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Ethnobotanical Guide
to Plants along the
Ala Kahakai Trail,
South Kohala

Ethnobotany is the
study of plant-human
relationships. Physically,
plants provide us with
food, medicine, clothing,
building materials, and
dyes. Plants can also
awaken our spiritual and
creative side. In Hawai‘i,
Kanaka ‘Oiwi (Native
Hawaiians) have
developed relationships
with the botanical life
over hundreds of
enerations. This
rochure explores the
‘ike Hawai‘i (Hawaiian
knowledge) of several
common coastal species
found in South Kohala.

o

Kapa (bark cloth) with a
rainbow of plant dyes.

Kilo “aina is the practice of observing (kilo) the
landscape (“aina). This activity allows us to build
pilina (relationships) with nature. As you walk the
trail, keep your eyes peeled for the plants pictured
here. You can also asEyourseIf uestions, such as:
What is the weather? What smells do | encounter?
What sounds do | hear? These sensory experiences
inform us about our environment.
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; Inoa ‘aina (place
ey names) can also tell
us about the aina.
You may encounter
Waikuf Sdach = Wi aiki some of the
‘ e locations seen on
Ny this map as you
wander this section
of the Ala Kahakai.
For example,
Kauna‘oa Beach
shares its name with
a native vine found
~<.  growing along the
—> shore. ‘Ohai trees
(Sesbania
tomentosa) may
-1 once have grown at
¢ ‘Ohai‘ula (Spencer
-~ Beach Park). These
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I \ ¢ trees are now
Kaundoa) |l O ' endangered and no
Beach | {

| g wild individuals
I ©"  remain in this area.

Hala, Pandanus tectorius

The inner fibers of hau
can be used to make
kaula (cordage). The
soft wood was
preferred for making
fire. Many parts of the
plant are useful in
la‘au lapa‘au
(Hawaiian medicine);
the mucusin
particular has use as a
laxative and to ease
childbirth.

‘llima, Sida fallax

This orange,
sprawling vine can be
seen climbing on
other coastal species.
The stems can be
used to make
beautiful lei haku
(braided garlands).
This plant can be
found thriving at the
aptly named
Kauna‘oa Beach.

Hala leaves are vital for
the practice of ulana
(weaving). Leaves can
be woven into items
such as lauhala mats,
bracelets, and papale
(hats). The fibrous
fruits can be cleaned
to make paintbrushes
for decorating kapa
(bark cloth).

Hau, Hibiscus tiliaceus

Lei (flower garlands) of
tiny ‘ilima flowers are
time-consuming to
make and have long
been treasured. Nalo
meli maoli (native
Hylaeus bees) love
their sweet nectar, as
seen on the front
cover.




Kou, Cordia subcordata

3 Kou trees are notable for
¥ Y their lovely orange
flowers, which can be

> strung together for lei.
Kou wood is beautifully
4 grained and prized for
making ‘umeke
(containers). A brown
dye can be obtained
from the leaves for

— decorating kapa.

Similar to kou, milo
wood is enjoyed for
making ‘umeke and
other receptacles. The
young, green fruits can
be grated and used for a
yellow-green dye on
kapa.

Naupaka kahakai, Scaevola taccada

A mo‘olelo (story) tells of
two lovers parted by the
jealous goddess Pele;
one becomes naupaka

_ kuahiwi (mountain
naupaka) and the other,
naupaka kahakai (coastal
naupaka). Each grow
“half” flowers that can
only be whole once
reunited.

Niu fibers were
traditionally used to
make ‘aha, a thick,
strong cordage. The
dried gourds can be
used to make ‘uli‘ult
(rattles) which are
played during hula.
Coconut fruits provide
delicious meat and wai
niu, coconut water.

Noni, Morinda citrifolia

Noni fruits are not
especially palitable, but
were important food in
times of famine.
Medicinally, they can
be used to treat boils
and as a laxative. The
inner bark yields a
yellow dye that
transforms to a brilliant
red with the addition
of lime.
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Pa‘a‘ohi‘iaka, Jacquemontia ovalifolia

This sprawling vine can ,V
be usedin la‘au lapa‘au

to treat ‘ea (thrush) in
children. The name for
this plant originates
from a mo‘olelo which
tells of the goddess
Hi‘iaka falling asleep in
the hot sun, and the
vine growing to cover
her as a pa‘u (skirt).

Pohuehue, Ipomoea pes-caprae

The leaves of this vine
can be mashed and
used as a poultice to
treat stings, sprains,
and bites. The roots
could be eaten during
times of scarcity. The
vines were sometimes
used to make small
containers for fish and
shrimp.

The stems, leaves, and
root bark of this
common herbaceous
plant can be pounded
or boiled to make a
remedy for sore
throats. The root sap
was sometimes added
to other components
for the purpose of
staining the hulls of
wa‘a (canoes).

Additional Resources

Trail Information
www.nps.gov/alka

www.alakahakaitrail.org

Books on ‘lke Hawai‘i
“Arts and Crafts of Hawaii” by Te Rangi Hiroa
“La‘au Hawai‘i” by Isabella Aiona Abbott

“Native Planters in Old Hawaii” by E.S. Handy
and Mary Kawena Pukui

“Place Names of Hawaii” by Mary Kawena
Pukui

“Plants in Hawaiian Culture” by Beatrice H.
Krauss

Plant Identification

“Hawaiian Coastal Plants” by Mark D. Merlin

“A Guide to Hawai'i's Coastal Plants” by
Michael Walther

nativeplants.hawaii.edu

www.starrenvironmental.com/resources

Brochure and photographs courtesy of
Avalon Paradea
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