
ISLAND HOPPING   

KAUA‘I

INLAND EMPIRE
Many of Kaua‘i’s most stunning scenic wonders—even sneak peeks of its remote  
Nāpali Coast—can be seen by taking the island’s highways and roadways. Not so  

the lush forests and streams of its interior section, dominated by Mount Wai‘ale‘ale.  
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Entering Aloha Kaua‘i Tour’s 
off-road transport some 30 
minutes earlier, I was skeptical 
of its capabilities. It looked like 
any other oversize white van. 
Perhaps one better suited for 
shuttling a youth soccer team to 
a game. But, with some groaning 
and considerable creaking, it 
was taking on eroded Wailua 
Forestry Management Road like 
a champ.

The van and the only permit 
granted a Kaua‘i activity 
company to offer organized 
hiking tours of the Wailua 
section of the Līhu‘e-Kōloa 
Forest Reserve enable Aloha 
Kaua‘i Tours to tackle the 
three-mile teeth-rattling drive 
today. And I’m in the van on 
the sole road into the reserve 
to explore a bit of Kaua‘i’s 
little-seen, largely inaccessible 
interior section.

A great deal of Kaua‘i’s most 
famous scenery, including select 

slivers of the remote Nāpali 
Coast, is visible by car via the 
island’s roadways and coastal 
highways. But so much more 
of Kaua‘i’s natural wonder—in 
particular, the pristine forests, 
valleys and remote waterfalls 
of the central, dominating 
mountain, Wai‘ale‘ale—is visible 
only by trekking into the island’s 
interior. Aloha Kaua‘i Tours’ 
Rainforest Hike is one of the 
only means of seeing a piece 
of central Kaua‘i’s wilderness 
outside of hiking in on your 
own—a daunting trek—or 
flying above it on a helicopter 
tour. I practically jumped at the 
assignment to go.

Wailua Forestry Management 
Road crosses several small and 
not-so-small streams, including 
the north fork of the Wailua 
River, before ending within one 
of the many valleys extending 
across the island from 5,066-
foot Mount Wai‘ale‘ale. 

Evidence of the more than 450 
inches of rain that annually 
shower this verdant mountain, 
one of the wettest places on 
Earth, are visible everywhere. 
On the road, perfectly round 
hollows hold milky, tawny-
colored puddles. (“These 
haven’t dried up in the 12 years 
I’ve been coming here,” our 
tour guide shares.) Giant green 
ferns alongside the road glisten 
with round droplets from a 
recent rain.

The end of the forestry road 
turns out to be the trailhead for 
our hike into Kaua‘i’s central 
wilds. Opening the van door, I’m 
instantly embraced by warm, 
humid air and the leathery smell 
of matted earth and decaying 
greenery. Lavender-hued clouds 
obscuring Wai‘ale‘ale’s east-
facing cliff faces far ahead of me 
funnel rainwater down towering 
crevices. 

I walk toward two brown, 

weathered wood poles, perhaps 
20 feet high, that mark the 
trailhead. Easily mistaken for 
utility poles, they are actually 
all that remains of the famous 
signage and large swinging 
gates that welcomed guests to 
the wild, mysterious world of 
Jurassic Park, which was filmed 
on Kaua‘i in 1992. Just past the 
gate, native plant species such 
as ‘ākala—an endemic raspberry 
look-alike—grow alongside 
ornamental gingers, pili grasses 
and fruit trees carried both 
intentionally and accidentally to 
the Islands over 1,500 years of 
human occupation. 

My feet squish in the mud as 
the forest floor changes from 
grasses to ferns as the trees 
around us grow taller. Ferns are 
a dominant plant here, fighting 
for light on the ground and on 
tree trunks. Our guide explains 
how the fern’s method of spore 
dispersal—each sends tiny, self-
fertilizing spores high into the 
atmosphere where they catch 
wind currents and travel great 

OPPOSITE PAGE: The verdant cliffs of 
Mount Wai‘ale‘ale's east face. TOP: A 

stream crossing on Wailua Forestry 
Management Road. ABOVE: All that 

remains of the Jurassic Park gates. 

or a split second, I’m levitating. My eyes, unsure where to 
focus, catch only a blurry profusion of green. In another 
half-second, gravity and my seatbelt push me back into 

the passenger seat of the four-wheel-drive tour van. I wait 
for the muddy, pockmarked road into Kaua‘i’s mountainous 
interior to produce another bump. Soon enough, it does. 

F
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distances—made it one of the earliest flora 
in Hawai‘i. Early Hawaiians gave names to 
dozens of fern species and, looking around 
me, I’m convinced most are represented in 
the reserve. 

Further along, side-stepping multiple rain 
puddles, we stop alongside a tall mountain 
guava tree. Our guide shakes several small, 
green guava off the tree for us to taste. The 
fruit is tangy and tart, a marked difference 
from the sweet, pink pulp of ripe, yellow 
guava. Nearby, an avocado tree grows wild. 
Though cultivated avocado trees typically 
reach heights of 30 to 40 feet, this specimen 
is perhaps 80 feet high, nurtured to gigantic 
proportions by the relatively warm climate 
and near-constant rainfall of the Līhu‘e-
Kōloa Forest Reserve.

The steady rains and relatively stable 
temperatures of the reserve also produce 
another unique phenomenon: Several 
plants blossom without regard to season. 
Throughout the hike, I note several 
instances where flora bear pretty pink 
flowers while others of the same species, 
right next to them, do not.

We continue on the trail, sampling purple 
verbena flowers, said to cure breathing 
ailments, and touching slimy, gelatinous 
tremella mushrooms.  We’re so deep into 
the reserve now, plants grow on other 
plants, and mosses and ferns blanket fallen 
logs. I’ve never seen so many shades of 
green in one place.

When we finally reach our turnaround 
point in the trail—beyond us, it forks into 
multiple paths leading deeper into the 
reserve—I feel I’m intruding. Exiting the 
chaotic tangle of trees, vines and mosses, 
we find a cement platform fronting the 
cold, boulder-filled Wailua River. A neat 
lawn surrounds a shallow pool, its waters 
controlled by a guillotine-shaped sluice gate. 

The pool is the first of a series of Wailua 
River drainage canals created in the early 
1900s by entrepreneurial Kaua‘i engineer 
George Wilcox to irrigate sugar plantations. 
Our guide goes to work cutting off stalks of 
sugarcane from a thatch alongside the pool 
for us to chew on. 

I wander off to sit on a broad boulder 
near the river and take in the silence. 
Filtered sunlight bounces off the movement 
of the water, playing on wild taro leaves on 
the river bank. I’m transfixed.

All too soon, it’s time to leave and retrace 
our steps back to the 4x4. As the white 
van comes into view near the Jurassic Park 
gate, I turn back to find that Wai‘ale‘ale’s 
earlier cloak of clouds has lifted. Its giant, 
curved green cliff faces now preside over a 
landscape of still more green. 

I’m already thinking of how deep into 
Wai‘ale‘ale those other trail forks go. P

TOP: On the trail in the Līhu‘e-Kōloa Forest Reserve. 
ABOVE: Edible‘ākala berries.  
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