Town
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Sugar history I Retail therapy I Tasty treats

Hawaii’s sugarcane industry got its start right here back in 1835, and today, the district of Koloa remains centered on a historic sugar plantation town. The false-fronted cottages now hold shops, restaurants and galleries, and some of the island’s most beloved local businesses have moved in, or have plans to do so in the future. Meanwhile, developers have been hard at work expanding residential and commercial offerings in the area – but not everyone is into it.

In a community that already lacks affordable housing, residents and activists stand opposed to new luxury developments. They protested at a construction zone in 2022, claiming the blasting there could destroy ancient caves, protected species and burial areas. Meanwhile, a walkable mixed-use project dubbed the Village in the center of town has drawn fewer critics. Despite the growing pains, Koloa Town’s shops, restaurants and historic character make it a lovely place to spend the day.
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SIGHTS

1Koloa Jodo Mission

2Koloa Missionary Church

3Old Sugar Mill

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

4Boss Frog’s

5Fathom Five Divers

EATING

6Big Monster Sushi Food Truck

7Koloa Fish Market

8Koloa Mill Ice Cream & Coffee

9Sueoka Store

10The Fresh Shave

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

11Kauai Island Brewing Co

12Tasting Room

ENTERTAINMENT

13Koloa Plantation Days

SHOPPING

14Christian Riso Fine Art

15Wine Shop




GETTING AROUND

It’s best to have your own wheels, but Kauaʻi Bus stops in Koloa en route between Poʻipu and Kalaheo, which offer onward connections to Lihuʻe or the West Side.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Look for the placards throughout town that document the rise and fall of sugarcane. And if possible, visit during Koloa Plantation Days, the South Shore’s biggest annual celebration. It spans 10 days in July, with family-friendly attractions including a parade, a paniolo (Hawaiian cowboy) rodeo, traditional Hawaiian games, Polynesian dancing and more.
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The ‘Village’, Koloa Town | bluestork/shutterstock ©


Bump Around Old Koloa Town

Drinks and snacks, art and knickknacks

Once you’ve gotten your fill of the region’s sugarcane history, it’s time to wander the false-fronted 1800s-style plantation buildings of Old Koloa Town, which today house several shopping complexes full of specialty stores, galleries and restaurants. It seems every day that a hot new local business hangs a sign up, and not long ago the island’s oldest beer makers, Kauai Island Brewing Co, opened a second location in the Village shopping center. They bill it as a tap room and whiskey saloon, and the potent cocktails pair excellently with the Wagyu burgers and huli-huli (rotisserie-grilled) chicken sandwiches, while the lilikoʻi (passion fruit) ales and Kauai coffee stouts are as tasty as ever.

One you’re fueled up, it’s time to explore some of the retail and art establishments. If it’s prints, watercolors or sculptures of local artists you seek, pop into Christian Riso Fine Art. For the island’s best wine store, along with cold beers, local ginger spice mead and gourmet food, there’s the Wine Shop. Next door, the Tasting Room wine bar is under the same owners, and features some spectacular bottles from all over the world plus a hearty seasonal menu and some dainty desserts. If your sweet tooth craves something a bit less subtle, Koloa Mill Ice Cream & Coffee hits the spot with homemade cotton candy, pastries and Maui-made Roselani Tropics ice cream, served with a smile. If you’re having trouble picking a flavor, try the macadamia nut or ‘Pauwela Sunrise,’ which contains pineapple chunks.




ROAD TRIP
A Journey Through Koloa Back in Time


Spend the afternoon leisurely nosing around the strip of historic buildings in Old Koloa Town, where plantation cottages from the days of Big Sugar have been converted into an eclectic range of shops and restaurants. This route leads past some of the most notable historic sites on the south side of the island, and you can follow it on foot, by bicycle or in a car.
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1 Tree Tunnel

To reach Koloa Town from Lihuʻe, you’ll need to follow Maluhia Rd (Hwy 520) under the fairy-tale Tree Tunnel, a mile-long canopy of towering swamp mahogany trees (otherwise known as eucalyptus). Pineapple and sugar baron Walter McBryde planted 500 of them here as a community project in 1911, using trees left over after landscaping his estate at Kukuiolono.

The Drive: Continue 3 miles south on Maluhia Rd. Go left on Ala Kinoiki, then right on Wailaau Rd, left on Wailani Rd and left on Waikomo Rd. The temple will be on your left.

2 Koloa Jodo Mission

The still-active Koloa Jodo Mission Buddhist temple has been serving the local Japanese community for more than a century. Its sect practices a form of chanting meditation and the temple is also used as a columbarium, housing urns. The original temple dates from 1910, while a larger structure next door hosts services at 10:30am on Sundays, along with classes and other events. For a guided tour, call ahead.

The Drive: Head north from the temple and go left onto Koloa Rd. In about half a mile you’ll reach Old Koloa Town, and the Sueoka Store will appear on the left.
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3 Sueoka Store

This small local grocery store first opened in 1918 in the Koloa Plantation’s Japanese Camp. It moved in 1933 to the town’s main drag, where it has been stocking the basics, plus prepackaged Japanese snacks and Kauaʻi-made Taro Ko chips, ever since. Order a takeout lunch at the Sueoka Snack Shop, an inexpensive, tasty takeout window adjoining the store. Teriyaki burgers and fish and chips make for great picnics that taste home-cooked. Cash only.

The Drive: Walk across Koloa Rd into the grassy area, where you can eat your picnic lunch near the Old Sugar Mill.

4 Old Sugar Mill

Designated a National Historic Landmark, these are the remains of an old mill from the Ladd & Company sugar plantation. The industry was once the cornerstone of the islands’ economy, and it all started at this site, with the construction of Koloa’s first mill, in 1835. Little survives besides a foundation, an old stone chimney and a bronze sculpture depicting the laborers of the plantation era.

The Drive: Head west on Koloa Rd then South on Poʻipu Rd. Soon after you pass the famous Koloa Fish Market, the church will be on your left.

5 Koloa Missionary Church

Built in 1890 by medical missionary Dr Jared Smith, the original Koloa Missionary Church first served as a hospital for the sugarcane community. After Smith was murdered by a patient he diagnosed with leprosy, the building sat vacant until it was purchased by the church. In 2011 the original structure was replaced with a new one, which still holds services on Sundays at 9:30am.






Beyond Koloa Town
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Along the back roads outside of Koloa, you’ll find rolling green hills, spiritual oases and peaceful accommodations away from the tourist trail.


Attractions away from the coast are few, and on the outskirts of Koloa the one-stoplight cluster of Kalaheo serves mainly as a bedroom community for the South Shore. The shrines at the Lawaʻi International Center are otherworldly, however, and abundant farms and tropical forests give the place an earthy vibe. Along the hillsides you’ll encounter sweeping views, and instead of imposing resorts and sprawling outdoor malls, you’ll find homey bed and breakfasts and quaint shops. Over at Kukuiolono Park you can play golf super cheap or wander a garden displaying rocks brought from significant pre-contact sites. Restaurants are concentrated near the central crossroads in Kalaheo, and offer some of the best grub in the region.


GETTING AROUND

Kauaʻi Bus, which stops at the main intersection in Kalaheo, offers connections with Lihuʻe, Poʻipu and Waimea. A rental car gives much greater flexibility.




OTHER GREAT STAYS

Parrish Collection

A collection of highly desirable vacation rental homes and condos scattered across the South Shore and beyond. $$$

Kauaʻi Banyan Inn

Chic inn perched on a lush Lawaʻi hillside, with four impeccable suites featuring polished hardwood floors, private lanais and quality furnishings. $$

Kalaheo Inn

Dependable, low-key and quiet – though thin-walled – this motel-like property is hidden away south of the highway in central Kalaheo. $

Sea Kauai

A comfy one-bedroom suite with a full kitchen, separate living and dining areas, and beds for four, plus sunset ocean views. $



Lawaiʻi ValleyTime from Koloa Town: 10 MINS [image: jpg]

Staying at a B&B

There are no major resorts here. What you get instead are quaint lodgings that are big on friendliness and service, some with lovely ocean and valley views. Staying at the right bed-and-breakfast can actually be one of the highlights of a trip to this region, and two long-standing spots really nail the ‘ohana’ vibe.

Marjorie’s Kaua‘i Inn is a class act set on 1.2 acres, with a 50ft saltwater lap pool and great views of the Lawaʻi Valley (and the rainbows that frequently arch over it). The three rooms are tastefully furnished (one has a hot tub), and each comes with a kitchenette and private lanai. A phenomenal breakfast of local and organic foods and juices is served on the upper deck, and the hosts are incredibly knowledgeable about the region. Any toys you could possibly want – beach umbrellas, coolers, snorkeling equipment, whatever – are available here.

Just up the road, Hale Kua Bed & Breakfast perches on a lush hillside with 8 acres of tropical fruit, timber trees and a small farm housing two rescue horses. One lovely standalone cottage offers a wraparound lanai and an ocean view, while an upstairs ‘gardenia’ unit next door overlooks the citrus orchard. Both accommodations are tastefully adorned in earth tones and feature full kitchens, comfy beds and living room pull-out couches. Rates are reasonable, and the friendly owners love chatting with guests so much that they host a daily happy hour.
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BACK TO THE FUTURE WITH KAUAI COFFEE COMPANY

In 1987 the almost 200 year old McBryde Sugar Company transformed into the Kauai Coffee Company in what would be Hawaii’s largest diversified agricultural project in 50 years. It boasts over 4 million coffee trees on 3,100 acres of rich volcanic earth and is the largest coffee grower in the US.

The farm (and the island) was hit hard by Hurricane Iniki in 1992. The devastating $8.5 million damages to the coffee crop meant that the future of the fledgling company was in question until just four years later when the Kauai Coffee Company’s 1996 harvest was larger than the entire Kona regions harvest.

The farm is certifiably sustainable and environmentally friendly and offers free walking tours, tastings and a great gift shop.



Kauai’s spiritual heart

Originally this property was the site of a Hawaiian heiau (temple); however, Japanese immigrants placed 88 miniature Shingon Buddhist shrines, each about 2ft tall and made of wood and stone, along a steep hillside path here in 1904. This symbolized the famous 88 pilgrimage shrines of Shikoku, Japan, and for years, island pilgrims would journey here to meditate upon these shrines.

The site was abandoned by the 1960s, and half the shrines were scattered in shards. But in the late 1980s, a crew of volunteers formed a nonprofit group, acquired the 32-acre property and embarked on a back-breaking project to repair or rebuild the shrines. Today at the Lawaʻi International Center, all 88 are beautifully restored, and there is a striking wooden temple, the Hall of Compassion, which features 13th-century architecture. The sublime site is the only one of its kind outside of Japan, and is open for tours on the second and fourth Sunday of every month. The tours take place at 10am, noon and 2pm. Alternatively, travelers may also call to make a private appointment.

Tours include a detailed history and a hillside trail walk among the shrines, which are surrounded by curving stairways, lava rocks and brilliant orchids. Each shrine is unique, and filled with religious carvings, gemstones, tiny plants and other offerings, and the whole experience feels a bit like a mini pilgrimage. Everyone is welcome as the center is a nondenominational sanctuary.


FIELD TRIPS FOR SHELTER DOGS
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Benjamin Osorno is the Director of Shelter Operations at the Kaua‘i Humane Society. The shelter has a program allowing travelers to take dogs on field trips, and on the South Shore, he recommends bringing a dog to the following locations.

Friendly Waves

Do a walk around historic Koloa Town then stop in to this sports bar, where your four-legged companion is welcome.

Uncle’s Shave Ice

If your shelter dog has been a good boy, reward with a ‘pup cup’ from this delightful shave ice counter in the Shops at Kukuiʻula.

Shipwreck Beach

Watch your dog frolic at this half-mile crescent of light gold sand in front of the Grand Hyatt. No swimming (rough current) but do hike up the coast.
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Foodie adventures in the Lawaʻi Valley

For a deep dive into Kaua‘i’s local food scene, check out Monkeypod Jam’s Provisions Kitchen. The family-run business offers cooking classes featuring culturally and historically significant dishes around the Hawaiian Islands, including the famous Spam musubi (rice ball). There is also a mastering marmalade class, where students learn to prepare preserves from local citrus fruits, and a seasonal dinner-cooking experience, which includes a tour of a Kaua‘i farmers market followed by preparing and eating a multi-course meal.

If you’re more into letting other people make the magic, Tasting Kaua‘i has a delightful three-hour food tour of the South Shore. It takes place every other Wednesday at 2pm, and hits up spots like Kickshaws (a traditional, gourmet food truck), Dim ‘N’ Den Sum (Asian street food) and other food-centric businesses over three hours. Tours are seasonal and based on what’s available, fresh and delicious. You’ll drive your own car between the stops, and it’s $114 per person.

If sipping local beverages is high on your list, a visit to Warehouse 3540 is in order. A welcome boost to the island’s shopping scene, this converted warehouse hosts a half-dozen quirky, crafty little stores and high-quality food trucks. From a baby blue bus in front, Kind Coffee serves a lip-smacking aloha latte with espresso, milk, coconut and mac-nut syrup. Out back, behind the warehouse, Drift Bar provides local beer and tasty craft cocktails (and mocktails) alongside sandwiches, salads and other pupu (appetizers). Check the Instagram page (instagram.com/drift_kauai) for announcements about live jazz and open mic nights.

TOP OUTDOOR ADVENTURES

Kukuiolono Park

Play golf or stroll through a garden with rocks significant to pre-contact Hawaiians from nearby sites.

Koloa Zipline

Kaua‘i’s longest zipline tour – measured in feet, not minutes – allows tandem and superman zips.

Koloa Heritage Trail

Along this 10-mile walk, bike ride or drive, 14 stops highlight archaeology, culture and history.


BEST FARMERS MARKETS

Koloa Ball Park Farmers Market

Vendors sell mostly flowers and produce, including island fruit. The coconuts are a popular item. noon-1:30pm Mon

Kalaheo Farmers Market

A small-town produce market where shopping begins when the whistle blows at 3pm. The market closes when the place sells out. from 3pm Tue

Aloha Market

This pop-up market at the National Tropical Botanical Garden features more than 25 vendors selling produce and art. 10am-2pm Thu

Kauai Culinary Market

The Shops at Kukuiʻula come alive with music, farm stands and cooking demonstrations. 3:30-6pm Wed



TOP PLACES TO EAT

Kiawe Roots

Popular barbecue restaurant with wasabi pea–crusted fish, jerk ribs and mouthwatering loco moco. $$

Kalaheo Café & Coffee Co

Always-busy cafe with strong coffee, delicious breakfasts, hearty sandwiches and dinner plates. $$$

Lawai Market

This grocery store serves delicious lunch and dinner specials, smoothies and house-baked bread. $




Waimea Canyon & the Westside
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DAZZLING LANDSCAPES, DRAMATIC COASTLINE AND LOW-KEY TOWNS


There are no plush resorts or fancy restaurants on the Westside; instead, you’ll find oodles of natural splendor and a palpable sense of Hawaiian tradition.
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A gargantuan earthquake nearly split Kauaʻi’s in half about four million years ago, and the resultant gaping chasm – today known as Waimea Canyon – has yawned wider ever since. It’s an astonishing spectacle unlike any other in the archipelago, with features ranging from burnt sienna cliffs to brindled peaks, whooshing waterfalls to dripping rainforest. Beyond the canyon, at the tippy top of Kauaʻi, remote Kokeʻe State Park is just as extraordinary, containing 45 miles of magnificent wilderness trails and commanding wondrous views over the gobsmacking Na Pali Coast.

Some of the flora and fauna you’ll find in these unique, secluded environs live nowhere else on earth, though threats such as climate change, invasive species and overtourism continue to jeopardize them. Most pressingly, the keystone ʻohiʻa lehua trees that make up the backbone of the region’s forests are under attack from rapid ʻohiʻa death, a fungal pathogen first detected on the island in 2018.
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While the rawness of the Westside’s nature distinguishes it from the rest of the island, surrounding gateway towns are nothing to sneeze at, either. Artsy Hanapepe evokes the plantation era, while Waimea is redolent with history, and Kekaha’s beach park offers one of the most beautiful sunsets on the island. Around these parts, don’t be surprised to hear spoken Hawaiian, spot a real-life paniolo (cowboy) or encounter shoreline fishers casting their nets into the sea.


THE MAIN AREAS

WAIMEA CANYON STATE PARK

Massive, awe-inspiring gorge.

KOKEʻE STATE PARK

Ridgetop hikes and dreamy viewpoints.




Find Your Way


Ten miles long and more than 3500ft deep, Waimea Canyon is surrounded by parklands and small towns that serve as jumping-off points for the dramatic and wild Na Pali Coast.
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Plan Your Time


Don’t rush this sprawling, untamed region. Instead, give yourself the time and space to marinate in Kauaʻi’s most awe-inspiring landscapes and storied villages.
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Pressed for Time

On your first day, drive around Waimea Canyon, see all the main lookouts and try to squeeze in at least one good hike in Kokeʻe State Park. Spend the night in Waimea, set out early on a boat tour of the Na Pali Coast, and hit up Hanapepe for a stroll and evening meal, especially if your visit coincides with Art Night.




A Week-Long Stay

In addition to ‘Pressed for Time’, spend two nights around Waimea Canyon in a cabin or a tent, allowing ample time for hiking Kokeʻe State Park and Waimea Canyon State Park. In Waimea, take a driving tour and visit or surf the local beaches, then do a couple of relaxing nights under the stars at sacred Polihale State Park.



Seasonal Highlights

SPRING

As the weather warms up, folks gather in Kokeʻe State Park to remove the invasive banana poka vine, which they weave into baskets.

SUMMER

Visitors flock to the placid and warm Westside beaches. Visitation rises in the parks. Lodgings can become difficult to score.

FALL

Nice weather and not too many visitors. A procession and hula dancing commemorate Queen Emma’s 1871 journey to Alakaʻi Swamp.

WINTER

January: prices drop and whale season begins; February: the Westside’s Waimea Town Celebration.




Waimea Canyon State Park
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NATURE’S GRANDEUR I RARE PLANTS I FRESH MOUNTAIN AIR

Kauaʻi’s most astounding natural feature, Waimea Canyon consistently ranks among the island’s top attractions and surpasses all others in its grandeur. Referred to as ‘the Grand Canyon of the Pacific,’ this gaping abyss of lava rock stretches over 10 miles in length and plunges over 3500ft deep. Bisecting the surprising marvel is the Waimea River, which is fed reddish-brown waters tumbling down from the unique high-altitude swampland above.

The canyon was born from the collapse of Kauaʻi’s’s original shield volcano, Wai‘ale‘ale, along an ancient fault line. Aim to cruise up its western flank on a clear day, but know that on rainy days the waterfalls are intensified, rainbows abound and views are optimal just after a storm. Slick mud adds a challenge to hiking, though, and visitors slip and get injured here (or worse) with disturbing regularity.
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HighlIGHTS

1Kokeʻe State Park

2Waimea Canyon Drive

3Waimea Canyon State Park

SIGHTS

4Kekaha Lookout

5Kumuwela Lookout

6Puʻu Hinahina Lookout

7Puʻu Ka Pele Lookout

8Red Dirt Waterfall

9Waimea Canyon Lookout

10Waipoʻo Falls

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

11Black Pipe Trail

12Cliff & Canyon Trails

13Iliau Nature Loop

14Koaiʻe Canyon Trail

15Kukui Trail

16Waimea Canyon Trail

SLEEPING

17Hipalau Camp

18Kaluahaʻulu Camp

19Lonomea Camp

20Wiliwili Camp




GETTING AROUND

You’ll need your own wheels or a spot on a tour bus to access this park, and there are two roads in. Highway signs direct traffic up Kokeʻe Rd (Hwy 552), which climbs from Kekaha, because it’s broader and safer for tour buses. Car drivers, however, should take the more scenic Waimea Canyon Dr (Hwy 550), which starts beside the visitor center in Waimea and meets Kokeʻe Rd between Miles 6 and 7. Either way, with its steep gradients and sweeping curves, it’s a long, slow drive.



Waimea on Foot

Hikes around the canyon

Waimea Canyon offers hikes for all abilities, including several rugged trails suitable for experienced hikers leading deep into the canyon. (These are shared with pig hunters, so be careful and wear brightly colored clothing.) Trail maps are available at the Kokeʻe Museum in Kokeʻe State Park, and you may want to consider using hiking poles or a sturdy walking stick to ease the steep descent into the canyon. You can pay the fee for parking ($10 per car) and entry ($5 per visitor) at kiosks in most visitor parking lots.

The park’s easiest trail is the Iliau Nature Loop, a gentle 0.3-mile loop with a trailhead just before Mile 9 on Hwy 550. It features endemic plants and interpretative signage describing their unique characteristics and uses in Native Hawaiian culture. The loop affords jaw-dropping views of Waimea Canyon, and a faraway look at the top of Waiʻalae Falls on the canyon wall. If you hike here in June or July, the trail’s namesake plant, an endangered species of sunflower, will be popping.

The loop follows the rim of the canyon, but there’s also a spur for the Kukui Trail, for which a small sign directs hikers to turn left and descend the steep slope, with the hill at your back. The narrow, switchbacking Kukui Trail leads 2.5 miles (and drops 2000ft) to the bottom of the canyon. It offers little in the way of sweeping panoramas, and the steep climb back out of the canyon makes it suitable for fit and agile hikers only. When you hear the sound of water, you’re near the picnic shelter and Wiliwili Camp, where overnight camping – mostly used by hunters – is allowed with an advance permit, which you must obtain online at camping.ehawaii.gov. Sites cost $18 per night for up to eight people.

For an even bigger challenge, you can add on the Koaiʻe Canyon Trail. After descending the 2.5-mile Kukui Trail, you’ll hike a half-mile upstream along the Waimea Canyon Trail. Only then do you meet this moderate trek, measuring 3 miles each way, which leads along the south side of Koai‘e Canyon to a few swimming holes. Avoid them after rain as flash floods are a risk.


For some of the best family hiking around the canyon, set off along the straightforward 0.1-mile Cliff Trail, which starts 0.8 miles down Halemanu Rd. Although the trailhead is technically inside Kokeʻe State Park, you’ll enjoy views of Waimea Canyon along the trail, and can continue through the forested, 1.7-mile Canyon Trail (not to be confused with the Waimea Canyon Trail, lower downstream). With over 1700ft of up-and-down elevation change as it dips into the upper reaches of the canyon, the Canyon Trail is tough on the knees. Bring hiking poles or a stout stick to support you down the steeper sections, which are certainly worth it. Every step of the descent, the views are truly awesome, and you’re likely to spot soaring seabirds, wild game or feral goats. Once the trail has bottomed out and climbed up the other side of the canyon, things get more lush and tropical. Soon you emerge on the long, exposed promontory you may already have seen from the Puʻu Hinahina Lookout. As you pick your way along the narrow path, it’s all about the grand views and the chance to spot a perfect rainbow encircling the canyon. A half-mile or so from here, the trail doubles back on itself to reach a lookout over the valley that is nothing short of heavenly. Follow signs to Waipoʻo Falls, but don’t expect to see the actual falls; instead, you’ll find a pool with some small cascades running into it. At this point, you’re over the top of the falls, but it’s too dangerous to venture any lower (people have fallen to their deaths here). Stop here for lunch, enjoying the breeze and whoosh of falling water, then follow the trail up to the canyon rim at Kumuwela Lookout, which offers epic canyon and waterfall views from a picnic table.

You can then backtrack to Halemanu Rd or for an alternate return route, make a right at the signed intersection with the Black Pipe Trail at the top of the switchback where you leave the canyon rim. This half-mile route ends at the 4WD road, where you turn left (downhill) and walk back to where you started. If you have a 4WD, you can skip the steps by accessing the trail system from the end of Kumuwela Ridge.



ROAD TRIP
Driving the Canyon


Perhaps the most iconic drive in all of Hawaii, the long, slow climb up Waimea Canyon takes you from the coastal flats along the rim of a magnificent mile-wide abyss, past towering, tumbling waterfalls. Scenic lookouts along the way offer superb vantage points, and several have hiking trails, too. Eventually you come to the mysterious rainforest at the summit of the island, with views across the Na Pali Coast.
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1 Kekaha Lookout

As you climb Waimea Canyon Dr (also known as Hwy 550), this first lookout offers a good view of the southern section of the canyon on one side, and the bright blue Pacific and the island of Niʻihau on the other. There’s a pullout on the side of the road, and the lookout falls within Puʻu ka Pele Forest Reserve.

The Drive: Continue for 2 miles up Hwy 550 along the edge of the canyon and soon you’ll notice the roadside has started to look at bit like Mars.

2 Red Dirt Waterfall

At around Mile 4.5, pull over on the right shoulder and on the left side of the road you’ll notice a small waterfall plummeting over deep-red dirt. That color comes from the iron-rich basalt rock surrounding Waimea Canyon, which turns red when exposed to oxygen. The water flow depends on how much it’s rained recently.

The Drive: Continue 4 miles up Waimea Canyon Dr. It soon merges with Kokeʻe Rd, and you’ll reach a trailhead a quarter-mile before Mile 9.
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3 Iliau Nature Loop

This easy, level 0.3-mile nature loop makes a good leg-stretcher if you’re itching to escape the car but lack the time, energy or equipment for a big trek. Iliau, a plant endemic to Kauaʻi’s’s Westside, grows en route. It reaches up to 10ft tall, and blossoms in May and June. For a top-notch panorama of Waimea Canyon and its waterfalls, simply walk for about three minutes beyond the bench on your left.

The Drive: Another 2 miles up the highway you’ll reach a turnoff to a parking area where you’ll find restrooms and the park’s most famous lookout.

4 Waimea Canyon Lookout

This breathtaking lookout, at an elevation of 3400ft, stands at the intersection of several almighty raw red cracks in the earth. The canyon was formed by volcanic shifting and water cutting through layers of basaltic lava, and on its east side Koai‘e Canyon is clearly visible splitting away.

The Drive: Wind up along Kokeʻe Rd past Puʻu Ka Pele Lookout, from which you can view 800ft Waipoʻo Falls.

5 Puʻu Hinahina Lookout

The impressive viewpoint at this large lookout (elevation 3640ft) faces down the deep gorge carved by Waiahulu Stream as it races to join Waimea Canyon. Look straight ahead to spot hikers on the Canyon Trail heading along the exposed red-rock promontory across the gulf. A separate, signposted overlook faces in the opposite direction, over the Pacific toward the island of Ni‘ihau, on the horizon 17 miles southwest.




HIKING SAFETY

People have died hiking in Waimea Canyon and Kokeʻe State Park, and it’s important to prioritize safety on these trails.

Beware of rain, which creates hazardous conditions: red-dirt trails quickly become slick, and river fords rise to impassable levels.

Check the forecast before setting out, wear appropriate shoes and bring a waterproof jacket.

Don’t stand near steep ledges, particularly in slippery areas.

Pack light, but carry enough water for your entire trip, especially the uphill return hike. Do not drink water from rivers or streams without treating it.

Cell phones won’t work, so hike with a companion if possible, or at least tell someone your expected return time.
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BEST PLACES TO HAVE A PICNIC

Puʻu Ka Pele Lookout

This canyon-edge lookout, with a view of Waipoʻo Falls, is across from a picnic area with restrooms.

Kukui Picnic Bench

Hike the first mile of the Kukui Trail to a bench with staggering canyon views. A lovely spot for a leisurely meal.

Kumuwela Lookout

This lookout marks the end of the Canyon Trail and features epic canyon and waterfall views.


WAIMEA BACKCOUNTRY CAMPSITES

Hipalau Camp

About a mile down the Koai‘e Canyon Trail, this streamside site has a picnic shelter and pit toilet but no other facilities. Beware of flash floods. $

Lonomea Camp

About 2.5 miles along the Koai‘e Canyon Trail and beyond a river crossing, this backcountry site has a picnic shelter and pit toilet. $

Wiliwili Camp

Beside the Waimea River at the foot of the Kukui Trail, a 2.5-mile hike down from the highway, this site offers a picnic shelter and pit toilet. $

Kaluahaʻulu Camp

Half a mile along the Koai‘e Canyon Trail from Wiliwili Camp, this backcountry site has a picnic shelter and pit toilet. $




HIKING IN KOKEʻE STATE PARK

Visitors to Waimea Canyon often explore neighboring Kokeʻe State Park at the same time, and the entrance and parking fee cover both parks.



OTHER WAYS TO EXPLORE THE CANYON

On a bicycle

Mountain bikers can follow 4WD hunting roads off Waimea Canyon Dr, even when the gates are closed.

From a helicopter

Most helicopter tours hover over Waimea Canyon, allowing appreciation of its staggering scale.

Down the river

When the Waimea River is high, adventurers bring rafts or kayaks to paddle a short section of it.




Beyond Waimea Canyon
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Relax into small-town Hawaiian life and immerse yourself in art, culture and history, then zip into sea caves, bounce over waves and snorkel remote reefs.


The gateway towns to Waimea Canyon may be a bit sleepy, but poke around a while and you might just start to appreciate the quieter side of Kauaʻi. The old sugar town of Waimea is sprinkled with historical and cultural sites, while Hanapepe hosts the island’s most vibrant art scene. Chilled-out Kekaha offers a relaxed sunset beach and the industrialized harbor of Port Allen is also a jumping-off point for many of the island’s Na Pali Coast boat tours. Pristine and hauntingly beautiful, this 16-mile-long stretch of soaring green-clad cliffs, white-sand beaches, turquoise coves and gushing waterfalls is one of Kauaʻi’s’s most magnificent natural spectacles.


GETTING AROUND

Waimea, Port Allen and Kekaha are easily reached by rental car and served by Kauaʻi Bus. There’s no public transportation up to the state parks, however, and getting to the Na Pali Coast from the Westside requires a boat. Taking a Na Pali Coast cruise from Kikiaola Small Boat Harbor, north of Waimea, should spare exposure to the rougher seas you may encounter if you sail from Port Allen.



The WestsideTime from Waimea Canyon: 15 MINS [image: jpg]

Beach-bumming

The Westside is renowned for its unrelenting sun and vast beaches. At the west end of Kekaha town, the long stretch of sand known as Kekaha Beach Park is ideal for beachcombing and catching sunsets. It lacks reef protection so check with a lifeguard whether it’s OK to swim before you jump in. The currents are dangerous in high surf, but under the right conditions it’s good for surfing and bodyboarding. Facilities include outdoor showers, restrooms and picnic tables.

Ten minutes’ drive east you’ll find Waimea State Recreational Pier, a wide, dark-tinged beach flecked with microscopic green crystals called olivine. Stretching between two scenic rock outcroppings, it’s bisected by the eponymous fishing pier and is especially beautiful at sunset. Facilities include restrooms, picnic areas and drinking water.

Another 10 minutes’ drive east brings you to Salt Pond Beach Park, one of Kauaʻi’s’s loveliest-looking beaches and a favorite with local families. The gentle, crescent-shaped beach is sheltered by a reef that juts to either side and it’s usually great for swimming, but check conditions with the lifeguards. The park owes its name to the separate saltwater flats alongside the beach, which are reserved for use by Native Hawaiians. In summer they’re drained and harvested for reddish-pink sodium crystals that are given as gifts; Hawaiian culture does not permit the sale of salt. Facilities include outdoor showers, restrooms, picnic shelters with BBQ grills and camping. Nearby, daredevils can view the beach from 12,000ft after jumping out of a plane with Skydive Kauai.

Across Hanapepe Bay, Glass Beach lures visitors to pick through the well-worn debris along the shoreline. The glass hasn’t come far; it’s washed out to sea from an old dumpsite nearby, shaped and rounded by the waves, then returned as colorful ‘pebbles.’ Whether there’s anything interesting or attractive the day you come is pure luck, and this isn’t a swimming beach. Continue up the hillside for 100yd beyond Glass Beach for long-range ocean views from an overlook.



A RIDE THROUGH HISTORY IN WAIMEA

[image: jpg]

The original landing spot of Captain Cook was once marked near the mouth of the Waimea River with a commemorative plaque, which was stolen. But today a statue of Cook still stands on Waimea’s central green space, 1 Hofgaard Park, along with panels explaining local history. This is Waimea’s plantation-era core, and you can take a short stroll or ride around to admire the neoclassical 2 First Hawaiian Bank (1929), the art deco 3 Waimea Theater (1938) and the historic, restored 4 Waimea United Church of Christ with its distinctive covering of coral. Captain Cook Memorial Park contains the 5 West Kauaʻi Tech & Visitors Center, which has interesting exhibits on Hawaiian culture, Captain Cook, sugar plantations and the US military (the gift shop sells local artisan crafts, including rare Ni‘ihau shell lei). Across Kaumuali‘i Hwy, you’ll notice the evocative skeleton of a 19th-century 6 sugar mill still looming over Waimea. Pumping out sugar from the Westside, it fueled Kauaʻi’s’s economy until 1945. From there, cross the Waimea River and venture into 7 Pāʻulaʻula State Historic Site, where you’ll find the remnants of a Russian fort built in 1817 by the Russian-American Company as part of an alliance with High Chief Kaumualiʻi. To look back even further, follow Menehune Rd inland from Kaumuali‘i Hwy for 1.5 miles to a footbridge across the Waimea River, and check out the interpretive signboard opposite. This is the site of the 8 menehune ditch, Hawaii’s most remarkable example of pre-contact cut-and-dressed stonework, supposedly constructed within a single night by the legendary menehune, or ‘little people.’ The 7-mile aqueduct channeled water from the Waimea River to ancient agricultural sites, but only a short masonry wall survives. The rest is said to remain intact beneath the modern road.




BEST PLACES TO STAY

Waimea Plantation Cottages

Scattered across 43 lush oceanfront acres, these adorable rebuilt cottages from the 1930s and 1940s once housed sugarcane laborers. $$$

West Inn

Looks like a budget motel, but the rooms offer high ceilings, quality mattresses, granite countertops and partial or full kitchens. $$

Kekaha Oceanside

A fine collection of vacation rentals and cottages in and around Kekaha ranging from simple homes to gorgeous beachfront properties. $$$

Aloha Theatre Inn

Set to open in 2025, this 12-room boutique inn is in the iconic Aloha Theatre and rooms feature Hawaiian history and culture themes. $$$



Ride the waves

If you’re just learning to surf, this isn’t the place to do it. But if you’ve got experience, and are looking for some world-class waves, then the Westside is your playground from sunrise to around 8:30am, when conditions are ideal (and sometimes again around sunset). Everyone’s favorite wave is Infinities, which offers the longest lefts on the island off Pakala Beach. The exposed point break lies between Hanapepe and Waimea (between Miles 21 and 22 on Kaumualiʻi Hwy) and cranks all year-round, but can be busy. Conflicts between locals and visitors are common, so unless you really know what you’re doing, leave this break alone.

Out by the Pacific Missile Range Facility, Major’s Bay features a steep point break with a nearby beach break that offers mostly rights. The waves are great but come with an extra hurdle: the military base requires people to apply and pass a background check, then pay $20 for a pass to surf here. Finally, there’s Davidson Point near Kekaha, where an exposed reef break goes off all year. It gets going with offshore winds from the northeast, and it’s best suited for strong intermediate and advanced riders. Keep an eye out for rip currents and tiger sharks.
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Surfing, Waimea Canyon | Breno Kuster/shutterstock ©

BEST PLACES TO EAT

Da Booze Shop

This former liquor store serves up outstanding, takeout-only mahimahi katsu, loco moco and other local specialties. $

Chicken in a Barrel

Chain bar/restaurant popular for its tacos and burritos as well as its trademark barbecue chicken. $$

Porky’s

Promising ‘aloha in a bun,’ this much-loved diner does juicy pulled pork three ways. $$

HanapepeTime from Waimea Canyon: 25 MINS [image: jpg]

Art and merriment

Endearing and sleepy, Hanapepe was not itself a plantation town but had its heyday during Hawaii’s sugar-plantation era. Nestled in a wide, red-earth valley, hemmed in by craggy cliffs and accessed by a sinuous riverside road, it was more of a farming community, and taro, a touch of cane and other crops are still grown hereabouts. In the last few decades, however, an influx of young entrepreneurs have turned Kauaʻi’s’s ‘biggest little town’ into what’s arguably the island’s hippest, most creative pocket.

To see Hanapepe at its very best, time your visit for Friday’s Art Night, when you’ll get a peek into its vibrant arts scene. Stores and galleries stay open late, and Hanapepe Rd, through the historic core, is transformed by musicians and street vendors. Visitors and locals stroll, browse and snack streetside on everything from barbecue to hot, sugary donuts. After browsing the galleries and grabbing a bite, check out the town’s famous swinging bridge. First erected to span the Hanapepe River in 1911 and rebuilt after the 1992 hurricane, this wood-and-cable suspension footbridge is just three planks wide. A thrill for children especially, it swings and sways and moans with every tread – or even just in the wind. Don’t miss the Storybook Theatre, where puppets ‘talk story’ and staff members offer a historical walking tour. On Art Night it sometimes hosts kids’ activities.

Finally, if you happen to be visiting in mid-October, check out the Kauaʻi Chocolate & Coffee Festival in Hanapepe Park, which comes alive with food stalls and trucks, tastings, demonstrations, live entertainment and farm tours.


BEST PLACES TO SHOP LOCAL

Aunty Lilikoi Passion Fruit Products

Award-winning passion fruit wasabi mustard, passion fruit syrup (great for banana pancakes) or massage oil (the choice for honeymooners). $

Kekaha Sunshine Market

A handful of local farmers and flower growers gather just off Kaumualiʻi Hwy every Saturday morning starting at 9am. $

Aloha Spice Company

In Hanapepe, this is the spot for local spices, sauces and jams, lotions and oils, nuts and chocolate, and various gift items. $

Hanapepe Farmers Market

Small-scale farmers truck in the goods on Thursday afternoon, and locals keen to score the best produce line up before the whistle blows. $



BEST SNACKS & SWEET TREATS

G’s Juicebar

The home of Kauaʻi’s’s top acai bowls: the Marley Bowl has hemp seed, kale and bee pollen. $

JoJo’s Shave Ice

Syrups and toppings are homemade, and the superstar item is halo halo (Filipino-style mixed fruit). $

Aloha-n-Paradise

A ramshackle plantation-era building with a large gallery-lounge featuring island art and comfy sofas. $


Na Pali CoastTime from Waimea Canyon: 15 MINS [image: jpg]

Get on a boat

The sight of the primordial Na Pali Coast, rising out of the sea with its knife-edge pinnacles and alluring valleys, is a gripping vista for any adventurer – and it’s particularly mind-blowing when gazed upon from the deck of a seafaring vessel. Boat tours depart from Port Allen and Kikiaola Small Boat Harbor and are most popular in wintertime, when large waves prevent tours from departing from the north shore (which is normally the shorter trip).

Some boat tours focus on wildlife viewing, and particularly whale watching when the humpbacks come through in December. But there are also year-round options for sunset and dinner cruises. It’s a good idea to book boat tours as far ahead as possible and for the early side of your trip, since undesirable weather often leads to cancellations and rescheduling.

The most important choice you’ll make about seeing the coastline from the water is what type of boat you’ll do it in. Options include catamarans, Zodiac and rigid-hull inflatables (RIBs), and each have their advantages and disadvantages.

For those seeking a combination of adventure and comfort, it’s worth investing in a 6-person power catamaran tour.

Note that morning tours offer the best chance of seeing dolphins or whales, and conditions for snorkeling are usually better. On afternoon tours there’s a better chance of spotting sea turtles and the lighting is optimal for photography, but the wind often picks up around midday, making for choppier conditions.


BEST PLACES TO EAT IN HANAPEPE

Japanese Grandma

With its local take on Japanese cuisine, this smart little restaurant has become very popular. The sushi is impeccable, along with the poke, bento bowls and sushi burritos. $$$

Midnight Bear Breads

Kauaʻi’s‘s best bakery, this small organic cafe offers everything from delicate pastries and cinnamon rolls to sourdough loaves and fresh-made sandwiches. $

Taro Ko Chip Company

This shack contains a quintessential Kauaʻi’s experience: a farmer tending a deep wok filled with slivers of taro, sweet potato or breadfruit, slathered in garlic salt and oil. $

Kuʻulei’s Gourmet

Innovative cafe serving up soups, salads, poke, sushi and other healthy, delicious grub in the heart of Hanapepe. $$



Ni‘ihauTime from Waimea Canyon: 3 hrS [image: jpg]

Getting close to the ‘Forbidden Island’

On a clear day, the tiny and enigmatic island of Niʻihau is plainly visible from the southwestern shores of Kauaʻi. But getting a closer look at this private, 70-sq-mile island, where inhabitants live in much the same way as their ancestors did, is a rare opportunity that very few travelers manage to seize. Strict rules govern the island: only Native Hawaiians are allowed to live there, and visitors are limited to the Robinson family (which owns the island), invited guests of residents, and a small number of tourists who book private helicopter and hunting tours run by the Robinson family company, Niihau Helicopters Inc. Helicopter tours are $630 per person, with a minimum of five people (so, $3150 minimum). The tours don’t include interactions with human inhabitants and must be arranged long in advance.

The only other way to get close to Niʻihau is on a boat, which has added benefits. Undoubtedly the best scuba diving in the region is found right off the island, where the lava formations and undersea caves and archways are epic, and monk seals and sandbar sharks are regularly spotted. Trip itineraries include three dives, along with a jaunt around Lehua Rock, an extinct volcanic crater rising from the sea off Niʻihau’s northern coast. The shop with the biggest and most comfortable boat for the sometimes-choppy crossing to Niʻihau is Seasport Divers, and its dive masters are highly experienced with the trip. Other recommended companies include Fathom Five Divers, a long-standing outfit with a great reputation, and Explore Kauai Scuba, a family-owned operation running charters for smaller groups to Niʻihau. Several companies also run snorkel trips to the island, but these can be pricy and feel exhausting, particularly when the channel crossing is rough.

BEST PLACES TO SHOP IN HANAPEPE

Talk Story Bookstore

The USA’s westernmost bookstore and the only real bookstore on Kauaʻi’s, with 25,000 books.

JJ Ohana

Family-run spot offering daily food specials plus high-quality, Hawaii-made crafts like koa wood bowls.

Salty Wahine

Roadside smorgasbord of salt and spice blends, with island flavors like kiawe (Hawaiian mesquite).
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Monk seal, Ni‘ihau | VW Pics/Getty Images ©


NA PALI COAST ON THE BIG SCREEN

If you start to get déjà vu while staring out at the majestic cliffs and azure waters of the Na Pali Coast, there might be a reasonable explanation. The coastline has been a backdrop in several iconic films, including Steven Spielberg’s Jurassic Park, where the lush landscape welcomes viewers to Isla Nublar. The Na Pali Coast also graced the big screen in Six Days Seven Nights, Honeymoon in Vegas, the 1976 remake of King Kong and Pirates of the Caribbean: On Stranger Tides, when Jack Sparrow makes an appearance at the magnificent Honopu Arch.



TOP BOAT TOUR COMPANIES

Na Pali Explorer

Raft and deluxe catamaran tours that connect small groups with intimate experiences along the Na Pali Coast.

Na Pali Riders

Captain Chris Turner’s Zodiac raft tour is high-speed, shadeless and bumpy. Not for the faint of heart.

Liko Kauaʻi Cruises

Sails to the Na Pali Coast with a fleet of power catamarans with shade canopies and forward-facing padded seats.




TOP EXPERIENCE
Polihale State Park

The endless expanse of Polihale Beach is as mystical as it is enchanting. The long slow drive here, along a rutted 5-mile dirt road, brings you to the edge of eternity. The wide virgin beach curls into dunes that climb into bluffs, while the foothills of the Na Pali cliffs rise to the north. Families come here to camp and picnic, surf and watch sunsets.
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Polihale Beach | Juergen_Wallstabe/shutterstock ©


PRACTICALITIES

Scan this QR code for more information about the park.
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DON’T MISS

Surfing

Hiking the beach

Monkeypod tree

Queen’s Pond

Polihale State Park Camping

Na Pali cliffs

Niʻihau



The Drive

To reach the park, fork right at the end of Hwy 50, 6 miles beyond Kekaha, then turn left onto a dirt road a few hundred yards along. The rutted and rough dirt track branches northwest for 4 miles to Polihale State Park. Most car-rental companies forbid customers to drive to the beach, especially without a 4WD, but the road is generally passable in an ordinary vehicle. You have to go slow, however, and the 4.8 miles typically take half an hour. As the red dust rises behind you, and the Na Pali cliffs rise to your right, you may feel like the last humans on earth. That’s not necessarily a pleasant feeling, but it is exciting, and when the road ends you will be on Kauaʻi’s wildest, longest and widest stretch of sand.


Arriving at the Park

Welcome to 17 miles of stunning vanilla sand on the western edge of Kauaʻi. At the entrance, a large monkeypod tree greets park visitors, and nearby, a sandy path leads to Queen’s Pond, where you can swim in cerulean tide pools protected by a fringing reef. The beach lies within a 130-acre state park and is celebrated for its striking views of the towering Na Pali Coast cliffs, along with breezy beach campsites and 100ft coastal dunes.

At the Beach

From the shore, beachgoers are treated to a view of a seemingly endless ocean out to Niʻihau. Although swimming isn’t advisable here, it’s a perfect spot to relax under an umbrella or stroll the coastline, particularly around sunset when pastel clouds routinely explode across the sky as a bright orange sun dips behind the Pacific. When conditions are right, some visitors even witness Hawaii’s illustrious green flash.

Spending the Night

If you’ve come this far, you’re going to want to stay awhile. Secure your camping permit online at camping.ehawaii.gov (it’s $20 per campsite for residents and $30 for non-residents, and each site can be occupied by up to 10 people). If you can go on a weeknight, you may even have the place all to yourself, and you can fall asleep to the sound of the folding waves. If you come on a weekend or a holiday, well, that’ll be quite the local scene. People occasionally drive illegally in the dunes and make a ruckus, but that might change soon. During research, a new master plan aiming to protect the cultural and natural resources within the fragile dune ecosystem was under development with Hawaii’s Department of Land and Natural Resources.

Surf’s Up

In Polihale State Park you get mostly beach breaks, with the takeoff points and rides changing with the winds. On the south end, look for a reef break at Queen’s Pond. On the north, hit up the beach peaks or go to Echo’s, just at the start of the Na Pali cliffs (advanced riders only). Boogie boarders have fun here.


SACRED POLIHALE

Polihale translates as ‘home of the underworld,’ and Native Hawaiians consider this place sacred. The cliffs at the end of the beach still hold ancient ruins, constructed over the ocean to serve as the jumping-off place for spirits. Iwi kupuna (ancient human bones) are interred here, and recently the ancestors of the deceased have been fighting to protect the area from destructive off-roading and overtourism.



TOP TIPS

• Obtain a permit to sleep at the rustic campsites.

• Cell service may be spotty, so warn people that you’ll be out of touch.

• There are showers and toilets but no potable water, so bring plenty of your own.

• This side of Kauaʻi is known for sunny weather, but the occasional rainstorm can flood the road and make it impassable.

• There are no lifeguards – be very careful if you go swimming, and only enter the water during calm conditions.

• Campfires are not allowed.






Kokeʻe State Park
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Wondrous trails I lookouts I Cozy cabins

Perched high on a volcanic plateau and sprawled across 4345 acres in northwestern Kauaʻi, Kokeʻe State Park is defined by vast canyons and thundering waterfalls, primeval forest and unique swampland. Some of the island’s most precious ecosystems and unusual creatures are protected here, and even a brief visit is hugely rewarding, thanks to the end-of-the-road lookouts perched atop the highest cliffs of the Na Pali Coast.

Kokeʻe is arguably the single best hiking destination in Hawaii; if possible, set out on at least one of its wondrous trails. Botanists will revel in the range of endemic species, while birders will have their binoculars full. Everyone should tread lightly in this vast and largely untouched wilderness, as this is the island’s spiritual center and the domain of Laka, the Hawaiian goddess of the forest. It’s also important to come prepared and follow safety guidelines, as the hikes of Kokeʻe are as perilous as they are awe-inspiring.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Awaʻawapuhi Lookout

2Kokeʻe State Park

3Puʻu o Kila Lookout

SIGHTS

4Alakaʻi Swamp

5Kalalau Lookout

6Kalalau Valley

7Kilohana Lookout

8Kokeʻe Natural History Museum

9Lolo Vista Point

10Monkeypod Tree

11Na Pali Coast Wilderness State Park

12Pihea Lookout

13Polihale State Park

14Queen’s Pond

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

15Awaʻawapuhi Trail

16Halemanu–Kokeʻe Trail

17Kawaikoi Stream Trail

18Nuʻalolo Trail

19Pihea Trail to Alakaʻi Swamp Trail

20Poʻomau Canyon Ditch Trail

SLEEPING

21Kawaikoi & Sugi Grove Campgrounds

22Kokeʻe State Park Campground

23Polihale State Park Camping

24Cabins at Koke‘e

25YWCA Camp Sloggett

EATING

26Kokeʻe Lodge

ENTERTAINMENT

27Banana Poka Round-Up

28Eo e Emalani I Alakaʻi




GETTING AROUND

You’ll either need your own wheels or a private tour of Kokeʻe State Park, as there’s no public transportation in the park.




[image: ] TOP TIP

The rainy season lasts from October through May, but you’ll need a waterproof layer year-round. With much of the park more than 4000ft above sea level, you should also bring a fleece jacket, or something heavier if you’re camping in winter when temperatures dip below 40ºF (4ºC).



BEST LESSER-EXPLORED TRAILS

Poʻomau Canyon Ditch Trail

A strenuous 4-mile round-trip hike along an irrigation ditch, past verdant forests and meadows.

Kawaikoi Stream Trail

An easy 1.8-mile loop following Kawaikoi Stream through a grove of Japanese cedar and redwoods.

Halemanu–Kokeʻe Trail

This 1.2-mile route passes through native koa and ohia forest, prime habitat for endemic birds.




ROAD TRIP
Cruising Around Kokeʻe


If you’ve only got a few hours to take in Kokeʻe State Park, this scenic drive hits all the highlights. You’ll begin with a stop at the museum (a de facto visitor information center), which is an excellent primer on the area, then continue to the park’s most popular hike and dramatic coastal overlooks. The drive concludes with a stop at the region’s only restaurant; just be sure to get there before it closes at 4:30pm.
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1 Kokeʻe Natural History Museum

The two-room Kokeʻe Natural History Museum doubles as the visitor center for Kokeʻe State Park. Helpful staff provide detailed current hiking advice, and sell useful, albeit schematic, trail maps; call for real-time weather reports. Museum displays include larger-scale topographical maps, exhibits on flora and fauna, and historic photographs, plus botanical sketches of endemic plants and taxidermic representations of some of the park’s wildlife.

The Drive: Wind uphill and stay left at the fork. After 1.7 miles you’ll reach the trailhead for Kokeʻe’s most popular walking path.

2 Awa‘awapuhi Trail

If you only have time to hike one trail, make it this one. Measuring 3.1 miles one way, the Awaʻawapuhi Trail culminates in unsurpassable vistas from the Awaʻawapuhi Lookout, 2500ft above the Na Pali Coast. While demanding considerable stamina, it’s less steep or technical than the Nuʻalolo Trail nearby, and makes a better fit for families.


The Drive: Continue up Kokeʻe Rd for about a mile, and turn into the parking lot overlooked by the ‘golf ball’ installation belonging to the Pacific Missile Range.
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View from Awa‘awapuhi Trail | Steve Heap/shutterstock ©

3 Kalalau Lookout

Shortly before the end of the highway, the Kalalau Lookout commands a fabulous overview of Kalalau Valley, sweeping around its towering green-swathed walls and down to the ocean. Conditions tend to be clearest in the early morning. Even if the valley is concealed by clouds, stick around; at any moment the mists may swirl away, unveiling mighty waterfalls and splendid rainbows.

The Drive: Continue a mile beyond the Kalalau Lookout to where the paved park road dead-ends at the Puʻu o Kila Lookout.

4 Puʻu o Kila Lookout

This striking viewpoint offers another glimpse of the Kalalau Valley, plummeting 4000ft below. Though similar in grandeur to the Kalalau Lookout, Puʻu o Kila Lookout is usually less crowded, and it’s also the trailhead for the Pihea Trail. It’s well worth hiking a short way along, though beyond the first half-mile it gets physically challenging.

The Drive: Snake back down toward the museum and reward yourself with a beverage and a meal at the cozy neighboring restaurant, Kokeʻe Lodge.

5 Kokeʻe Lodge

The log-cabin restaurant Kokeʻe Lodge overlooks a large meadow that teems with marauding chickens. The one dining option in the park – and there’s nothing else within a half-hour’s drive – it’s open in daytime only, serving egg-or-pancake breakfasts followed by island-style lunches including loco moco (rice topped with a hamburger patty and a fried egg) and a tasty Portuguese bean soup. A gift counter sells sundries and snacks.




EVENTS AT KOKEʻE

For one Saturday in mid-October, the Eo e Emalani I Alakaʻi outdoor dance festival takes over the meadows outside the Kokeʻe Natural History Museum. The festival commemorates Queen Emma’s 1871 expedition to the Alakaʻi Swamp, and the highlight is the arrival of the queen on horseback, to be greeted by hula troupes from all over the island.

A second worthwhile event is the Banana Poka Round-Up, a unique festival in May that helps clear the park of an invasive pest from South America, the banana poka vine (which people like to weave baskets from). Come for live music, a rooster-crowing contest and the ‘Pedal to the Meadow’ bicycle race.




Spending the Night at Kokeʻe

Cabins and campsites

Most visitors to Kokeʻe State Park are limited to daytime explorations, but you can maximize your time on the trails if you can manage to secure local lodgings. The most comfortable option is the Cabins at Kokeʻe, set in a clearing just down from Kokeʻe Lodge. Bare-floored and spacious, each of the 10 cabins holds a comfortable bed or beds, a kitchen, hot shower, linens and blankets. Prepare yourself for cold, damp nights in any season, though the wood-burning stove (the only heating source) warms things up nicely. Check-in is down in Waimea across from the visitor center, where you can buy firewood, and you’ll want to grab other supplies before driving up. Note: there’s no phone or wi-fi connection.

Another option is the very rustic YWCA Camp Sloggett, which offers a basic cottage, lodge or bunkhouse accommodations. The cottage has a king-sized bed, kitchen and wood-burning fireplace, while the bunkhouse and lodge are outfitted for large groups, with kitchen/kitchenette. Hot showers are available throughout, but you’ll need to bring sleeping bags and towels. Visit ywcakauai.org for more information.

The final option is to camp. The park’s most accessible camping area, Kokeʻe State Park Campground, is along the highway just north of the meadow, a few minutes’ walk from Kokeʻe Lodge. The campsites sit in a grassy area beside the woods and have picnic tables, drinking water, restrooms and outdoor showers. There’s a five-night maximum stay, and you must book online in advance (sites cost $30 and accommodate up to six people). Alternatively, about 4 miles east of Kokeʻe Lodge off the 4WD-only Camp 10–Mohihi Rd, the Kawaikoi, Sugi Grove and Waikoali primitive campgrounds have pit toilets, picnic shelters and fire pits. There’s no water source, so you’ll need to bring your own or treat the stream water. Three-night maximum stay; advance permit required. It’s $18 per site for 10 people maximum.

Helping Out

Giving back to the park

If you’re so entranced by Kokeʻe’s spectacular beauty that you want to contribute your time and energy to keep it beautiful, consider volunteering with Kokeʻe Resource Conservation Program. This long-standing organization’s programs aim to eradicate invasive species and restore the island’s native habitat. In addition to performing invasive weed control (in some cases with the judicious use of herbicides), the group occasionally collects and propagates native plants and helps with trail and fence maintenance. It’s backbreaking labor, but think of it as a seriously great hike with some weed-whacking in between, and a unique chance to get into the backcountry and learn about native flora and fauna.

The group accepts short-term and long-term volunteers and interns to help with weed-control projects in and around Kokeʻe, Waimea Canyon and Na Pali Coast state parks. Volunteers must provide their own transportation to and from work sites, but in exchange for your work, bunk-bed housing is provided at the historic Kokeʻe Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) Camp. If that all sounds a little too intense, the nonprofit Hui O Laka offers additional opportunities with landscaping and assisting at the CCC Camp (though housing is not provided). Volunteers should submit their information online well in advance at kokee.org or ask what opportunities are available by emailing info@kokee.org. Other organizations that may be worth contacting include Kauai Invasive Species Council, the Division of Forestry and Wildlife under the Department of Land and Natural Resources, and the University of Hawaiʻi.

BEST PLACES FOR A PICNIC

Kanaloahuluhulu Meadow

A former waypoint on an ancient trail, this field surrounding Kokeʻe Lodge offers a park-like setting.

Awaʻawapuhi Lookout

At the end of the eponymous trail, this lookout offers some flat ground to take lunch with epic views.

Pihea Lookout

Few people make it up this slippery peak, the highest in the region. When dry, it’s a grand picnic spot.
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The Cabins, Kokeʻe | Douglas Peebles Photography/Alamy Stock Photo ©


WHY I LOVE KOKEʻE STATE PARK
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Ashley Harrell, Lonely Planet writer

They tell you not to hike alone on the wild, remote trails of Kokeʻe State Park, but researching this guidebook left me little choice. I can now say from experience that yes, the mud is incredibly slick on the Pihea Trail, it’s all too easy to get lost on the Nuʻalolo Cliffs Trail, and the wooden planks on the Alakaʻi Swamp Trail are perpetually crumbling to bits. These endeavors definitely had me concerned for my safety at times, but in the end, I deeply enjoyed working through the challenges – and meeting a handful of other hikers who had also decided to brave these difficult paths.



BEST DISHES AT KOKEʻE LODGE

Pancakes

These cornmeal wonders come with a berry compote, candied macadamia nuts and maple syrup.

Lodge Burger

A grass-fed beef patty perches atop a toasted Telera bun alongside greens, tomato and onion.

Pie

Choose between a house-made liliko‘i (passion fruit) chiffon pie and a coconut chocolate macadamia nut pie.


ENDEMICS TO LOOK FOR

Kokeʻe State Park is a haven for native plants and birds. While on the trails, keep your eyes peeled for the white-rumped ʻapapane, the striking scarlet-red ʻiʻiwi (honeycreeper) and the melodious ʻelepaio. You may also encounter the iconic nene, a Hawaiian goose that serves as the state bird. Native ‘ohi‘a lehua trees, distinctive for their delicate red flowers, line the trails, as do native koa and ʻiliahi (sandalwood). The park is currently grappling with the threat of rapid ‘ohi‘a death, a fungal disease afflicting the most abundant native tree in Hawaii since 2014. Brush off your shoes to avoid spreading the spores.
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Kokeʻe on Foot

Hiking in the park

Kokeʻe State Park’s extraordinary 45 miles of hiking trails range from swampy bogs to wet forest to knife-edge, red-dirt canyon rims capable of causing vertigo in the hardiest mountain goat. You could easily do three separate day-hikes in entirely different terrains, with abundant opportunities to spot endemic species including endangered rainforest birds. While many of the finest trails start along the main highway, other scenic hikes set off from Halemanu Rd, which leaves Kokeʻe Rd just north of Mile 14. Whether it’s passable in a non-4WD vehicle depends on recent rainfall. In any case, most rental agreements forbid off-road driving.

Regardless of the trails you choose, bring plenty of food and water, and be prepared for wet, cold weather at any time. It’s also ideal to have hiking poles, or at least a stout stick, on the many steep descents. The park’s most impressive trails are also the most challenging. The Nuʻalolo Trail drops down to the stunning Lolo Vista Point from just south of Kokeʻe Lodge, stretching over 3.8 miles each way. It’s a bit longer than the neighboring Awaʻawapuhi Trail, to which it’s linked via the Nuʻalolo Cliffs Trail. It’s also significantly steeper, with stretches of almost-sheer muddy scrambling and an alarming ridge walk at the very end. The other stand-out is the Alakaʻi Swamp Trail, a path through a soggy high-altitude bog full of endemic species, which can be reached via the Pihea Trail or with a 4WD.

If you prefer to explore the park’s trails with the help of a seasoned professional guide, the licensed company based in the region is Kauai Hiking Adventures. The company’s private guides do day and multi-day hikes around Kokeʻe State Park and Waimea Canyon, which can include trails of your choosing, along with a scenic drive and lunch at Kokeʻe Lodge. Full-day tours start at $780 as a flat rate for up to four people, and cost $195 per additional hiker. Visit kauaihikingadventures.com for more information. In addition, geoscientist Chuck Blay’s Wailua-based company Kauaʻi Nature Tours offers guided hiking tours around Waimea Canyon and Kokeʻe State Park, with snacks, drinks and transportation included, for $175 per person (children aged seven to 12 cost $165).

In addition, the Kauaʻi chapter of the Sierra Club sometimes leads guided hikes in the area. With a suggested donation of only $5 per person for nonmembers, these outings are an extraordinary bargain. All hikers must sign a liability waiver, and those aged under 18 must be accompanied by an adult. Advance registration may also be required; check the website in advance.


THE HISTORY OF NI‘IHAU

Seafaring Polynesians in double-hulled sailing canoes were the first people to arrive on the island, and its first leader was Kahelelani, who was born there in the early 17th century. The ali‘i (Hawaiian nobility) ruled Niʻihau until the Kingdom of Hawaii was unified, and in 1864 King Kamehameha IV sold the island to Elizabeth Sinclair, a Scottish plantation owner, for $10,000 in gold.

Part of the deal was that Sinclair would preserve the culture and traditions, and her descendants – the Robinson family – still honor that agreement. To this day, Niʻihau is the only place on earth where Hawaiian is the primary language. There are no paved roads, no internet or telephone services, no running water and no power lines. Solar panels provide electricity, though.






TOP EXPERIENCE
Alakaʻi Swamp

Nothing provides an out-of-the-ordinary hiking experience quite like the Alakaʻi Swamp. Designated a wilderness preserve in 1964, this high-elevation swamp (4000ft) is drenched in moisture from trade winds, and crossed by a hiking trail consisting largely of wooden boardwalk that protects its unique inhabitants. Expect to find knee-high trees, carnivorous plants and endemic birds seen nowhere else in Hawaii.
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PRACTICALITIES

Scan this QR code for more information about the Alakaʻi Swamp Trail.
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DON’T MISS

Pihea Trail

Pihea Lookout

Kalalau Valley

Kilohana Lookout

uluhe ferns

honeycreepers



Hiking the Trail

There are two ways to reach the Alakaʻi Swamp. You can drive a 4WD directly to the trailhead, which is only recommended for experienced drivers. Or, you can hike there via the Pihea Trail, which is stunning in its own right.

Pihea Trail

For sheer scenic splendor, you can’t beat the first mile of the Pihea Trail. You’ll park and set off from where Kokeʻe Rd comes to a dead end, at the Puʻu o Kila Lookout. Here the views of Kalalau Valley, plummeting 4000ft below, are similarly spectacular, but it’s usually less crowded than other viewpoints in the park. Nearby you’ll find the trailhead, and even if you’re not planning to venture all the way to the swamp, it’s well worth hiking a short way along the bare ridge, which is often slick with mud. It offers stunning views out to the sea on one side and dense rainforest to the other. Note that beyond the first half-mile, the trail becomes very challenging.


Pihea Lookout

As you continue along the Pihea Trail it grows ever more challenging, with very steep sections where you effectively have to climb miniature waterfalls. If you can persist for about a mile you’ll reach Pihea Lookout, perched atop the highest peak (4284ft). Sitting on a ludicrously steep and slippery little hillock, this high-arching lookout provides great views down across the valleys. Especially after rain, it can be a seriously squelchy and slippery trek. If you decide to skip it, the Pihea Trail proper drops inland, down wooden stairways, to enter a magical, moss-laden mountaintop forest.

Into the Swamp

After about 0.75 miles you’ll reach a clearly marked intersection, where you’ll head left onto the Alakaʻi Swamp Trail. This too starts by descending a rickety stairway, at the foot of which you have to either wade or rock-scramble across a small stream. From here, it’s a 4-mile round-trip hike over an unstable wooden boardwalk across eerie, misty boglands peppered with knee-high trees and tiny, carnivorous plants. The swamp has its own biological rhythms, and unlike almost everywhere else in Hawaii it’s home to far more endemic birds than introduced species. Many of these avian survivors are endangered, however, and in some cases fewer than 100 birds now remain. On a clear day, the trail culminates with outstanding views from Kilohana Lookout.

Kilohana Lookout

The reward for hikers who make it all the way through bog and forest to the far end of the Alakaʻi Swamp Trail, the Kilohana Lookout (4022ft) commands phenomenal views across steepling Wainiha Valley and Hanalei Bay to the ocean. There’s no shelter of any kind, but if it’s raining, don’t fret. Instead search for rainbows and soak up the eerie atmosphere. Queen Emma was so moved by the tales of this spiritual place that she ventured out here herself, chanting in reverence.


BIRDS IN PERIL

The Alakaʻi Swamp is a refuge for three endemic and critically endangered bird species – puaiohi (a thrush), and ʻakikiki and ʻakekeʻe (honeycreepers). Their main threat is mosquito-borne disease, as the insects’ territory has expanded up mountain habitat as temperatures have risen. Efforts are underway to control mosquitoes, but five other endemic birds have already gone extinct.



TOP TIPS

• In the swamp’s waterlogged conditions, the planks rot quickly; sometimes they sag underfoot and for long stretches they’re missing altogether. Watch your step.

• Hikers have gotten lost on the Alakaʻi Swamp Trail. Bring a downloaded map and compass, and know how to use them.

• You’re almost certain to get soaked, either in the rain or while crossing the stream. Wear appropriate footwear and bring a rain jacket.

• Don’t hike alone or after dark. Wild boar are known to roam this area, often foraging around dusk.






A TWO-FOR-ONE KOKEʻE HIKE
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This stupendous full-day loop leads to two remote clifftop lookouts high above the Na Pali Coast. It’s a wilderness route that involves substantial elevation changes and slippery terrain, with no facilities en route, and is therefore only suitable for experienced hikers. Start from 1 Kokeʻe Lodge – ideally before it opens, unless you fancy a pancake breakfast first. From here you’ll descend the 2 Nu‘alolo Trail; as the steeper of the day’s two major trails, it’s best to go down this one and up the other. The trailhead is a few hundred feet downhill from the lodge. The early stretches are swampy, so you’ll soon find out whether your hiking boots are actually waterproof. As you descend through thick rainforest, only occasional long-range views open up across to parallel ridges and out to the island of Ni‘ihau. After 3.75 miles, you emerge onto a narrow ledge that leads to 3 Lolo Vista Point, where you’re greeted by astonishing Na Pali views. Retrace your steps for 0.75 miles – which entails clambering up via slick muddy footholds – to join the 4 Nu‘alolo Cliffs Trail at a conspicuous intersection. After 2.1 miles of winding through dense woods and head-high grass, and inching above a fearsome bare-earth abyss, you’ll connect with the 5 Awaʻawapuhi Trail. Head toward the ocean for 0.3 miles to reach the magnificent 6 Awaʻawapuhi Lookout, a stark headland perched 2500ft above a sinuous valley, which in legend was carved by a slithering eel (puhi, in Hawaiian). To return to Kokeʻe Rd, double back on the Awa‘awapuhi Trail and climb for 3.1 miles. The 7 Awaʻawapuhi Trailhead is 1.7 miles up the road from Kokeʻe Lodge, so you’ll have to walk back down the highway, or, if you’re hiking in a group, leave a car there, too.
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TOOLKIT


The chapters in this section cover the most important topics you’ll need to know about in Kaua‘i. They’re full of nuts-and-bolts information and valuable insights to help you understand and navigate Kaua‘i and get the most out of your trip.
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Arriving

Most visitors will arrive on Kaua‘i via Lihuʻe Airport (LIH). The only other mode of transportation to reach the islands is via cruise, though most routes focus on interisland journeys, rather than sailing from the US mainland or an international destination.
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Airport

There’s only one commercial airport on Kaua‘i, Lihuʻe Airport. It’s a relatively small, one-story building so it’s very walkable compared to most other airports across the globe.




Visas

If you’re a US citizen, a visa is not required to visit Kaua‘i or any other Hawaiian island. For those from Visa Waiver Program (VWP) countries, a visa isn’t required for stays shorter than 90 days.




Money

While you likely won’t need cash immediately upon arriving, Lihuʻe Airport has a couple of convenient ATMs.




Customs

International flights to Kaua‘i are rare. For that reason, if you go through customs, it’ll be during a layover on O‘ahu. And if you manage to find one of those rare direct international flights to Lihuʻe Airport, you may end up skipping the hassle of customs altogether.



Public Transport from Airport to City Center
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AGRICULTURE & PET RESTRICTIONS

The State of Hawaii has strict agricultural restrictions regarding taking produce, plants and other agricultural materials to and from the islands. On your flight into the islands, you’ll be asked to fill out an Agricultural Declaration Form, stating whether or not you have any of the prohibited items in your possession (bring a pen!). If you do, you’ll be asked to discard those items in designated bins. Similarly, pets (assuming they are allowed in the islands at all, unlike hamsters, snakes and ferrets) are required to undergo a two-week animal quarantine upon arrival.

When you leave the islands, your bags will also undergo an agricultural inspection to make sure you don’t possess any produce or plants.






Getting Around

Having a car on Kaua‘i is pretty essential. But with some effort, you can cut down on your car-filled days with car-free ones using Kaua‘i’s public bus system and the occasional rideshare.
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TRAVEL COSTS

Car rental
Ave $110/day

Gas
$5/gallon

Bus pass
$2/single fare ride

Bike rental
$120/week



Traffic Considerations

Kaua‘i is a relatively small island with an even smaller population, which means traffic is usually easy breezy. That said, the roads are proportional to the population size – which is to say again, small. Most roads are one lane in, one lane out, so if there’s a car accident, be mentally prepared to sit around in your car for a while or turn around.

Road Conditions

The hundreds of inches of rain aren’t kind to Kaua‘i’s roads. There are potholes galore, so be prepared to slow down to save your rental car’s tires. On a similar note, Kaua‘i doesn’t have any ‘real’ highways, so you won’t be driving that fast anyway.

ARE RIDESHARES AVAILABLE?

Since car rentals on Kaua‘i can be expensive, you may be tempted to rely on rideshare apps like Uber, Lyft and locally owned Holoholo. But these apps are only good for short rides – say, around touristy areas like Po‘ipu and Princeville. If you’re going for longer distances, not only will it be hard to find a rideshare, it may also cost more than renting a car for the day.


Buses

Kaua‘i is essentially connected by one major roadway, so bus routes are effective, if slow. That said, there are no buses to Waimea Canyon State Park or Koke‘e State Park. For a sustainable and budget-friendly trip, consider splitting your time between bus and rental car days.




4WD

While rare, there are certain parts of the island that require a 4WD, like Polihale State Park. That said, be sure to check with your rental car company before heading on these unpaved roads – it could be against your rental agreement.




Parking

Parking is generally not a problem on Kaua‘i; you’ll always find a free space. State parks and certain beach parks have a $5 to $10 parking fee that only applies to visitors; those with a Hawaii ID get free parking.




TIP

Costco is by far the cheapest place to buy gas, so load up whenever you drive past the one location in Lihuʻe!
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DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the right
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Speed limits range from 25mph to 50mph

.08

Blood alcohol limit is 0.08%








Money

CURRENCY: US DOLLAR ($)
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Credit Cards

Credit (and debit) cards are the most popular form of payment on Kaua‘i. They’ll work for all of the essentials, including accommodations, car rentals and attractions. The exception may be the small, long-standing food vendors, who are sometimes cash-only. On occasion, there are businesses that are card-only as well.

Cash

In addition to having a credit (or debit) card in your wallet at all times, it’s a good idea to have cash too. Some of the most beloved little food vendors – think shave ice stands and food trucks – are cash-only businesses.

Digital Payments

While many businesses accept digital payment methods, such as Apple Pay, it’s not necessarily the norm. To make sure you always have a means of paying, have a physical credit or debit card in your wallet at all times.

Tipping

Tipping etiquette on Kauaʻi is similar to the rest of the United States. At sit-down restaurants, an 18% to 20% tip has become pretty standard. It’s also common to tip bellhops, parking valets, tour guides and rideshare drivers a few extra dollars.


HOW MUCH FOR...

state park entry fee
$5

snorkel gear rental
$30/week

surf lessons
$120

a luau
$150



HOW TO… Save Money

Accommodations Splurging on beachfront luxury hotels can be great, but there are also more affordable accommodations options, like campsites, hostels and even just hotels a little further from the beach.

Dining

Happy hour is your best friend. Several Kaua‘i restaurants offer dishes for a discounted price if you eat a little earlier or later than usual.

Activities

Many of Kaua‘i’s best nature activities, including most botanical gardens, beaches and hikes, are free to visit.
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Payment Tip

Since some businesses are cash-only and others are card-only, it’s best to have both forms of payment on you at all times.




IT CAN BE PRICEY

Kaua‘i is without a doubt a pricey travel destination. A lot of this cost accrues from importing goods to its remote location. It’s estimated that up to 90% of Hawaii’s food is imported! These added shipping costs then roll over into consumer costs and an overall high cost of living. Consequently, locals often have three (if not four) generations of family members in one house – and when that doesn’t work, many locals (including Native Hawaiians) are forced to leave their home in the islands and move to the US mainland.








Accommodations

Hotels & Resorts

With the exception of the Westside, hotels and resorts are nicely dispersed throughout the island, so you’ll have your fair share of options. Hang out on the North Shore in lavish Princeville, live with locals in Kapa‘a, or experience the lovely South Shore with a stay in Po‘ipu.


HOW MUCH FOR A NIGHT IN...

a luxury hotel
$400

a B&B
$200

a campsite
$3/person



Vacation Rentals

Sometimes, you just want the cozy feeling of staying in a home that you can’t quite get with a hotel. For that reason, Kaua‘i’s vacation rentals have become a popular option. But make sure your vacation rental is licensed! To combat the limited housing caused by vacation rentals and Airbnbs, the local government only issues a limited number of vacation rental licenses, so many properties are operating illegally.

Farm Stays

There are only a few farm stays on Kaua‘i, but they’re all worth a visit. At spots like North Country Farms’ cottage and Twin Hearts Cottage Farm Stay it’s easy enough to feel at one with nature throughout your entire stay! Even some luxury accommodations, like the Lodge at Kukui‘ula and Timbers Kaua‘i, have large-scale farms on their properties.

Inns and B&Bs

There are a few adorable inns and bed and breakfasts on Kaua‘i – including an iteration of the first-ever hotel on the island, now known as the Kauai Inn, in Lihuʻe. These homey accommodations all have some sort of island twist, whether it’s tropical fruit breakfasts or Hawaiian quilted comforters.
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Camping

County, state and private campgrounds each have their own rules but they all require advanced reservations and permits. Learn more on the Kaua‘i County website: kauai.gov/Government/Departments-Agencies/Parks/Permitting/Camping. Many state parks, botanical gardens and beaches have designated tent campgrounds but getting a site can be complicated. Reservations must begin on a Friday and be for three or five days. (State campsites are closed Wednesdays and Thursdays.) Reservations open 14 days before the first date of your stay and come with the required permit.



HEFTY ACCOMMODATIONS TAXES

There are a few Kaua‘i accommodations-specific taxes that you’ll want to make room for in your budget, because they’re pretty significant. First, there’s the Hawaii Transient Accommodations Tax, which is 10.25%. On top of that, Kaua‘i has its own Transient Accommodations Tax for another 3%. Once you add Hawaii’s standard 4.712% General Excise Tax (the state’s replacement of sorts for sales tax) to the mix, that’s a combined tax rate of 17.962%. It’s quite a doozy, especially if you’re not expecting it.
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Family Travel

Kaua‘i is a dream for families with kids of any age. Babies have a blast splashing around at the calmest beaches, young kids like hitching a ride on the Kilohana Plantation train, and teens love tackling some of the hardest hikes on the island. Not to mention, Kaua‘i is filled with family-friendly accommodations, ready to serve as your homebase.


Car Seat Laws

Car seat rules vary state to state. In Hawaii, children under two years old must use a rear-facing car seat with a harness, children under four years old must use a rear- or forward-facing car seat with a harness, and children under 10 must use a booster seat.

Scan for more information from the Department of Transport
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Sights

Some Kaua‘i sights offer discounted rates for children, though the cut-off age is typically around 12 years old. If your child is eligible, you could be looking at 20% to 80% off some of the island’s best activities, including Kilohana Plantation train tickets, Fern Grotto tours and Smith’s Garden Luau tickets. Plus many of Kaua‘i’s coolest free attractions, including certain beaches, botanical gardens and hikes, are naturally kid-friendly.


Kids’ Menus

Surprisingly, many of the fanciest restaurants on Kaua‘i offer well-thought-out kids’ menus, often labeled as keiki menus. Some standouts include Tidepools at the Grand Hyatt Kauai Resort & Spa, Merriman’s, Red Salt and Eating House 1849.




Kids’ Portions

If you’re looking for an after-dinner treat but don’t want your little ones to get a sugar high, you’ll be happy to note that many dessert spots – shave ice and ice-cream shops in particular – have kids’ (or keiki) sizes.




KID-FRIENDLY PICKS

Waimea Canyon State Park At this natural landmark, take in the views from jaw-dropping lookout points or tackle the two-mile Waipo‘o Falls Trail. Kaua‘i Backcountry Adventures Grab your pool floatie and glide your way through old plantation irrigation systems and thriving greenery. Fresh Shave Here, the shave ice doesn’t just come with all-natural flavors, it also comes with an optional mustache sticker. Po‘ipu Beach With its year-round calm waters, Po‘ipu Beach is one of the most kid-friendly shores around.
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THE HOME OF LILO & STITCH

Did you know that Disney’s Lilo & Stitch was set on Kaua‘i? More than that, many of the places in the film and accompanying TV show were inspired by actual locations on the island! Lilo’s fictional home town, Kokaua Town, was inspired by the little town of Hanapepe. The lighthouse that always appears in the background? That’s the Kilauea Lighthouse on the North Shore. On top of that, the Kalalau Valley, ‘Anini Beach Park and Hanalei Bay all make appearances in this beloved animated franchise.






Health & Safe Travel

HURRICANES & TSUNAMIS

As both the northernmost island and the rainiest island, Kaua‘i often gets the brunt of hurricanes and tsunamis in Hawaii. That said, the last major hurricane, Hurricane Iniki, was way back in 1992. In addition, the state still has a tsunami warning siren system in place, which tests on the first business day each month.

[image: jpg]

Eqroy/Shutterstock ©

Wildfires

As evidenced by the destructive Maui fires of August 2023, wildfires are becoming a major issue on all of the Hawaiian Islands, including Kaua‘i, despite it being the wettest island in the chain. Though 90% of local fires are human-caused, they’re exacerbated by droughts, climate change and flammable non-native plants. These blazes put lives at risk and take Hawaii’s endangered plant and animal species a step closer to extinction.

Bites & Stings

On land, there’s the occasional stinging centipede or scorpion, but you’re unlikely to encounter either. The water is where more of Hawaii’s dangerous creatures like to hang. Jellyfish and Portuguese man-of-war are the most common, and signs will inform you when they’re present. There are also eels and cone snails (in cone shells), the latter of which seems innocuous but is the most venomous of the bunch.
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LEPTOSPIROSIS

Hawaii’s freshwater sources harbor leptospirosis bacteria. Entering via wounds or ingestion, it can cause flu-like symptoms.
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Scan for more information from the CDC



SWIM SAFELY
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Slippery rocks
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High surf
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Dangerous shorebreak
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Strong current

Flash Flooding

Flash flooding is the most likely natural disaster you’ll face on Kaua‘i, especially when you take into account the fact that Mt Wai‘ale‘ale at the center of the island receives 460in of rain every year! If a flash flood occurs, avoid any waterways (even if they’re dry). If necessary, take shelter and/or move to higher ground. Do not attempt to cross flooded roads.


LEAVE VALUABLES AT HOME

While crime overall is very, very low on Kaua‘i, petty theft has become a noticeable enough problem lately. It’s not uncommon for cars to be broken into. When possible, leave your valuables at home or in your accommodations. If that’s not feasible, store the items in your car’s center console or glove compartment, or below the seats, airplane-style.








Food, Drink & Nightlife


Where Cuisines Come Together

Forget melting pots! Hawaii’s cuisine is the peak of true fusion food. Immigrant flavors – brought to the islands during the sugar plantation era – dance together, with Japanese ingredients gracing Filipino plates and Hawaiian words sneaking onto burger joint menus. In the islands, don’t fret over the unfamiliar; instead, embrace Hawaii’s unique culinary experience wholeheartedly.



Hawaiian Food vs Local Food

There’s a distinction between Hawaiian food and local food.

Hawaiian food consists of the traditional dishes that Native Hawaiians ate. They’re often – but not always – foods associated with a luau. Well-known Hawaiian dishes include kalua pig, poi, laulau and haupia.

Local food, on the other hand, refers to dishes that are unique to the islands in some way. They came to be through the melting pot of immigrant cultures. For example, poke started off as a traditional Hawaiian dish of raw, cubed fish seasoned with salt, seaweed and ʻinamona. But when the sugar plantation boom happened and immigrants arrived in the islands, poke started to change. Soon shōyu from Japan and green onions from China became staples in this now-local dish. Other quintessential local foods include manapua, musubi, malasada (a Portuguese fried dough treat) and even shave ice.
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MENU DECODER

Adobo Filipino stew with a protein, vinegar, soy sauce and garlic
‘Ahi Yellowfin tuna
Aku Skipjack tuna
A‘u Marlin
Azuki beans Asian sweet bean in local desserts
Chantilly Spin-off of the synonymous French cream, using butter and evaporated milk
Char siu Cantonese barbecue pork
Daikon Japanese white radish
Hamachi Amberjack (or kāhala in Hawaiian)
Haupia coconut cream dessert
Huli-huli chicken Hawaiian-style rotisserie chicken
‘Inamona Roasted kukui nut mix used for poke
Ikura Salmon roe
Kalbi Grilled Korean short ribs
Kalua pig Traditional Hawaiian shredded pork
Kiawe Species of mesquite wood, often used for fire-roasting
Laulau Ti and taro leaf-wrapped protein
Lechon Filipino spit-roasted pork
Li hing mui Sweet, tangy powder from dried plums
Liliko‘i Passion fruit
Loco moco Local dish composed of rice, a hamburger patty, gravy and a fried egg on top
Lomi-lomi salmon Raw salmon and tomato salad
Lūʻau Hawaiian dish made with protein (usually chicken or squid), coconut milk, and taro (kalo) leaves
Manapua Meat-filled bun
Meat jun Egg-battered, deep-fried beef
Mochiko chicken Local fried chicken using rice flour
Musubi Local snack made of a rectangle of rice, a slice of shoyu-seasoned Spam, and nori
‘Nalo greens Leafy greens grown in Waimanalo
Onaga Snapper
Ono Mackerel (similarly, the Hawaiian word for “delicious” is ‘ono)
Plate lunch Term for a standard local lunch, typically including white rice, macaroni salad, and a local entree
POG Passion fruit, orange and guava juice mix
Poke seasoned, cubed raw fish
Pupu Appetizer
Saimin Local dish derived from a variety of Asian noodle dishes
Snow cap Condensed milk drizzle on shave ice
SpamCanned pork
Tako Octopus
Uni Sea urchin (occasionally called by its Hawaiian name, wana)
Yuzu Asian citrus





HOW MUCH FOR...

a cup of Hawaiian coffee
$6

a shave ice
$6

a poke bowl
$11–17

an acai bowl
$15

a specialty sushi roll
$20

a fancy dinner
$60

a cocktail
$15–19



HOW TO… Order Shave Ice

First things first, it’s shave ice, not shaved ice. If you see a sign that says shaved ice, know that it’s likely inauthentic; skip it in favor of somewhere that says shave ice.

Once you’re in a shave ice shop, ordering your treat can seem complicated. Most shave ice places will have a sign with clear steps to guide you. On the off chance that they don’t, here’s what you’ll do. Step 1: Pick the size of your shave ice. Step 2: Pick any fillings, such as azuki beans or ice cream. Step 3: Pick your shave ice flavors. This is where you’ll find the most options and where your shave ice will get its bright colors. You’ll often find fun tropical flavors, like li hing mui and liliko‘i, alongside more familiar flavors like strawberry and cotton candy. Step 4: Pick your toppings. These go on top of the shave ice and often include mochi balls and snow caps (condensed milk).

If that seems a little overwhelming, keep in mind that you only really need to do the first and third steps, the size and flavors. The fillings and toppings are optional and often come at an added cost. For some of the best shave ice spots on Kaua‘i, check out Waikomo Shave Ice in Po‘ipu and Wishing Well in Hanalei.
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Shaving Ice

Shave ice can be traced back to a similar Japanese dessert known as kakigori, which has been around for a millennium. Fancy shave ice machines didn’t exist back then – they used a sword to shave the ice!




Worker Shortages

In recent years, there have been noticeable worker shortages on Kaua‘i. After all, if it’s an expensive place to visit, it’s also an expensive place to live. And with a population of 73,000 people, it’s hard to keep up with the 1.3 million visitors to the island each year. Please be patient when visiting eateries and shops – and even when hitching a ride on the public bus – as there are simply not enough people to staff them.




100% HAWAIIAN COFFEE

Some visitors to Kaua‘i think that most, if not all, of the coffee that they’ll find on the island will be 100% Hawaiian coffee. And given that Hawaii grows nearly 30 millions pounds of coffee per year, that’s not a totally unreasonable assumption – it’s just not the case.

Most coffee shops will have a dedicated 100% Hawaiian coffee drink or two, but even that’s not guaranteed. That said, both Little Fish Coffee in Po‘ipu and Java Kai’s three locations make it easy for you to select 100% Hawaiian coffee. That way, you can be sure that you’re sipping on the best coffee around.

And if you want a Kaua‘i coffee experience in particular, the Kaua‘i Coffee Company in Kalaheo is always ready to please!








Responsible Travel

Climate Change & Travel

It’s impossible to ignore the impact we have when traveling, and the importance of making changes where we can. Lonely Planet urges all travelers to engage with their travel carbon footprint. There are many carbon calculators online that allow travelers to estimate the carbon emissions generated by their journey; try resurgence.org/resources/carbon-calculator.html. Many airlines and booking sites offer travelers the option of offsetting the impact of greenhouse gas emissions by contributing to climate-friendly initiatives around the world. We continue to offset the carbon footprint of all Lonely Planet staff travel, while recognizing this is a mitigation more than a solution.

Learn Native Hawaiian History and Culture

Unfortunately, Native Hawaiian history is filled with erasure. Over the centuries since Western discovery, many parts of Native culture have been forbidden or looked down upon, including he‘e nalu (surfing), their akua (deities) and ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi (Hawaiian language) – not to mention that the islands were forcibly taken from the Kingdom of Hawai‘i and never returned.

While there’s not a whole lot that individual travelers to the islands can do to un-erase this history, it’s possible to preserve what’s left. Visit Kaua‘i’s Native Hawaiian historic sites like Salt Pond Beach Park and Queen Emma’s Cottage in Allerton Garden, and experience the current Hawaiian culture revival through the Mokihana Festival and the Native-owned Smith’s Garden Luau.

Support Native-Owned Businesses

When you shop at Native Hawaiian–owned businesses, you’ll find incredible products and services while supporting the Native Hawaiian community. The trickiest part is finding the Native-owned businesses – chat with vendors at local farmers markets to get the inside scoop!
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In 2021 Hawaii outlawed the sale of chemical sunscreens (specifically sunscreens with oxybenzone and octinoxate) to protect marine habitats. Use reef-safe sunscreen, ideally from local brands like Little Hands Hawaii and Mama Kuleana.
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Many shops on Kaua‘i aim to heavily reduce waste. Kauai Juice Co encourages visitors to bring back their glass bottles for a discount, and the Wainiha Country Market is filled with all sorts of zero-waste goodies, like Kealia Organics shampoo and conditioner bars and Meli Wraps’ reusable beeswax wrap.



STAY AT THE LODGE AT KUKUI‘ULA

This luxurious Po‘ipu resort has found ways to integrate sustainable practices throughout its property. Home to a 10-acre organic farm, you can enjoy the fruits of its labor at one of the two on-site restaurants or during a relaxing spa treatment.


THE KAUA‘I MADE MOVEMENT

In recent years, there’s been a push to buy local – and given that there are thousands of local businesses, it’s often easy to do. You can find everything from locally grown fruit to beauty products to sustainable kitchen gear.

To ensure that your products are made on Kaua‘i, the island created a purple ‘Kaua‘i Made’ logo, featuring a gift wrapped in a ti leaf. Keep an eye out for it!
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Give Back with the Waipā Foundation

Located in Hanalei, the Waipā Foundation holds a monthly community work day – and visitors and locals alike are welcome. The specific activity of the month depends on what the land needs. Sometimes, you’ll remove invasive flora and plant native ones instead, other times you’ll work in the lo‘i (wetland taro fields), and on occasion you’ll restore the ancient loko iʻa (fish pond) on the property. Regardless of what the day holds, you’ll learn more about native plants, ancient Hawaiian farming and sustainability.


In Kapa‘a and Po‘ipu, there are companies that offer bicycles for rent by the hour, day or week.




The Surfrider Foundation Kaua‘i, and Friends of Kamalani and Lydgate Park host beach clean-ups that visitors can join.




Sustainable Development Report

According to the United States Sustainable Development Report 2021, Hawaii ranks number eight out of 50 states, thanks to its push for clean water, clean energy and responsible consumption, among other factors.
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RESOURCES

planning.hawaii.gov/sustainability

A dedicated state government branch focused on sustainability.
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sustainablecoastlineshawaii.org

A local nonprofit dedicated to cleaning beaches and oceans.
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LGBTIQ+ Travelers

Hawaii as a whole is very welcoming to the LGBTIQ+ community. As a matter of fact, in ancient Hawaii, LGBTIQ+ people were not only recognized, they were often given positions of religious power. Much of that positivity continues into the islands today, where you’ll find gay beaches, festivals and more.
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Kaua‘i Pride

On June 1, Kaua‘i goes all out for Kaua‘i Pride (kauaiprideparade.com). The hour-long parade on Rice St in Po‘ipu is filled with cars bedecked in rainbow balloons and local musicians playing their favorite tunes. It all culminates with a four-hour festival on the lawn in front of the Lihuʻe Civic Center Historic District – the perfect place to stock up on LGBTIQ+ pride supplies and support gay-friendly local businesses.



LGBTIQ+ in Ancient Hawaii

In ancient Hawaii, while there were kāne (men) and wāhine (women), there were also māhū, those who preferred a third non-binary identity. (The term sometimes referred to intersex people as well.) Māhū were highly respected people who were often given religious positions of power or became healers.

It is important to note that, unlike in ancient Hawaii, when the term māhū is used today, it can have either negative or positive connotations. Use the tone or facial expressions of the speaker to get an indication of the implication.

DONKEY BEACH

On Kaua‘i’s East Side, you’ll find Donkey Beach (officially known as Paliku Beach), one of the island’s gay beaches. Once a clothing-optional beach, attire is now required on this sunny shoreline. And, of course, allies are welcome to enjoy the sand and surf as well.
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Gay Bars

There’s not a lot of nightlife on Kaua‘i in general, so gay bars are also limited. As a matter of fact, there aren’t any designated gay bars – but members of the LGBTIQ+ community are welcome at any bar on the island.




RESOURCES

hawaiilgbtlegacyfoundation.com

Highlights local programs and services in place for the LGBTIQ+ community.
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gayislandguide.net

A great resource for LGBTIQ+ events in Hawaii in particular, though it also includes recommendations for accommodations, transportation, activities and more.
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Accessible Travel

Kaua‘i’s accessibility accommodations are both good and bad. Sometimes organizers have thought outside of the box with things like free-to-rent all-terrain wheelchairs for beaches, at other times they need a bit of improvement.


The Kaua‘i Bus

All buses used by the Kaua‘i Bus, the island’s public transportation system, are wheelchair accessible. They also offer discounted fares for passengers with disabilities, with a filled-out Reduced Fare ID Card Application.


Airport

Lihuʻe Airport offers Skycap (porter) services for travelers with disabilities. They can help with checking in, boarding, disembarking, baggage retrieval and more. Since this service is offered by the airline, contact your airline to double-check.




Accommodation

Most large hotels and resorts on Kaua‘i have accessible accommodations for travelers with disabilities. Some standouts include the Grand Hyatt Kauai Resort & Spa in Koloa and the Hilton Garden Inn Kauai Wailua Bay.




RESOURCES

health.hawaii.gov/dcab
Hawaii Disability and Communication Access Board offers the most comprehensive information on traveling with disabilities in Hawaii. It primarily outlines the government-funded initiatives.
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interpretinghawaii.com
Hawaii Interpreting Services offers interpreting services in both American Sign Language (ASL) and Hawaii Sign Language (HSL).
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DISABILITY PLACARDS

While other destinations require a special permit to use your disability placard out-of-state, that’s not the case on Kaua‘i. Hawaii honors disability placards issued by other states or countries, so bring yours from home!

Rental Cars

For travelers with disabilities, most Kaua‘i rental car companies gladly install hand controls, provide accessible transportation from the airport to the car pickup location, or even deliver the car to the airport terminal itself, as long as you let them know beforehand.

HOW TO… Get Your Guide Dog or Service Dog to Hawaii

Most pets are required to undergo a two-week quarantine, but there’s a workaround for guide dogs or service dogs. You must enter the islands through the Daniel K Inouye Airport in Honolulu, rather than flying directly to Lihuʻe. Once your flight to Honolulu is booked, ensure your dog has their current rabies vaccine (and documentation), microchip, passing OIE-FAVN test (done within three years of arrival in the islands) and health certificate issued within 30 days of arrival in Hawaii, showing tick treatment within 14 days of arrival.

Send your documents, and your arrival and accommodations information for dog and owner to the Rabies Quarantine Branch a week or two prior to your arrival date. When you arrive in Honolulu, visit the Airport Animal Quarantine Holding Facility. For more information, see hdoa.hawaii.gov/ai/aqs/animal-quarantine-information-page/guide-service-dogs-entering-hawaii.






Language

Though the State of Hawaii has two official languages, English and Hawaiian, the latter is sadly rarely used. Instead, you might hear a local dialect known as pidgin. Originating from Hawaii’s immigrant-filled sugar-era, pidgin is a combination of languages, including Japanese, Cantonese, Portuguese, English, Tagalog and Hawaiian, amongst others.


Basics

Hello. Aloha.

Goodbye. Aloha a hui hou.

Yes. ‘Ae.

No. ‘A‘ole.

Please. E‘olu‘olu.

Thank you. Mahalo.

Excuse me. E kala mai ia‘u.

Sorry. E kala mai.

What is your name? O wai kou inoa?

My name is … O … koʻu inoa.

Welcome. E komo mai.

Surfing, wave sliding. heʻe nalu.

Encore, again. Hana hou.

How are you? Pehea ‘oe?

Happy. Hau’oli.

Male. Kāne.

Female. Wahine.

Child. Keiki.

Human being, person. Kanaka.

Hawaiian native. Kanaka maoli.

Colloquial

Howzit. Hello.

Shoots. Sounds good; bye.

Cherreh. Something good.

Bumbai. Or else.

Braddah. A man.

Choke. A lot.

Da kine. Used to mean whatever the speaker wants.

Holoholo. Cruise around.

Pau. Done.

Rajah. Pidgin version of ‘roger that.’

Signs

Kapu. Keep out (means taboo).

Kokua. Don’t litter (means help or cooperate).

Pau hana. ‘stop work’; happy hour.

Consonants

Hawaiian only has eight consonants: h, k, l, m, n, p, w and the ʻokina. In general, they make the same sounds as the English consonants. The ʻokina is a glottal stop that starts words and breaks up vowels.

Vowels

Hawaiian has five vowels: a, e, i, o and u. However, they are not pronounced the same way as in English. Hawaiian vowels sound more similar to Spanish vowels.

Words

Words in Hawaiian are formed in a very specific way. One rule is that consonants are never next to each other (though vowels can be). Consonants are always broken up by a vowel or vowels. Another rule is that Hawaiian words always end with a vowel.


NUMBERS

1

ʻekahi

2

ʻelua

3

ʻekolu

4

ʻehā

5

ʻelima

6

ʻeono

7

ʻehiku

8

ʻewalu

9

ʻeiwa

10

ʻumi



Who Speaks Hawaiian?

Following the colonization of the islands, only a small amount of people still speak Hawaiian; however, Hawaiians are trying to bring it back. Hawaiian is only spoken in Hawaii if a Hawaiian has moved away and is speaking Hawaiian to others in their new place.






Nuts & Bolts

Opening Hours

Kaua‘i is a sleepy island. People live at a leisurely pace and stores and restaurants close early. You’d be hard-pressed to find anything of note open after 9pm. Instead, head back to your accommodations, get some much-needed rest, and wake up earlier than usual for outdoor fun.

Weather

Mt Waiʻaleʻale is one of the rainiest places on the planet, and this rain can often stretch to the whole island. Embrace rain at drive-up waterfalls like Wailua Falls and ʻOpaekaʻa Falls.

Internet Access

Most hotels, malls and restaurants, along with Lihuʻe Airport on Kaua‘i, offer free wi-fi.


GOOD TO KNOW

Time Zone
Hawaii-Aleutian Time Zone (UTC/GMT -10)

Country Code
+1

Emergency Number
911

Population
73,000
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Tap Water

Hawaii consistently ranks as having some of the best tap water quality in the US.



Electricity 120V/60Hz
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PUBLIC HOLIDAYS

Kaua‘i participates in both US holidays and Hawaii state holidays. Most businesses only close for the most popular ones, like Thanksgiving and Christmas.

New Year’s Day January 1

Dr Martin Luther King, Jr Day January 15

Presidents’ Day February

Prince Jonah Kūhiō Kalanianaʻole Day March 26

Good Friday March/April/May

Memorial Day May

King Kamehameha I Day June 1

Independence Day July 4

Statehood Day August

Labor Day September

Veterans’ Day November 11

Thanksgiving November

Christmas December 25






Kaua‘i Hiking Safety

Kaua‘i is filled with gorgeous hiking trails – from beachfront paths to jungle-esque treks. But there are a few tips you’ll want to keep in mind to stay safe.



WHAT TO DO IN A HIKE EMERGENCY

• Call 911. Ask for fire and rescue and inform them of the situation and your location.

• Stay calm, stay put and stay warm.

• Try to attract the attention of rescuers or other hikers.



Hike with a Buddy

The first rule of hiking – on Kaua‘i or anywhere else – is to always hike with a companion. If something goes wrong, whether it’s suffering an injury or getting lost, it’s always better to have another person there to help.

RESEARCH THE TRAIL

Before tackling a hike, it’s important to know about the terrain, distance, turns and even parking. Screenshot the most important information you find online. Many of Kaua‘i’s trails don’t have cell service, so you won’t be able to look anything up when you’re on the go.
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Check the Weather

Given that Kaua‘i gets more rain than any other island, it’s important to check the weather before heading out on any hike. Not only do the paths become muddy and slippery, but they can also be prone to deadly flash floods. (This is especially true of waterfall hikes.) While it may be hard to do, especially during Kaua‘i’s rainiest season (November or March), try to avoid hiking on rainy days.

Lace Up Your Shoes

Some visitors don’t think to bring hiking shoes on their Kaua‘i vacations and instead try to tackle the trails in slippahs (flip-flops). That’s not the best idea. If you’ve forgotten hike-appropriate shoes, pick up a pair – general athletic shoes will work on most trials – and head out.


Don’t Drink from the Waterways

Kaua‘i’s fresh waterways contain a bacteria known as leptospirosis that enters the body through ingestion or open wounds. Though some people are asymptomatic, others end up with flu-like symptoms – not a great way to spend your trip to the island.
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Know Your Own Capabilities

Don’t try to tackle a trail you know that you won’t be able to handle. It’s OK to start with the easy hikes and work your way up. Besides, many of Kaua‘i’s easy hikes have stunning views!








Kaua‘i Ocean Safety

Spending time in the ocean or on the beach is a must during your Kaua‘i visit. But there are a few safety tips that you should keep in mind before diving in.
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SWIM WITH A BUDDY

If something goes wrong while you’re swimming around, it’s always better to have another person there to help. They can call out to the lifeguard, keep you calm, or even find a solution to whatever problem is at hand.

Stay Away from Rocky Points

Many visitors like to get a closer look at, well, everything. And sometimes, that’s fine – feel free to get an up-close view at the blooming blossoms at Allerton Garden or ancient Hawaiian petroglyphs on the Maha‘ulepu Heritage Trail (just don’t touch!). But at the beach, an up-close inspection isn’t always the best move.

Sometimes getting a closer look ends up putting people in precarious positions. Visitors often edge their way to the edge of rocky points, just to get a closer look at waves crashing against the side. From there, all it takes is one slightly larger wave to sweep them off the jagged rocks. It’s not unheard of to see news headlines like, ‘tourist swept off to sea,’ so please don’t be one of them.

Obey Posted Signs

There are lots of signs posted on Kaua‘i beaches, and they’re always there for your safety. They might let you know about large waves, rip currents, jellyfish or Portuguese man-of-war, just to start. Please read them.

Know Your Own Capabilities

Don’t try to jump into the ocean when you know you won’t be able to handle the conditions. If the waves are too large, enjoy the shoreline instead – or head to another beach where the water is peaceful. Poʻipu Beach tends to be calm all year-round.


Never Turn Your Back on the Ocean

This is the number one rule of hanging out at the beach. Ocean conditions can change in an instant – and if you’re not looking at the ocean, you won’t know it. A wave could surprise you and sweep you off your feet (which isn’t nearly as romantic as it sounds).




Chat with the Lifeguard

No one knows a beach better than the local lifeguard. They’ll be able to tell you about jagged reefs and rocks that are always around, as well as the factors that change on the day-to-day, like waves, rip currents and jellyfish. Who knows? They might even give you the inside scoop on where to see some of the coolest underwater creatures!








Kalalau Trail Permits, Passes & More

Hiking the Kalalau Trail is one of the most memorable experiences you can have on Kaua‘i. But in addition to the physical capabilities you’ll need to tackle this 22-mile path (part or all of it), you’ll also need to sort out the rather confusing system of permits and passes.

   Be sure to download or print all of your necessary permits and passes in advance, as there is no cell service in the area.


Hiking to Hanakapiʻai Valley Only

If you’re hiking from the trailhead to Hanakapiʻai Valley – or Hanakapiʻai Falls – you’ll need a reservation to enter Haʻena State Park, along with a transportation or parking pass. Reservations for Haʻena State Park open 30 days in advance (900 available slots per day).


Scan to make your reservation
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Beyond Hanakapiʻai Valley to the Kalalau Valley

If your plan is to hike the full Kalalau Trail – which you essentially have to commit to if you plan on passing Hanakapiʻai Valley – you’ll need the following permits and passes:

• Camping permit, even if you don’t plan to stay overnight. This includes a Haʻena State Park reservation.

• A transportation or parking pass.

The camping permits become available online 90 days in advance at midnight Hawaii Standard Time (HST; 60 slots per day), and they get snatched up very quickly.


Scan to get your camping permits (and its accompanying Haʻena State Park reservation)
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TRAVELING WITH A LARGE GROUP

Hiking the Kalalau Trail with a larger group can be tricky – and not just when it comes to tackling the trail itself. Permits and passes can be tough as well. When booking reservation times, you may want to stagger them, one after the other, for the best chance of securing spots for everyone. This set-up can also come in handy if someone in your group decides to drop out – if one person cancels, the whole reservation is canceled. (You also can’t transfer your reservation to someone else. The names on the reservation need to match your IDs.)

Similarly, if your large group requires multiple vehicles, you’ll need to make separate vehicle reservations.
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TRANSPORT TO THE TRAILHEAD

When hiking any portion of the Kalalau Trail, you’ll likely need to select a transportation option (particularly when purchasing a day-pass Haʻena State Park reservation) or arrange alternatives in advance.

By Car

The most in-demand way to get to the Kalalau Trailhead is by car. With this method of transportation, you’ll need to reserve a parking spot (limited availability), regardless of how far you plan to hike.

If you have a Kalalau camping permit (which you’ll need if you’re hiking fUrther than Hanakapiʻai Valley), an overnight parking permit is included, but you still need to make an overnight parking reservation at gohaena.com. You can only purchase overnight parking after you’ve made your camping reservation. Note that you’ll have to pay an additional fee for every night your car is in the parking lot.

Please only park in designated areas and with the proper permits. If not, you’ll likely get a pricey parking ticket, and your car may be towed.

By Shuttle

Shuttles run every 20 minutes from 6:20am to 5:40pm. While there are other stops along the route, including at Wainiha Country Market, Hanalei Colony Resort, Hā‘ena Beach Park and Limahuli Garden, all riders (excluding a couple of rare exceptions) must check in at the first stop at the Waipā Park & Ride. (If you’re staying in Wainiha or Haʻena, you can send proof of your accommodations at least 48 hours in advance and hop on the shuttle from a stop other than Waipā Park & Ride.) From the start of the shuttle route, it’s a 30-minute ride to Haʻena State Park and the trailhead.

It is important to note that you cannot park overnight at the Waipā Park & Ride. Cars parked there will be towed. That said, if you can find alternative means of getting to this shuttle stop (say, via the Kaua‘i public bus system, which has a stop a 15-minute walk from the Waipā Park & Ride), you can arrange to take the shuttle on two separate days (one to the trail, one back from the trail).

By Foot, Bike or Ride Arrangement

There are a few less popular options that don’t require any sort of advanced transportation ticket booking: walking, biking or arranging a ride to/from the trailhead. The first two aren’t ideal since you’ll want to save all your energy for the Kalalau Trail. As for arranging a ride, this can work if you have a non-hiking friend who is willing to make the drive at a prearranged time. Don’t rely on rideshares for this option – there’s no cell service. While you won’t need a parking or shuttle pass with these options, you’ll still need to have all of your other passes and permits in order.


Towing, Tickets & Criminal Charges

If you don’t have all of the necessary permits and passes for the Kalalau Trail, things could get ugly. Your car could get towed, you could be handed a hefty fine and you may even face criminal charges (violating the permit system is a petty misdemeanor).








THE KAUAʻI

STORYBOOK

Our writers delve deep into different aspects of Kauaʻi life.


A History of Kauaʻi in 15 Places

After a quiet start, Western discovery brought a whole new set of challenges to these isolated islands.

Sarah Etinas

Meet the People of Kauaʻi

Embrace these respectful, community-oriented people who enjoy a simple lifestyle.

Savannah Rose Dagupion

Overtourism on Kauaʻi

Kauaʻi has a complicated relationship with its tourists, but one thing is clear: there are too many of them.

Ashley Harrell
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A HISTORY OF KAUA‘I IN
15 PLACES

Likely originally settled by Polynesian voyagers around 1200 CE, Kaua‘i – and the rest of the Hawaiian Islands – started with a rather quiet existence. But Western discovery brought a whole new set of economic and political challenges to these isolated islands. By Sarah Etinas


AS THE OLDEST of the Hawaiian Islands, Kaua‘i holds a special place in the island chain. It all starts with voyagers from the Marquesas Islands, who settled down in Hawaii likely sometime between 1000 and 1200 CE. For a few hundred years, they were able to exist relatively peacefully, living off the land and sea.

Then, in the late 1700s, two major historic events happened: Captain James Cook became the first Westerner to visit the islands and King Kamehameha I unified all of the Hawaiian Islands. The former introduced Hawaii to global influences, economies, and politics, while the latter kept the interisland skirmishes to a minimum and created a sense of united Hawaiian identity.

With the presence of Hawaii known to the rest of the world, the islands – and Kaua‘i, in particular – became forever changed. Missionaries flocked to preach Christianity, dismissing ancient Hawaiian akua (deities). Sugar plantations popped up, bringing immigrant workers from across the globe. And ultimately, the Hawaiian monarchy was overthrown, unjustly putting Hawaiian lands in non-Native hands.

All of that said, Kaua‘i’s history is still being written. Today’s burgeoning coffee and cacao farms, revolving door of hotels, and big-screen Hollywood productions are all shaping the island’s future path.

1. Waimea Canyon

THE GEOLOGIC START OF IT ALL

The story of Kaua‘i begins with the creation of the island. As the oldest of the Hawaiian Islands, geologists believe that Kaua‘i came to be about five million years ago, thanks to loads of volcanic activity. Waimea Canyon in particular is thought to have been created about four million years ago. But unlike other canyons, which came to be through erosion, Waimea Canyon’s geologic story is a little more drastic. The unnamed volcano that brought Kaua‘i to life collapsed in on itself, triggering the initial canyon break. Over the next few million years, erosion caused that gap to widen, creating the stratified natural landmark that exists today.

For more on Waimea Canyon.

2. Alekoko Fishpond

A GLIMPSE INTO ANCIENT HAWAII

Most historians and anthropologists believe that the first people to settle in Hawaii were voyagers from the Marquesas Islands. They traveled the 2400 nautical miles via double-hull canoe, bringing their culture with them. When these trans-Pacific journeys stopped around 1300 CE, Hawaiian culture and society were left to develop on their own.

Importantly, the ancient Hawaiian people held great respect for the ‘āina (land). They believed in reciprocity – if they took care of the land, the land would provide for them. They picked only produce they needed and sustainably harvested their seafood from fishponds, like the ancient Alekoko Fishpond in Lihue.

For more on Alekoko Fishpond.

3. Captain Cook Statue, Waimea Town

THE BEGINNING OF WESTERN INFLUENCE

When British naval captain James Cook inadvertently sighted the uncharted island of Oʻahu on January 18, 1778, the ancient Hawaiians’ 500 years of isolation were lost forever. This new arrival transformed Hawaii in ways inconceivable at the time.

Strong winds on that fateful day pushed Cook away from Oʻahu and toward Kauaʻi, where he made landfall on January 20 at Waimea Bay. Cook promptly named the islands the Sandwich Islands, after his patron, the Earl of Sandwich.

For more on the Captain Cook Statue.
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Old Sugar Mill, Koloa | Steve Heap/Shutterstock ©

4. Pāʻulaʻula State Historic Site

A BUMPY UNIFICATION

Not long after Captain Cook arrived, the future King Kamehameha I was working to unite the Hawaiian Islands. After conquering O‘ahu in 1795, Kaua‘i and small neighboring Ni‘ihau were the last two in the chain.

King Kaumuali‘i of Kaua‘i wasn’t keen on joining the rest of the islands. George Anton Scheffer, a Russian surgeon, claimed he could get the Russian army to back the two of them up, though Scheffer had no authority to make this happen.

During this time, King Kaumuali‘i ordered the construction of Pāʻulaʻula. Soon after its completion, Scheffer’s farce came to light. Kaua‘i and Ni‘ihau ended up peacefully joining the Kingdom of Hawai‘i, led by King Kamehameha I, in 1810.

For more on Paʻulaʻula State Historic Site.

5. Wai‘oli Mission House, Hanalei

THE MISSIONARIES ARRIVE

By 1820 the first missionaries sailed to the islands, and the Native Hawaiians were surprisingly receptive. Though the missionaries’ main goal was to convert the Native Hawaiians’ beliefs in their own akua to Christianity – and tangentially, to build churches, like the 1934 Wai‘oli Mission House in Hanalei in the process – their influence reached far beyond that. On one hand, these missionaries meticulously documented the Native Hawaiian way of life; on the other, they deemed many aspects of Hawaiian culture to be vulgar, including he‘e nalu (surfing) and ʻŌlelo Hawaiʻi (the Hawaiian language), sometimes actively working to suppress these activities and beliefs.

For more on the Wai‘oli Mission House.

6. Old Sugar Mill, Koloa

A SWEET TIME PERIOD

Around the same time that the missionaries arrived in the islands, people started experimenting with growing sugarcane (kō) in the islands. The first few attempts weren’t successful, but by the middle of the century, the industry was booming! And in 1835 Koloa’s Old Sugar Mill, the first-ever successful sugar mill in the islands, opened for business.

With the high demand for sugar, more laborers were needed. Immigrants from all around the world – from Japan to the Philippines to Portugal – moved to the islands in search of work on the sugar plantations.

For more on the Old Sugar Mill.

7. Queen Emma’s Cottage

A ROYAL GETAWAY

For nearly a century, the Kingdom of Hawai‘i thrived. While the reigning monarch at the time primarily ruled from Honolulu on O‘ahu, the royals often visited the other islands. Queen Emma, wife of King Kamehameha IV, may be the royal who spent the most time on Kaua‘i; after the deaths of her husband and son, she came to her home – now called Queen Emma’s Cottage – in 1870, simply to grieve.

Queen Emma passed away a decade and a half later, about eight years before the unjust overthrow of Queen Lili‘uokalani and the Kingdom of Hawai‘i. Not long after, Queen Emma’s Cottage was moved to its new home in the lush Allerton Garden.

For more on Allerton Garden.

8. The Kauai Inn

THE START OF TOURISM

At the turn of the century, the idea of Hawaii as a tourist destination began to take root. As the first hotel in Waikiki – the Moana Hotel (now the Moana Surfrider) – opened its doors in 1901, so did Kaua‘i’s first hotel: the Fairview Hotel. Now the Kauai Inn, this accommodations has gone through four relocations, two hurricane changes and countless ownership changes over the years. Regardless, it’s safe to say that this hotel marked the start of Kaua‘i’s tourism-filled future.

For more on the Kauai Inn.

9. Hanalei Pier

SMALL GRAIN, BIG IMPACT

Despite all of the changes in government and in tourism, Kaua‘i’s sugar industry still kept going strong. And though many of the plantation worker immigrants learned to make do with what they had in the islands for the most part, there were certain things from their home countries that they couldn’t live without. At the top of the list: rice.

Hanalei Pier was built in the early 1900s primarily to receive shipments of rice for the islands’ immigrant population. And when Kaua‘i started to produce enough rice to sustain themselves, they then used the pier to ship rice over to Honolulu.

For more on Hanalei Pier.

10. Seto Building, Old Town Kapa‘a

THE HEART OF THE COMMUNITY

All of the immigrants moving to the island to work on the sugar plantations started to build communities of their own. They brought their languages, their holidays and their food, and things started to blend together in a true cultural melting pot. The dialect known as pidgin came to be and new fusion dishes, like manapua and saimin, took the stage.

While many immigrant communities popped up around the island, Old Town Kapa‘a is one of the best-preserved ones. At the heart of it all stands the Seto Building. Opened in 1929, this building once served as the island’s first general food market.

For more on the Seto Building.

11. Hanapepe

A REFUGE FOR SUGAR STRIKERS

Hawaii’s sugar plantation workers were overworked and underpaid, so they went on strike, settling down in Hanapepe to wait for their demands to be met. Unfortunately, most strikes weren’t successful – and one in particular led to bloodshed.

In September 1924, two young non-striking plantation workers, Marcelo Lusiano and Alipio Ramel, visiting Hanapepe were kidnapped by a group of striking workers. The authorities were called, but Lusiano and Ramel were still not released. Soon enough, a fight broke out between the authorities and the striking workers, and 16 plantation workers were killed. This event became known as the Hanapepe Massacre and ended up completely derailing strikes for years to come.

For more on Hanapepe.

12. Kauai Coffee Company, Kalaheo

A NEW AGRICULTURAL KING

While Kaua‘i first dabbled in the coffee industry in the early 1800s, nothing really happened with it for about 150 years. After all, during that time, sugar was the booming agricultural industry in the islands, so why take a risk with something new? But by the end of the 20th century, Hawaii’s sugar industry was practically non-existent, so farmers decided to make a true attempt at the coffee-growing idea.

In 1987 the large McBryde Sugar Company officially made the transformation into the Kauai Coffee Company. Over time, it quickly amassed four million coffee trees and became the largest coffee grower in the United States.

For more on the Kauai Coffee Company.
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13. Manawaiopuna Falls

KAUA‘I ON THE BIG SCREEN

In more recent years, Kaua‘i has become known for its film fame. While there are several filming locations on the island, including ʻOpaekaʻa Falls, Hanalei Bay and the Kalalau Valley, Manawaiopuna Falls may be the most recognizable of them all, thanks to the 1993 hit, Jurassic Park.

But Jurassic Park is just one of many movies and TV shows filmed on the Garden Isle. Raiders of the Lost Ark, Honeymoon in Vegas, Lord of the Flies and King Kong all shot iconic scenes amidst Kaua‘i’s lush natural landscapes.

For more on Manawaiopuna Falls.

14. Hanalei Valley Lookout

A TARO REVIVAL

While the 1970s were the peak of Hawaii’s cultural revival, it continued for decades to come. One of the biggest changes came in the taro (kalo) industry. Demand for this starchy staple trickled off, nearly disappearing around the time of the missionaries.

But by the late 1900s and early 2000s, the demand for taro was growing again, particularly on Kaua‘i, and new companies dedicated to the crop started to pop up, like Hanalei Poi and Hanalei Taro. Huge swaths of land – like those seen from the Hanalei Valley Lookout – became dedicated to lo‘i (taro wetlands), and local businesses started to incorporate kalo into their menus once again.

For more on Hanalei Valley Lookout.

15. Lydgate Farms

KAUA‘I’S NEXT BIG BEAN

With sugar factories closing left and right, there was still loads of agricultural land up for grabs on Kaua‘i, even with the booming coffee and kalo industries. Enter Kaua‘i’s next big bean: cacao.

In 2008 Lydgate Farms (at the time known as Steelgrass Farm) began growing cacao on the island. After all, conditions were (and still are) ideal, thanks to Kaua‘i’s tropical temperatures, nutrient-rich volcanic soil and sufficient rainfall. Since 2008 half a dozen other chocolate farms have popped up around the island to keep up with the demand for this sweet treat.

For more on Lydgate Farms.




MEET THE
PEOPLE OF KAUAʻI

Embrace them for who they are: respectful, community-oriented people who enjoy a simple, rural lifestyle in the island’s verdant environment. SAVANNAH ROSE DAGUPION introduces her people.


KAUAʻI IS MORE rural and lush compared to the other Hawaiian Islands. Much less developed than the other islands, Kauaʻi’s natural beauty is able to shine, and the island’s landscape definitely reflects the people on it. It’s what you think of when you picture Hawaii.

Native Hawaiians and long-time locals on the island experience a relaxed pace of living compared to the city-dwellers of Oʻahu or the commuters of Maui County. People tend to be easy-going and low-key, preferring the unpretentious small-town life.

Because Kauaʻi is smaller than its counterparts (which the majority of travelers are drawn to), there’s seemingly a greater sense of community and understanding among the people of Kauaʻi: the perfect balance of aloha, minding your business and not taking life too seriously. Locals are bonded with locals, and they’re bound to be connected through family or friends in one way or another.

Because of the island’s natural environment, many people in Kauaʻi are in tune with the outdoors, often surfing, fishing, diving, hunting and hiking. Ancient Hawaiian practices of living off the land are prevalent here, as the island rarely faces things that prevent caring for and tending to the land, like drought or overdevelopment, compared to other islands.

Who’s Who?

‘Hawaiian’ or ‘Native Hawaiian’ refers to the ethnic group indigenous to the Hawaiian Islands. ‘Local’ refers to people who have lived in Hawaii their whole lives or are long-time residents. Locals are usually of mixed ethnicity, can speak pidgin and have a sense of allyship with Hawaiian culture. A ‘transplant’ is someone who moved to Hawaii later in life.

Like other islands, Kauaʻi’s locals are a multicultural bunch, mixed with the ethnicities of the plantation era: Japanese, Chinese, Korean, Portuguese, Filipino and Hawaiian. To them, tradition is important, and their culture is perpetuated through hard work, food and honoring your ancestors and elders. Households are often multi-generational, and these families foster a sense of pride for their roots in the community.

However, the island’s unique landscape draws another kind of group to the island. Transplants, which refers to haole, or foreigners, who move to and live in Hawaii, occupy many parts of the island. Typical transplants include post-college wanderers, surfer dudes, wealthy retirees or middle-aged career switchers seeking seclusion.

There are also just haole who own land on the island and rarely live there. The most prominent example is Meta CEO Mark Zuckerberg, who owns roughly 1500 acres of land. This group often leaves people questioning the ethics and necessity of their land ownership, and they are mainly viewed as colonizers.

To locals, there is a distinct line between the local/Hawaiian community and the transplant/haole community. On one hand, it’s the difference in mindset, as transplants take on the island through a western mindset and locals take on the island through an aloha ʻāina (love of the land) mindset. On the other hand, it’s their influence on practical matters. Transplants dilute traditional communities, raise the cost of living and sometimes displace locals.

Despite the divide, respect and aloha go a long way. A sense of place and an understanding of the culture are good starting points for both transplants and visitors.
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Surfer, Hanalei Bay | Tyler Stableford/Getty Images ©
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Hula dancers | Fatcamera/Getty Images ©
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Local surfer | Jhorrocks/Getty Images ©
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Local on the beach, Kapaʻa | Don Mason/Getty Images ©


KUʻU HOME (MY HOME)

Maui is my one true home. I was born and raised there and only lived elsewhere when I went to the continent for college. I am a proud Native Hawaiian and come from a line of ancestors who lived across the Hawaiian islands for many generations. This is an identity I hold dearly, as Native Hawaiians have worked hard to revive and reignite our culture, which was once almost lost.

The North Shore on Maui is special to me, as I grew up in Pāʻia and have family there. In high school, I moved to Kula. Like many people in the islands, I am mixed. Other than Hawaiian, I am Chinese, Filipino and Portuguese, and was raised with the customs from each culture. I have relatives who migrated from these countries and spoke these languages. However, I was raised speaking English and Hawaiian.
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Surfers, Kauaʻi | Tint Media/Shutterstock ©




OVERTOURISM
ON KAUAʻI

Kauaʻi has a complicated relationship with its tourists, but one thing is clear: there are too many of them. By Ashley Harrell


KAUAʻI’S ECONOMY DEPENDS on tourism, which brings in more than $2 million for the island each month. But in recent years, the costs that come with climbing visitor numbers on this once-quiet island have been daunting local officials and deeply frustrating long-time residents. In high season, nearly a third of the people on the island are merely stopping by, and all too often, these are the folks who are creating traffic jams, monopolizing natural resources, buzzing around in loud helicopters and on boats, trampling sacred sites, bothering threatened wildlife, hiking off-trail because of a photo they saw on Instagram and paying top dollar for lodgings that locals can no longer afford. There are glimmers of hope, however.

On the North Shore, an innovative management agreement launched in 2018 for the wildly popular Haʻena State Park led to a reduction in visitors and the creation of a new shuttle system, which helped with traffic and parking issues. Around the island, efforts to educate visitors about local customs are underway, and Kauaʻi has also added more park ranger positions and instituted parking fees for non-residents in heavily used lots. To keep visitor numbers from further spiraling out of control, state transportation officials abandoned a proposal to add three new gates at Lihuʻe Airport in 2022. The move was part of a statewide destination management action plan that identifies conflicts and proposes solutions, with the goal of transitioning to a regenerative tourism model. The idea is that visitors can leave Hawaii better than they found it.

Whether the plan can succeed by its 2025 conclusion in repairing the harm done by tens of millions of visitors remains to be seen, but we’ll fill you in here on some of Kauaʻi’s recent, hot-button conflicts involving overtourism.

A Crowded Na Pali Coast

The Na Pali Coast may be remote, dramatic and extraordinarily beautiful, but it sure is noisy. The few hikers who manage to secure permits for the 22-mile Kalalau Trail are frequently accompanied by the whirr of helicopters overhead and the hum of boat engines down below. These tours contribute to air, water and noise pollution, and they diminish the enjoyment of Kauaʻi’s most beloved coastline for those who choose to visit in low-impact ways, such as by hiking or kayaking.

Last year, the state government had an opportunity to put the kibosh on more than half of the boat tours that visit the Na Pali Coast from the Westside, which would have left the place feeling a lot less crowded. But ultimately it didn’t happen. The story of the Na Pali Coast boat operators offers a glimpse into how problems with overtourism originate, but also – for better or worse – how the state hesitates to make corrections at the expense of local business owners.

It all started about a decade ago, when commercial activity at Kikiaola Small Boat Harbor was on the rise, and parking and boat ramps were in short supply. State regulators decided to cap the number of permits for sightseeing tours operating out of the harbor to 10, but before the new rule could be implemented, an influx of clued-in applicants were quickly approved. The harbor and coastline have been crowded with boats ever since. In 2023 lawmakers tried to correct the problem with House Bill 1090, which would have created a new process for issuing state ocean recreation commercial use permits and revoked 15 permits based on a seniority system.

Newer operators complained that the bill would sink their businesses, and ultimately Governor Josh Green sided with them. He vetoed the bill in July 2023, explaining that while the permit system does require reform, he prefers the state to take a more balanced approach so as not to put locals out of jobs with a sudden change. So for the time being, one of the world’s most beautiful coastlines remains abuzz with boat traffic.

IT WAS ONLY IN 2020, AROUND THE TIME WHEN THE PANDEMIC CLEARED HAWAIIAN BEACHES, THAT TURTLES BEGAN VISITING POʻIPU BEACH PARK IN SIGNIFICANT NUMBERS. THE PHENOMENON HASN’T STOPPED SINCE RESTRICTIONS WERE LIFTED.

The Sea Turtles of Poʻipu Beach

Every night at sunset, Hawaiian green sea turtles make their way toward Poʻipu Beach Park, one of the most popular tourist beaches in Kauaʻi, and come ashore to fall asleep. Although they’ve been doing this around the archipelago in smaller numbers since the 1990s it was only in 2020, around the time when the pandemic cleared Hawaiian beaches, that turtles began visiting Poʻipu Beach Park in significant numbers.

The phenomenon hasn’t stopped since restrictions were lifted, and word about where to see dozens of basking sea turtles has traveled by mouth and over social media. Each night, a large group of onlookers gathers to observe turtles, sip cocktails and snap photos, and not everybody stays the recommended 10ft away from the threatened reptiles. Some people have even chased, straddled and scared off the poor creatures. As a result, the O‘ahu-based sea turtle nonprofit organization Malama na Honu sends volunteer protectors to help mediate the nightly ballet. They answer questions, post signage and use safety cones to move people back, giving the turtles space to do their thing.

The turtles mostly snooze through the drama, as they’re used to it by now. Kind of amazing, considering that rampant overfishing reduced their population significantly in the mid-1900s, when the few turtles left shied away from humans and the beaches they frequented most. Environmental protections enacted in the 1970s led the population to rebound, and in the 1990s turtles began coming ashore to rest on beaches across the Hawaiian Islands, including some often frequented by people.

Although the turtles aren’t necessarily bothered, tourists who visit them have had an impact on the beach and nearby infrastructure. The crowds create a trash problem, leave bathrooms in unsanitary conditions and erode a nearby bluff. And ultimately volunteers don’t have any real authority. People are allowed to swim, surf, fish and snorkel at Poʻipu Beach Park, even when the turtles are attempting to come in for the night. So if you do visit this spectacle, be sure to give space for turtles to get to the beach. At all times, keep 10ft between yourself and any sea turtle, don’t make a lot of noise, and turn off the flash on your camera.

The Case of Haʻena State Park

At the end of the road on Kauaʻi’s North Shore, 65-acre Haʻena State Park was once the breadbasket for the surrounding communities. With its designation as a park in the 1960s, though, it became the northern gateway to the famous Na Pali Coast and its breathtaking Kalalau Trail. And visitors started creating problems in the area.

They clogged the roads, failed to respect the etiquette of one-land bridges, parked illegally, trampled sacred spaces and left trash behind on the beaches. The park fell into disrepair, with invasive trees and plants overwhelming the landscape. Fast forward to 2018 and the problem had gotten exponentially worse, with as many as 2000 people visiting the park each day. But then, in April of 2018, a record-breaking storm created a giant flood, and the stage was set for change.

With the park shut down, officials began to rethink its management. They partnered with two local nonprofit organizations (Hui Makaʻainana o Makana and the Hanalei Initiative) and came up with a plan to restore the park and clear invasive species, unearth ancient stone walls, rebuild a traditional walkway, and create a new master plan for infrastructure improvements and crowd control. Visitation was capped at 900 people per day with a new permit system, which was paired with a parking reservation and entry fee program, along with a park-and-ride shuttle to transport people to the park from a paid lot in Waipa. Law enforcement officers were brought on to deter illegal parking, while signs, shuttle messaging and island talks served to educate visitors.

The initiative allowed Native Hawaiians to become part of a solution to overtourism, while encouraging locals to return to the park. It’s been hailed as a prime example of regenerative tourism, leading Governor Josh Green to sign a new law in 2023 to expand the park’s management model. The law requires that when a state park is environmentally, historically or culturally significant, the state can only negotiate parking and concession agreements with local nonprofit organizations, which are exempt from bidding requirements and given the authority to limit the number of park visitors.

Regenerative Tourism

As fraught as the relationship between Kauaʻi and its visitors may be, locals have rallied behind the idea of regenerative tourism. A study published in the June 2022 edition of Travel Research found in a survey of 463 Kauaʻi residents that a staggering 96.3% of them offered favorable responses to regenerative travel.

They liked the idea of visitors planting trees to offset the carbon footprints of flying to Hawaii, and of voluntourism programs that removed invasive species from hiking trails. They also liked the concept of travelers working in lo‘i kalo (taro fields) to learn more about Hawaiian culture.

In line with the island’s destination management plan, they want to see the benefits of the travel industry outweighing the setbacks, and for tourists to have a positive impact on the lives of Kauaʻi’s residents. Will that be too much to ask? Only time will tell.
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Hawaiian green sea turtles, Poʻipu | Joanna Szypulska/Shutterstock ©
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“I unexpectedly scored a last-minute overnight permit for the Kalalau Trail, but I only had a computer backpack with me, so I had to carry my sleeping bag under my arm for 22 miles.”
ASHLEY HARRELL
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“At the Allerton Garden entrance, a tree overflowing with juicy starfruit (a personal favorite!) caught our eye. A friendly worker noticed and generously gifted us an armful to enjoy throughout our visit.”
SARAH ETINAS
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Waimea Canyon
& the Westside

DAZZLING LANDSCAPES,
DRAMATIC COASTLINE
AND LOW-KEY TOWNS

The uniquely scenic spectacle of
Waimea Canyon features everything
from raw red-earth cliffs to striated
peaks, plummeting waterfalls to
verdant forest. Beyond ‘the Grand
Canyon of the Pacific,' remote Koke'e
State Park is just as extraordinary, and
the 16-mile Na Pali Coast, the island’s
prime attraction, rises out of the sea
withits knife-edge pinnacles and
alluring valleys.

Waimea Canyon &
the Westside

Hanaleil & the North Shore

A NATURAL WONDERLAND

Welcome to a surfers’ and sun-seekers' Eden.
Hanalei Bay might as well have been conjured from
stardust and auto-populated with sun-bronzed,
young-at-heart souls who descend barefoot on
abeautiful blue bay surrounded by mountains
weeping with waterfalls. Next door, the 19th-century
sugar plantation town of Kilavea is the gateway
to a wildlife refuge surrounding a century-old
lighthouse.

Hanalei & the
North Shore

Kapa‘a &
the East Side

Lihu‘e

Po‘ipu & the
South Shore

Po‘ipu & the
South Shore

WHERE HISTORY AND BEACHES COLLIDE

The South Shore’s tourism hub features sun-kissed
beaches, top-end resorts and quality condos, plus
many of the island’s best restaurants. You can

Kapa‘a &
the East Side

OLD TOWN CHARM AND
NATURAL WONDERS

Sunny, walkable Kapa‘a has a more
down-to-earth vibe than other tourist
towns, and its eclectic population of

old-timers, fresh transplants, new-age
hippies and budget travelers coexists
happily. Pastel-brushed, clapboard
storefronts are filled with dreamy
modern canvases and handblown
glass sculptures, and the coastal
walking and cycling pathis sublime.

H é
Lihu‘e
HISTORY AND LOCAL EATS

A convenientand central destination,
Lihu‘e dates to 1849, when it served
as amill town for neighboring sugar

plantations. There's a down-to-earth,
workaday vibe that you won't see in
the resort areas, and the strip-malls
contain well-priced eateries, cafes
and bars. This is the departure point
for most helicopter excursions and

outdoor adventures.

saunter through a world-class botanical garden in the

morning, surf the perfect wave in the afternoon and

snorkel alongside Hawaiian green sea turtles at dusk.
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Kilauea Lighthouse.
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From Lihu‘e Airport, pick up a rental
car from agency offices across the
street from the baggage-claim area.
A free shuttle transports you to your
respective agency’s lot. Or go directly
there to potentially beat the lines.
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Kaua'‘i Bus serves Lihu‘e, including
stops at Kukui Grove Center, Target,
Rice Street and Wilcox Memorial
Hospital. The route runs hourly from
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Speedi Shuttle and GO.
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Penetrate an otherworldly
swamp ecosystem on the
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Kalalau Trail
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Po‘ipu

Plunge into the South
Shore’s waters and behold
sharks, rays and sea turtles.
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