
What’s so great about 
tropical paradise? 

Pretty much everything. 
(good thing we have a 
sPlash of the islands 

here in toWn.)
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Waimea Bay Beach 
Park on the North 
Shore of Oahu.
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e very year more 
than 300,000 
people go from 
Puget Sound to the 
Hawaiian Islands, 

with 445 flights leaving 
Sea-Tac for the islands this 
month alone, making us 
the Aloha state’s second 
biggest U.S. travel market 
(after Californians, who 
frankly don’t need the sun 
as much as we do). ¶ In 
some ways Hawaii is the 
opposite of Seattle, with its 
feral chickens and swaying 
palms, beaches you can 
walk barefoot and waves 
that don’t require a wet 
suit. ¶ There’s the ways it’s 
familiar; Hawaii has active 
volcanoes and miles of 
coastline, just like we do, a 
come-as-you-chill dress 
code, and a bewildering 
cost of living. Meanwhile 
census estimates tell us 
that 58,000 people of Pa-
cific island descent live in 
Washington state. Here in 
Seattle, the rising popular-
ity of poke and shave ice is 
evidence that Hawaii’s 

“expats” are bringing aloha 
stateside. ¶ So come ex-
plore Hawaii’s four main 
islands with us. All have 
beaches and mai tais, but 
each enjoys its own distinct 
vibe worth exploring. As 
Northwesterners, we fit 
right in. Because it’s a com-
pletely different world.

ni‘ele • adjective • nee-eh-lay: 
Nosy or overly inquisitive. Small 
islands make for, er, involved 
neighbors. 

all bus • adjective • ahl buss: 
Drunk, hammered. Remember 
how you were on election night? 
Probably not. 

bumbye • adverb • buhm-bi: 
Later, at another time. When is 
Bertha going to be done with her 
digging? 

da kine • anything • duh kyne: 
Used in place of a word you can’t 
remember, or really any word 
at all. That legal Washington 
pakalolo, though. 

Kauai
P. 54

oahu
P. 58

maui
P. 64

the  
Big island

P. 68

‘a‘ole • adverb • ah-oh-leh: No. 
Whatever socks-and-sandals, beach-
puking sin you were about to commit, 
just no. 

haole • noun • how-lee: A person not  
of native Hawaiian descent, a foreigner,  
a white person. Don’t take offense; it’s 
no slur. 

Native Hawaiian has been in danger of extinction 
since James Cook made first contact in 1778, but a  
renaissance in the 1970s renewed interest in pre-
serving the language. More commonly spoken  
is pidgin, a creole language based on English that 
features words from Portuguese, Japanese,  
Filipino, and other languages. Here are a few 
common words and phrases to get you started.

HAWAIIAN 101
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A) Secret Beach 
Don’t expect to pull the 
secrets of truly hidden 
beaches from the locals, 
but the route to the silky 
sand and black rock tide 
pools of Kauapea Beach, 
aka Secrets to locals, is 
easy to find online. 

B) Wailua Shave Ice 
The island’s famous dessert 
stand just opened an 
outpost in Portland, but the 
original Kapaa location is 
the best place to get your-
self all sticky as you try to 
consume a softball-size 
mound of ice, haupia foam, 
and local strawberries 
before it melts.  wailua 
shaveice.com

C) Mountain Tubing 
Through Irrigation Canals 
The waterways that once 
fed the island’s sugar 

nature, but Felsen sees more. 
He points to a bit of airplane 
wreckage, to the cliff trails 
worn by domesticated goats 
gone wild. He points out 
where, in the verdant valley 
below us, feral cats and off-
grid humans hide in the 
forest. The lure of this rain-
bowed utopia is palpable, 
and it’s almost impossible to 
turn around and hike out of 
it.  kauaihikingtours.com

The Nature-in-Your-Face Isle 

Kauai

Hiking a ridge above 
the Kalalau Valley, the 
Lava Flow dessert at 
Wailua Shave ice.C
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It’s hard to hike the trail that  snakes 
down a ridgeline above the famed Kalalau 
Valley*, but not for the reasons you’d think; 
it’s steep but not that steep, and the drop-
offs into Kauai’s valley are dramatic but 
simple enough to avoid. The problem is that 
the view into verdant Kalalau is so distract-

ing that it’s easy to trip over your own feet or 
walk smack into the spindly limbs of a koa tree 
while (naturally) humming the theme song to  
Jurassic Park.

The Kalalau is on the island’s north side, a wedge 
reaching from the island’s mountainy center to the 
beach, part of the Napali coast that Kauai’s horse-
shoe-shaped road system doesn’t touch. From the 

water side, the Napali is accessible only by boat or 
11-mile trek along the treacherous Kalalau Trail, a 
backpacking route with limited permits. But from 
above, it’s an easy day hike, a mere mile or so down 
a ridgeline.

Kauai is the oldest Hawaiian island, the green 
isle blanketed in acres of jungle-thick foliage and  
as many ramshackle homes as luxury condos. 
Though only about 500 square miles, it’s covered 
in a spiderweb of hiking trails, many unmarked. 
Kauai Hiking Tours guide Jeremiah Felsen knows 
how to find deserted trails on a summer weekend, 
sunny trails when it’s raining everywhere else, and 
with crumbling cliffs and no guardrails.

On the trail above Kalalau, all a newcomer sees is 
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plantations are now lazy 
river rides through lush 
forest and pitch-black 
tunnels navigated by 
guide-led groups on inner 
tubes. It’s very mellow and 
open to kids five and older. 
kauaibackcountry.com

D) Doors-Off  
Helicopter Ride 
In the spirit of daredevil 
pilot Jack Harter, who 
threaded sea arches when 
he pioneered whirlybird 
rides in the ’60s, doors-off 
copter tours let you feel the 
spray as the copter side-
swipes waterfalls and smell 
the fragrant trees as you 
barely hop a ridge. 
helicopters- kauai.com

E) Sunset at  
Spouting Horn
Signs insist that the rocks 
around this south shore 
blowhole are off limits, but 
at sunset people still walk 
down from the viewing 
platform to watch each 
wave spout. 

F) Waimea Plantation 
Cottages
Dozens of relocated farm 
homes dot a 27-acre 
beachfront property in one 
of the quieter corners of the 
island; they boast all the 
full-kitchen, multiroom 
expanse of a condo, plus a 
heaping of historical charm. 
waimeaplantation.com

G) Chili Pepper Chicken 
at the 76 Gas Station 
Pass the gas pumps before 
ducking into what’s techni-
cally the North Shore 
General Store (but look for 
the 76 sign). The food 
counter serves a flavorful 
spicy chicken sandwich on 
a puffy bun. pizzakauai.com

H) Champagne Toast at 
St. Regis Princeville 
At sunset every day, the bar 
manager at the island’s 
swankiest hotel sabers a 
champagne bottle and tells 
a story about an ancient 
Hawaiian practice of throw-
ing burning logs on Makana 
Mountain across the bay. 
stregisprinceville.com

seattle 
aloha

Since hula is about 
more than just 

shaking your hips, 
Sunshine from 

Polynesia classes  
in Magnolia 

emphasize how  
the movement is a 
form of storytelling. 

sunshinefrom 
polynesia.com

The view from a 
doors-off helicopter 
ride, Spouting Horn 
at sunset, tubing 
mountain tunnels.

How do you make a mai 
tai, the signature drink of 
Hawaii? We asked Peter 
Chung, longtime resort 
bartender (and my dad), 
what he knows about the 
fruit concoction: 

“When I first started 
working pool bars in the 
’70s, people were really 
into drinks like fog cutters, 
zombies, and scorpions. 
They were super alcoholic, 
very strong drinks. But for 
the most part, mai tais 
and piña coladas are 
always my best sellers. 

“The good mai tais are 
always made from 
scratch. We make ours 
with pineapple juice, a 
splash of OJ, orgeat syrup, 
and light and dark rum. 
Some bartenders will use 
orange curacao or a 
sweet and sour mix too. I 
know a lot of guys who 
will just make it up in gal-
lons because they sell so 
many.” —Ethan Chung

HEY 
BARTENDER 
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) It took four million feathers plucked 
from 20,000 birds to make Captain Cook’s 
cloak. In 1779, while the American colonies 
fought their Revolutionary War half a world 
away, Chief Kalani‘ōpu‘u draped the yellow and 
red garment—an ‘ahu ‘ula—over James Cook’s 
shoulders as a mark of great respect and wel-

come; the seafaring British explorer was making his 
fourth visit to the islands and chiefs associated him 
with the festivals for the fertile god Lono and a time 
when war is forbidden.

The ‘ahu ‘ula spent decades in British collections 
before ending up in New Zealand’s national collec-
tion. When the artifacts were returned last year in an 
unprecedented long-term loan back to Hawaii, Ho-
nolulu’s Bishop Museum* built a light- and climate- 
controlled case in its stunning three-story hall.

The cloak’s return marks a proud moment in 
a city with growing pains, on an island balancing 
rural life with an international metropolis. Here 
freeways shoot through mountain tunnels and sky-
scrapers tower over America’s only royal palace. 
The delicacy of the ‘ahu ‘ula seems out of place in 
this twenty-first-century city.

It’s a reminder that Hawaii has always been a 
complex place. Weeks after Cook received the 
cloak and sailed into the Pacific, his ship’s mast 
broke and he limped back to Hawaii. The calen-
dar had shifted to a time of war, and Cook tried to 
kidnap the chief who had given him the exquisite 
gift. Cook was killed in retaliation. Under the care-
fully calibrated lights of the Bishop Museum, the 
cloak is a tangible relic of Hawaii’s first major clash 
with the Western world. bishopmuseum.org

cratered headland along 
the tracks of a now-defunct 
incline tram. The view from 
atop the state’s coolest 
StairMaster is spectacular. 

C) Jawaiian Irie  
Jerk Chicken 
It’s a hole-in-the-wall  
eatery in a Honolulu neigh-
borhood that’s evolving, 
thanks to hipster beer bars 
and brunch-all-day restau-
rants. You’ll likely be the 
only tourist in sight as you 
chow down on juicy, fra-
grant chicken. jawaiian 
iriejerk.com

D) Ilikai Hotel 
Famous for its appearance 
in the opening credits of 
Hawaii Five-0 (both ver-
sions), Waikiki’s midcentury 
monolith with glass eleva-
tors was designed by Space 
Needle architect John 
Graham Jr. He also dreamed 
up a hotel with a rotating 
rooftop restaurant in Hawaii 
before bringing that idea to 
Seattle. ilikaihotel.com

E) The Pig and the Lady 
The star of Honolulu’s 
Chinatown and the entire 
state’s dining scene was 
born a farmer’s market  
stall dishing Vietnamese 
banh mi but now boasts  
an exposed-brick, Edison-
lamp space that would fit 
into Brooklyn or Ballard  
with equal ease. thepig 
andthelady.com

F) Pearl Harbor 
The highlight of a visit to 
the site is a ferry ride to the 
water memorial over the 
sunken USS Arizona, but 
the Stockard Channing–
narrated film that precedes 
it is surprisingly engaging 
for a rapid history tutorial. 
nps.gov/valr

G) Four Seasons  
Ko Olina Lagoon 
As a much calmer alterna-
tive to Waikiki, the hotels  
on Oahu’s western shore 
surround perfectly circular 
manmade lagoons for 
protected recreation, ideal 
for kids, though Four Sea-
sons’ newly renovated 
property has a chic infinity 
pool for a more adult swim. 
fourseasons.com/oahu

H) Ted’s Bakery 
 Chocolate Haupia Pie 
Located on the north shore 
among surfer’s houses, the 
bakery is famous for its pie 
made from coconut pud-
ding and dark chocolate 
custard. Eat it outside, 
plastic fork in hand, as 
traffic inches along the 
north shore’s single high-
way. tedsbakery.com

A) Kualoa Ranch 
Large swaths of Hawaii are 
owned by single families; 
this one shares its 4,000 
green acres with film crews. 
Tours bike by or zipline over 
spots like Lost’s famous 
jungle bunker (really a WWII 
army installation), while 
Seattle’s own Renee Erick-
son (Bateau, the Walrus and 
the Carpenter) hosts an 
Outstanding in the Field 
meal with Andrew Le of the 
Pig and the Lady on Janu-
ary 10. kualoa.com

B) Koko Head Stairs 
It’s the simplest hike imag-
inable—you just go up. Up 
1,000 or so steps made 
from railroad ties, up a 

The History-Up-Close Isle 

oahu
seattle 
aloha

The six-rower  
crews that man the 

boats of Seattle 
Outrigger Canoe 

Club can truly 
appreciate the 

fortitude demon-
strated by the early 

Hawaiians who 
paddled to the 
islands. seattle 
outrigger.com

Koko Head stairs, ahi 
tataki cold noodles at 
the Pig and the Lady, 
Ilikai Hotel in Waikiki, 
Captain Cook’s 
cape at the Bishop 
Museum.



Seattle’s Hawaii General Store (hawaiigeneralstore.net) is a little piece of the tropics on 45th Street in 
Wallingford, importing leis fashioned in Hawaii for 18 years. Turns out there’s a lot to know about the 
fragrant festive wear. Here are seven things we learned: 1) The Hawaiian-grown and Hawaiian-made leis are 
packed in boxes and flown to HGS via Hawaiian Airlines. 2) Yes, men can and should embrace the floral neckwear. 
They were originally created for chiefs. 3) Perishable flower leis are newer than the ancient ones made from seeds 
or leaves. 4) The maile, which is draped over the neck but doesn’t form a full loop, was once reserved for royalty. 
HGS sells several versions. 5) Leis are boxed up with gel packs to preserve freshness, and they’ll last a week in the 
fridge; buy them Thursdays for peak bloom. 6) Pandanus tree leis and Kauai’s signature mokihana lei aren’t 
allowed off the islands, due to agricultural control, while gardenia leis have to come from California. Hawaii’s phys-
ical isolation means it has a unique mix of bugs and pests. 7) When worn, leis tend to last a day or two, “depend-
ing on the number of hugs” the wearer gets, reports HGS manager Kī’apu Wolfe.

Let 
It 

Lei
SEVEN THINGS 

YOU DIDN’T KNOW 
ABOUT FLORAL 

NECKLACES. 
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)Haleakala, or “house of the sun” 

in Hawaiian, is a sacred place in island 
culture. According to one legend, the 
Hawaiian moon goddess Hina couldn’t 
get her kapa (cloth made of bark) to 
dry properly because the days were 
too short. Her son, the demigod Māui, 

climbed atop the Haleakala volcano* and ensnared 
the sun with a rope made from his sister’s hair. 
He admonished the sun for moving too quickly, 
holding it hostage until it agreed to make the days 
longer in summer and shorter in winter. It’s just 
one of the demigod’s many exploits chronicled in 
the hit song “Maui Hawaiian Sup’pa Man” by late 
singer Israel Kamakawiwo‘ole. 

Seeing those Māui-directed sunrises from the 
Haleakala summit is an ethereal experience. When 
the weather cooperates and the crater is clear of 
fog, the sun’s rays cut through the cloud cover, ex-
posing a dazzling array of purples and oranges. The 
sun appears close enough to touch. 

The two-hour drive from beachfront hotels isn’t 
easy—the winding road up the volcano climbs 
almost 10,000 feet and can be interrupted by graz-
ing cattle—and most mornings draw a crowd, so 

visitors picky about panoramas should arrive much 
earlier than the sun. That means leaving around 
3am in time for a 5:30am sunrise. Tours combine 
the trek with a bike ride—it’s literally all downhill 
from here. The Haleakala view is worth the effort 
even when clouds shroud the summit.

After the morning fireworks, Haleakala National 
Park buzzes with activity all day. Hikers enter the 
crater of the world’s largest dormant volcano, an ex-
panse big enough to hold Manhattan. Bird enthusi-
asts relish the chance to spot one of Hawaii’s many 
native birds, including the nene (Hawaiian goose) 
or pueo (Hawaiian short-eared owl). The park’s en-
trance pass also provides access from the other end 
of the park, in Kipahulu on the road to Hana. 

Keen eyes might sight a lone ‘āhinahina, or silver 
sword, a highly endangered plant with succulent-
like leaves covered in silver hairs. Once rendered 
nearly extinct by cattle and trampling tourists, the 
plant was protected once the area became a na-
tional park. Hina, aforementioned moon goddess, 
was also said to be a protector of forest plants 
that grow low to the ground. Haleakala is a special 
place where deeply rooted Hawaiian culture coex-
ists with curious visitors. nps.gove/hale

A) Take the Road to Hana
The 60-plus mile road to 
Hana doesn’t seem like 
much of a trip in distance, 
but it’s an all-day affair, 
thanks to winding roads—
there are more than 600 
curves on the stretch—and 
motorists slowing for every 
gorgeous waterfall along 
the way. Stops include Paia 
town, the black sands of 
Waianapanapa State Park, 
and pristine Hamoa Beach. 
roadtohana.com

B) Spot Humpback 
Whales
It’s not hard to find a decent 
whale-watching tour on 
Maui, but to save a few 
bucks or accommodate a 
sea-wary family member, 
sit at any beach (Wailea has 
a good reputation) from 
November to March for a 
chance to see humpback 
whales in full breach. 

C) Drink Maui Beer
The tour of Kihei’s Maui 
Brewing Co. includes tastes 
of Bikini Blonde Lager, 
Pineapple Mana Wheat, and 
Coconut Hiwa Porter; the 
brand’s cans are becoming 
almost as popular as local 
competitor Kona Brewing. 
mauibrewingco.com

D) Ferry to Lanai
Hawaii’s smallest populat-
ed island is just an hour-
long passenger ferry ride 
away, home to luxurious 
resorts and jeep trails 
through Garden of the 
Gods, a stunning, Marslike 
landscape. go-lanai.com

E) Shop Lahaina
This former whaling town is 
now the center of visitor 
activity in West Maui, 
packed with local boutiques 
and art galleries lining Front 
Street, many with white 
railings along second-floor 
balconies. frontstreet 
lahaina.com

F) Lounge on  
Kaanapali Beaches
Maui is characterized by its 
numerous white sand 
beaches—over 80 acces-
sible ones, the most of any 
island. Kaanapali resort 
area has Black Rock Beach 
behind its hotels and golf 
courses, popular for snor-
keling and cliff jumping.

G) Eat the Catch of  
the Day
With three locations (Paia, 
Lahaina, Kihei), Paia Fish 
Market is known for its 
fresh-catch plates pairing 
local fish like mahimahi, 
ono, snapper, ahi, or opah 
with hand-cut coleslaw. 
paiafishmarket.com 

The Legendary Isle

maUi seattle 
aloha

Every fall, the Seattle 
Aloha Festival 

celebrates the food 
and culture of the 
islands at Seattle 

Center, serving not 
only islanders who’ve 

moved to the 
mainland but their 

kids who may never 
have been immersed 

in the traditions. 
seattlelivealoha 

festival.com

Sunrise at Haleakala, 
a humpback whale, 
Lahaina’s Front 
Street, and Maui 
Brewing Co. founder 
Garrett Marrero in the 
tasting room.
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W hat are you doing here?” It’s a question 
I still get when I disclose that I’m from 
Hawaii. Never mind I’ve lived in the Se-
attle area since 2000. 

I get it. Hawaii seemingly has it all—
nearly perfect weather, instant access to warm, sandy 
beaches, incredible food, a cherished native culture 
coexisting with global traditions, and unparalleled 
natural splendor. Why leave? 

Growing up, I remember my parents, teachers, 
uncles, aunties, and grandparents encouraging me to 
“get off the rock.” The rallying cry had a clear mes-
sage—stay, and you might end up content but un-
fulfilled. Leave, and maybe something better awaits.

Hawaii, you have to understand, is more rural 
than most people realize. Especially on the Island of 
Hawaii, known as the Big Island, where I was raised. 
In the late ’80s and early ’90s, many homes in the 
Puna district where we lived didn’t have water lines. 
Instead rain-catchment systems allowed for show-
ering, laundry, and other household uses, but the 
water from those systems was deemed unpotable 
due to acid rain caused by the nearby erupting vol-
cano. Every week, we’d take our cache of gallon plas-
tic water bottles and stand in line to fill them up for 
cooking and drinking. It was just our way of life.

Meanwhile, with no major manufacturing, technol-
ogy, or science sectors, the state is light on opportu-
nities. Most Hawaiian careers are in government or 
the tourism and hospitality industry. And taking a 
job in the latter can be problematic for many Native 

Hawaiians. One resort alone, developed on Maui in 
the late ’80s, disturbed a burial site that dated back a 
thousand years, the resting place for more than 900 
indigenous people. It’s like tiptoeing across a tight-
rope that’s held in place by culture on one end and 
commerce on the other.

So yes, I’m here. I chose the Seattle area because 
its close proximity to the ocean and backdrop of tow-
ering mountains reminded me of home. I attended 
the University of Puget Sound (Go Loggers!), built a 
career, and now I own and keep a home with my wife 
and nine-month-old daughter. 

Even I find myself asking, “What am I doing 
here?” When Seattle is bleak and rainy in Febru-
ary, I long for a lazy day at Hapuna Beach. When 
a friend shares a scenic drone video of Hawaii on 
Facebook, I can almost smell the rainstorms coming 
in off the Hamakua Coast. I miss talking pidgin, the 
common, broken English language of Hawaii. When 
I was young, I thought it sounded foolish and lazy. 
But when I hear it now, it warms me.

I feel a tinge of anxiety about losing the part of 
me I left behind. Occasionally I worry my daughter 
won’t get to make similar memories, but I shouldn’t. 
She’s going to have it better than I ever did. She gets 
to grow up in a progressive, modern city full of op-
portunity, biospheres, and light rail. My wife and I 
can choose the best of my childhood for her when 
we visit family in Hawaii. First up? Swimming les-
sons in crystal-clear, 80-degree water, no baby wet 
suit necessary.
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The Push 
and Pull of 

Paradise 
ON GROWING UP IN HAWAII AND 

LEAVING IT ALL BEHIND.
BY ETHAN CHUNG
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C) Head South
Ka Lae, commonly known 
as South Point, is the 
southernmost tip of the 
United States, and though 
swimming in the rough 
Pacific isn’t advisable, 
locals jump from the 
40-foot-tall cliffs. Nearby, 
Papakolea Beach is one of 
only four green-sand 
beaches in the world. 

D) Dive with Giants 
Big Island Divers provides 
guided scuba night dives 
using bright lights to attract 
plankton, which in turn 
become dinner for graceful 
manta rays. No scuba 
certification? A snorkel 
adventure is available, open 
to kids 10 and older. 
 bigislanddivers.com

E) Drink Kona Coffee  
from the Source 
Mountain Thunder Coffee 
Plantation offers free tours 
of its organic farm, plus free 
sips of its premium coffee 
mountainthunder.com

F) Saddle Up
The Island of Hawaii has a 
rich ranching history that 
started when explorer 
George Vancouver gift - 
ed five cows to King 
 Kamehameha I in 1788. 
Ponoholo Ranch offers 
horseback tours to play at 
being a paniolo (Hawaiian 
for “cowboy”) for the day. 
panioloadventures.com

G) Explore Waipio Valley
The boyhood home of King 
Kamehameha I is one of the 
most culturally significant 
sites in Hawaii, but Waipio 
Valley’s bottom is only 
accessible by four-wheel 
drive, a long hike, a horse-
back ride, or via a van tour. 
kapohokine.com

H) Stargaze Atop  
Mauna Kea 
The second-largest tele-
scope in the world sits in 
the W. M. Keck Observatory 
atop one of the island’s five 
volcanoes, Mauna Kea; 
scientists are hard at work 
inside, but the visitor’s 
gallery offers a peek at a 
giant scope.  keck 
observatory.org

I) Eat Local 
The tiny towns of Paauilo 
and Waimea both host 
outposts of Earl’s Snack 
Shop that sell delicious 
maki bento sushi rolls, 
which are stuffed with 
cooked savory proteins like 
teriyaki beef, smoked pork, 
or Korean fried chicken 
instead of raw fish.

A) Shop Local
The Hilo Farmers Market is 
a daily affair and more 
expansive than Robert’s. 
More than 200 vendors sell 
tropical fruits and artisan 
foods on Wednesdays and 
Saturdays, while about 30 
stalls are open the rest of 
the week.  hilofarmers
market.com

B) Hawaii Volcanoes  
National Park 
Kilauea, one of the most 
active volcanoes on the 
planet, has been erupting 
on the Island of Hawaii for 
decades. The 500-square-
mile park is home to hiking 
trails, visitor centers, lava 
tubes, sulfur banks, and the 
bubbling and steaming 
Halema‘uma‘u crater. nps.
gov/havo

The Bigger-Than-You-Thought Isle

Big island 
The 


seattle 
aloha

If Seattle’s musical 
signature is guitar 

grunge, Hawaii  
can lay claim to 

cheery ukulele tunes, 
taught and 

celebrated by the 
Seattle Ukelele 

Players Association. 
seattleukulele.org

Uncle robert’s market hits all 
the senses. Upbeat melodies and the 
cheerful sounds of ukulele and slack-
key guitar drift over the weekly gather-
ing, the crowd occasionally clearing for 
hula performances. The smell of lau lau 
(roasted pork wrapped in taro leaves) 

wafts through the market stalls, each packed with 
a colorful array of local produce, handmade jewel-
ry, or traditional hand-woven coconut-leaf baskets. 

What the market doesn’t have is a proper 
name. Everyone calls it Uncle Robert’s, but vari-
ous websites and guidebooks have dubbed it Uncle  
Robert’s Farmers Market*, Uncle Robert’s Night 
Market, or Uncle Robert’s Awa Bar. Every Wednes-
day, Big Island locals stream to Kalapana, a tiny 
town outside the park on the eastern coast, for 
the gathering.

Though long known as the Big Island, the more 
correct Island of Hawaii name has caught on in 
recent years. It’s the newest of the Hawaiian is-
lands and bigger than the rest put together, yet 
somehow more rural and laid back than its sisters.

Locals and visitors alike flock to a spot near Ka-
lapana to watch hot molten lava from the long- 
active flow of Kīlauea volcano ooze into the Pacific 
Ocean. It’s more than just a cool sight; Kalapana 
was decimated by lava flows in the mid-’80s and 
early ’90s. Somehow, the homestead of Robert 
Keli‘iho‘omalu, a local community leader and the 
market’s namesake, was spared. As a way to cele-
brate and give back to the community, Robert and 
his family opened up the property to the paying 
public. They created a sundry store and small venue 
that held concerts and events, which morphed into 
the weekly night market that exists today. 

Lava from the Kilauea 
volcano at Hawaii 
Volcanoes National 
Park, Hilo Farmers 
Market, Thunder 
Mountain coffee 
beans.
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S am Choy, a regional James Beard 
Award–winning chef from Hawaii, 
knows poke. He’s been called the 
godfather of poke and runs an in-
ternational competition devoted to 

the fishy dish. Before Choy branched his cu-
linary empire into Seattle, diners only saw 
the cubed raw fish salad on the menu of up-
scale restaurants like Aqua by El Gaucho 

Poke 
Makes a 
Splash
A HAWAIIAN CLASSIC–TURNED–
SEATTLE TREND. BY ETHAN CHUNG

Kauai Family Restaurant 
in Georgetown offers up a 
hearty combination plate with 
lau lau, kalua pork, and lomi 
salmon. Don’t leave without 
stopping next door at Cakes of 
Paradise bakery for a slice of 
haupia cake. 

Hawaii BBQ Restaurant 
in the U District is home to a 
huge menu of plate lunches, 
with a list of Sumo Plates, 
protein-laced calorie bombs 
that come topped with an 
egg—ideal for those seeking a 
competitive sumo physique. 

or Ma‘ono Chicken and Whiskey. In 
2013, Choy and partner Max Heigh 
changed that with Poke to the Max 
food trucks, the aqua-green vehicles 
emblazoned with the motto “Mo’ 
poke, mo betta!”

Poke to the Max then went brick-
and-mortar three years later with a 
counter-service eatery in Hillman City. 
The raw fish dominos fell from there. 
Poke started popping up everywhere, 
from Metropolitan Market to newer 
spots like GoPoke in the ID, 45th Stop 
and Shop and Poke Bar in Wallingford 
(look for the line out the door), and 
Wanderfish Poke in Capitol Hill. 

Many of these new pokecentric res-
taurants offer customers the chance 
to create their own bowls by choos-
ing from a list of ingredients featur-
ing sashimi-grade raw fish (usually 
tuna or salmon), a choice of rice, 
noodles, or salad, and toppings like 
avocado, edamame, sea beans, or sea-
weed salad.

The build-your-own-bowl model 
that’s trending here certainly ups the 
ante in terms of variety with seem-
ingly endless amounts of toppings 
(Mango! Enoki mushrooms! Jalapeño 
chips!). The Chipotleization of poke 
is all fine and well as far as business 
models go, but poke purists crave 
simplicity—a touch of Hawaiian sea 
salt, a bit of diced onion, and chopped 
limu kohu (a mossy, briny seaweed) 
go a long way when paired with im-
peccably fresh fish. The closest Seat-
tle has to this no-frills delight? Cost-
co’s occasional offering. 

But the tastiest poke is homemade 
and uses just three ingredients: fresh 
ono, Hawaiian sea salt, and a light 
drizzle of soy sauce. Uwajimaya has 
everything you need.

...tWo Scoops 
of white 

rice...

The modern plate lunch isn’t Native Hawaiian—
though in the Aloha State it’s known as “local 
food.” Its amalgamation of cuisines comes from 
immigrants to Hawaii from Japan, China, Korea, 
Portugal, and the Philippines to labor in sugar 
and pineapple plantations.

here’s The plate 
lUnch anatomy: 

PLATE 
LUNCH

one Scoop of 
macaroni 
salaD...

...and a 
protein,
which could be 
anything from 
Japanese chicken 
katsu to Korean 
kalbi short ribs, 
hamburger and 
eggs topped with 
gravy, fried fish like 
mahimahi or ahi, 
and yes, Spam. 
Traditional Native 
Hawaiian food can 
make an appear-
ance, like kalua pork 
or haupia, a sweet 
pudding made with 
coconut milk. Plate 
lunches are fast, 
filling, and cheap, 
usually coming in 
well under $10. 

poke • verb, noun • poh-
keh: To cut or section; name 
for a crazy-popular raw fish 
salad dish taking Seattle by 
storm. Please stop putting 
an accent above the e. 
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Where to  
get it in  
SeatTle? 
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Clockwise from top left: 
Canlis Charcoal Broiler in Ho-

nolulu, the menu, Peter Canlis 
en route between restaurants, 

guests at Canlis Honolulu, 
Peter Canlis (left) on base in 

1942, Canlis and restaurateur 
Walter Clark toasting the 

direct Honolulu-Seattle flight.

What does Seattle’s grand dame of fine dining have to do with Hawaii, land of palm trees and little-
umbrella drinks? A ton, as it turns out. Founder Peter Canlis, grandfather to today’s owners, moved to Oahu 
right before World War II. He cooked at the Pearl Harbor USO before running, though not owning, a Honolulu res-
taurant called the Broiler. ¶ Postwar, Canlis scoped out Seattle to make his mainland mark. Family lore has it that 
since he had no bigwig connections to find funding, he’d go to the Washington Athletic Club and page himself 
repeatedly, hoping his name would seep into the subconscious of Seattle’s elite. In 1950 he finally got the Queen 
Anne eatery open, placing its grill in the middle of the restaurant and asking waitstaff to wear kimonos—both 
ideas borrowed from the Japanese-staffed Honolulu joint. ¶ Eventually Canlis owned his own place on Oahu 
(closed in the ’80s), and for years he shipped fish between them by befriending flight attendants who’d sneak 
salmon and Dungeness crab into their Honolulu-bound flights and mahimahi on the way back. ¶ Canlis Seattle 
hasn’t had tiki torches in decades, but Canlis’s grandson Mark, now co-owner with his brother, says the Hawaiian 
roots are still there, from the rum-based drinks on the bar menu to the team-style wait program pioneered by his 
grandfather’s Japanese staff. u 

The Canlis 
Connection


