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South Kona residents Jerry and Leinaala Benson built their dream “green” home in the 1970s, powered
by solar electric. Jerry’s woodworking talents are evident throughout the two-story residence.
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says Leinaala
Benson, happily directing visitors to a tempting
tree swing in the front yard of her four-acre,
Honaunau coffee farm. “Everyone who visits
our place is required to swing on it when they
get here — isn’t it fun?” In addition to bringing
out the inner child in you, it’s also the perfect
vantage to view the startling sight of the
beautiful South Kona coastline rising off the
horizon from 1,500 feet up.
On the property for 30 years and living in the
house they built themselves, Leinaala and her
husband Jerry Benson, a master canoe builder,
decided to go off the grid in the 1970s — long
before it was fashionable. They have solarpowered electricity and a self-sustaining (a.k.a.
rain catchment) water system.
“We’re never aware when there’s a HELCO
outage, since our electricity is always on,” notes
Leinaala. “But sometimes we’ll notice the power
is out when we look out on the mountain and
see not one light on except for us, which always

The view of Kealakekua Bay from the Benson’s four-acre coffee and macadamia farm in Honaunau. (Above inset): Made of koa, Jerry’s scale model of a double-hulled canoe
is true to the ancient Polynesian design. It sits atop a koa table built by Jerry.
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makes us smile. Living off the grid is perfectly ﬁne and
a lifestyle we love. We can run a skill saw, washing
machine, fridge, microwave, vacuum cleaner and
everything we need. We never have an electric bill and
there’s never a power pole in our line of sight.”
Jerry constructed the three-bedroom home himself.
For building materials, Jerry proudly says he used
the time-honored methods well known to those who
are resourceful but who don’t necessarily have lots of
monetary resources: “scrounging,” “recycling,” and
“bartering.”
“I worked for a ranch with lumber on it,” recounts
Jerry. “So all the main pieces of this house — the ﬂoor,
the beams, everything — were lumber that I got in
trade for work.” Designing the original 22-square-foot
home around the size of the beams, Jerry gradually
added onto the house as the family grew. The house
features ﬁnely crafted woods of ﬁr, Alaskan yellow
cedar, ohia and koa.
Jerry points to the front windows that were given
to him by the Manago family when they remodeled
the nearby hotel, noting that the tiny bubbles are
evidence of hand-blown glass dating from the early
1900s. And speaking of glass, Jerry is an avid bottle
collector, ﬁnding many of the bottles in his collection
in old dumps, as well as in dive spots in Lahaina
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A koa ﬁshing canoe crafted by Jerry hangs in the kitchen, a Christmas present to Leinaala. The
kitchen counter is koa, while some of the kitchen tiles came from the historic Kawaiaha’o Church in
Oahu that Leinaala attended in her youth.

Another one of Jerry’s creations, this beautiful koa chest of drawers was a gift to his wife.

where old whaling ships dropped debris. The ﬁreplace
bricks, originally part of the old Kohala sugar mill,
were foraged from a friend. About the ﬁne art of being
resourceful, Jerry says, “When you don’t have money,
you learn how to improvise by necessity. And actually,
that’s half the fun of it.”
College sweethearts, the Bensons have been married
since 1965 and have two children, son Kapono, a
mason and owner of Hawaii Rocks, now 36, and
daughter Iwalani, a Hawaiian language teacher,
33. When the kids were growing up, they did their
homework by kerosene lamp, “just like Abraham
Lincoln,” according to their dad.
Today they have a renewed appreciation for their
parents’ lifestyle, and know that being raised off the
grid when very few families did it was special indeed.
They are now enjoying every opportunity to share it
with their own children.
“They are grateful for all the natural resources
they were raised with,” Leinaala says. “They grew up
connected with the stars, the ocean, and the magic of
this aina.”
Leinaala is an artist at heart whose Hawaiian
genealogy is rooted here in South Kona and Hilo.
Tracing her deep Hawaiian heritage is also a passion.
“It goes way back,” Leinaala said.
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Likewise, Jerry is a consummate artist (and koa
furniture maker) who also builds canoes of ﬁberglass
or koa for area canoe clubs. He says his good friend,
painter Herb Kane, taught him everything he knows
about canoe building and is like an older brother to him.
A longtime member of the Daughters of Hawaii,
Leinaala started the splendid Hawaiian quilt now
adorning the master bedroom when she was pregnant
with her ﬁrst child, then ﬁnished it three years later
when she became pregnant with the second. She
learned her quilting skills from local fabric-store owner
Mrs. Kimura and through adult education classes at
Konawaena High School. She also created the many

With brass lamp and portal window, the bathroom evokes the feeling of being on a boat. Redwood
paneling was fashioned with lumber from an old water tank. (Above left): Jerry displays a collection of
Polynesian weapons from various travels.
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Original portrait of hula
master Iolani Luahine,
Leinaala’s kumu hula.

Lenaala’s hand-stitched quilt graces the koa bed crafted by Jerry. The rocker by the lanai belonged to
Jerry’s great grandmother, whose mother walked the plains with Brigham Young.

beautiful stained glass pieces for the home.
Aside from the telephone landline, the Bensons do
not rely on any other public utilities. They feel secure
in their self-sustaining, off-the-grid lifestyle. “If things
fall apart in the rest of the world,” Leinaala says, “We’ll
be OK. We’ll have lights, water and peace of mind, and
that’s what it’s really about.”
But more importantly, Leinaala says, they are
sustained by the nurturing contentment that the house
provides. “People who come here always comment
on the peaceful feeling here, the mana. They notice
the warmth and tranquility. That’s because it was
constructed with love, peace and aloha. It was a labor
of love.”
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A Room with a Zoo
Holualoa backyard an exotic mix of wildlife refugees,
rehab patients and rescued animals

Ann and Norm Goody with their horse, Voodoo.

“I want a zebra,
get me a zebra.”
— Ann Goody
By Kristina Anderson

The sanctuary’s resident herd of zebras (Tootsie, Zoe and Oreo) originates from the now-defunct Molokai Safari
Park. One of only two known “white” zebras in the world, Zoe is Oreo’s ﬁlly, born in 1998 on Molokai before a
pregnant Oreo arrived at the sanctuary. Oreo then gave birth to another ﬁlly, Tootsie, at Three Ring Ranch.
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nn and Norm Goody never dreamed
when they broke ground on their
ﬁve-acre Kailua-Kona lot that they
would end up with something a bit more
involved than a simple residence: an exotic
animal sanctuary.
Along with her husband, Ann founded
and operates the Three Ring Ranch
Exotic Animal Sanctuary, home to zebras,
llama, antelope, ﬂamingos, nene, hawks,
chinchillas, macaws and many other rare,
ailing or endangered species. The sanctuary
is the only fully accredited, U.S.D.A.licensed sanctuary in the state, and one of
only 38 in the country. It also serves as a
wildlife rehab center, children’s education
organization and hands-on, intern training
program for visiting veterinary medicine
students from universities.
“While we always loved animals, when
we decided to build our home, we certainly
never intended to host an animal sanctuary
in the backyard,” explains Norm, a West
Hawaii anesthesiologist. “We had been in
escrow on another property, which fell out,
and that led us to this lot. It turned out

Ann Goody interacts with a barn owl named Owlie, a stunted orphan from Oahu. The barn owl shares its aviary with an epileptic pheasant named Twixy. A true sanctuary,
the facility is not open to the general public; however, the Goodys try to share the animals with the community through private tours, community presentations and teaching
programs for school children.
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“While we always
loved animals, when
we decided to build
our home, we certainly
never intended to host
an animal sanctuary
in the backyard.”
— Norm Goody

Norm says hello
to a harlequin
macaw from
Kohala Ranch.
“The owner
wasn’t able to
handle him and
he was placed
here,” said Norm.

Photo by Judy Mintor

Photo by Giselle Thompson

her what could he do to help.
“I want a zebra, get me a zebra,” Ann remembers
answering as a joke. Norm took her at her word, made
a few phone calls and actually found zebras available
at the now defunct Molokai Safari Park, ailing and in
need of adoption. He then began investigating how
they might be able to rescue them. After the proper
paperwork and licensing was secured, the Three Ring
Ranch was in business.
In short order, the pregnant zebra known as Oreo,
along with her new foal Zoe, a rare blonde mutation,
were brought over to Kona. The ranch has grown in
mission and scope ever since, including the zebra
family. Oreo gave birth to Tootsie shortly after she and
Zoe arrived on the ranch.
The Goody home, ﬁnished in 1998, is just as
interesting as the ranch itself. The spacious, open
design features a single great room that captures the
safari lodge-style look of East Africa.

The enormous zebra painting by local artist Shelly Maudsley White was a gift from veterinarian Greg Timmel, who purchased the work at a live auction beneﬁting Three Ring Ranch.
nnn
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to be a blessing in disguise, because we would never
have had the room for an animal sanctuary at the other
location. After that, everything seemed to fall into
place.”
The idea for the sanctuary hit Ann like a bolt out of
the blue, literally.
In 1997, Ann survived a lightning strike during
an electrical storm in Kona that hit transformers and
caused other major damage to the power grid. She was
standing in the wrong place at the wrong time when
fragmented lightning entered through the side of her
face, leaving internal burns throughout her body and
exiting through her left foot.
“It scrambled my brain and tore up my body,” she
says, recalling that the shock threw her backwards in
the air.
As Ann recovered mentally and physically from
the devastating injury, Norm was willing to do almost
anything to assist her in the healing process. He asked
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The Goodys completed their spacious, three-bedroom home in 1998. Soon thereafter, they decided to convert their ﬁve-acre lot into a licensed, accredited animal sanctuary
— the only one in the state of Hawaii.

Ann with one of two barn owls at the sanctuary.
nnn
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Living room upholstery was sewn by Ann, who purchased the
fabric at Kimura’s in Kainaliu and at Discount Fabric Warehouse
in Kailua. The giraffe statue was a gift from a sanctuary volunteer.

Photo by Giselle Thompson

Photo by Charla Thompson

The media room, wired by Norm, also features African-themed décor.

Unsuited for the environment of their previous home, these ﬂamingos
came to Three Ring Ranch from the Botanical Garden in Hilo. Their pink
color returned soon after they arrived at the sanctuary.
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Ann designed the etched glass on the entry door in homage to the
sanctuary’s ﬂock of ﬂamingos. The door was crafted by woodworker
Hap Tallman of Hawi. Glass was etched by Gary Wagner of Gary
Wagner Art Glass, Waimea.

Glass bowl by Mad River Glass of California, a
gift from Norm’s father.

Zebra memorabilia
abounds in the
Goody’s home,
including this zebra
footstool beneath
an Indonesian
rocker purchased
in Kailua-Kona.
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A llama is one of many exotic animals at Three Ring Ranch, including hawks, reptiles, birds and
an oryx. One-hundred percent of all donations go toward taking care of injured and rehabilitated
animals, and toward furthering the sanctuary’s ongoing educational programs.

���������������������������/ january 2008

GRAFIX/TROJA; 57p11.02; 5.5 in; Black plus one; 390935

This nene, named Birdie, was
injured at a Kona golf course
when a golf ball struck its skull.
“We like to say she’s a Birdie,
not a bogie,” says Ann.
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Themed with exotic décor, fascinating artwork and
interesting touches quite ﬁtting to its animal inspirations,
the home provides the perfect welcome point for visitors
to the sanctuary.
Highly involved in the construction process, the
Goodys said they designed the home to incorporate all
sorts of innovative ideas, some of which were met with
considerable skepticism from their contractors at the
time, but which ironically are now the trend in many
West Hawaii homes today. They found a draftsman from
Western Paciﬁc Home Design, Herman Lewis, who was
able to make ideas such as the unusual placement of the
central beams work within their plans.
Ann credits the kindness and extra-nice customer care
shown by local vendors, who offered suggestions as well
as worked with the couple on ways to make their ideas
both aesthetically pleasing and affordable. For example,
the Goodys saved plenty of cash by using the bullnosed
ends of the granite countertop pieces, eliminating custom
fabrication costs.
Continuing in their efforts to have a great, functional
kitchen that didn’t cost a fortune, they also created an extralarge island ingeniously crafted from two back-to-back,
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The kitchen island is actually two sets of natural beech cabinets from HPM placed back to back for maximum storage. Ann spent a month sanding and ﬁnishing the wood
countertop. The high ﬂoating granite bar was another of the Goody’s innovative ideas.

standard Kraftmaid cabinets made of natural beech.
Pull-out drawers offer plenty of room for pots and pans.
“They look custom, but they are actually cabinets
from HPM!” says Ann enthusiastically. One of their
favorite ideas was the high “ﬂoating” granite counter
built off the island, connecting the kitchen to the
middle of the room and creating a focal point for
guests to sit and have coffee.
“We did not want the house to look ostentatious
and we were also on a budget,” Ann says, proudly
pointing out a wine vault she found at a garage sale for
$100.
Sunlights Hawaii in Kona did all the lighting,
including the kitchen’s hanging industrial shop lights,
which the Goodys installed long before that style of
kitchen light became fashionable.
“I would also tell anyone who is building to buy
local whenever possible,” says Norm. “Not only do
you support local businesses, but you usually get great
customer service.”
Ann, who spent 21 years working as ER nurse
and who has master’s and doctorate degrees in
hospital administration, says the lightning strike and
its resulting brain damage is a challenge that she
will spend years recovering from. Once an expert in
statistical analysis, Ann has had to relearn math from
elementary school textbooks, including rudimentary
addition and subtraction. This injury has rendered her
unable to work in her chosen profession again.

An African grazing tortoise
named Goliath came from a
private owner on Maui. “He
was overfed and needed to
be in a drier environment,”
said Ann.
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