Monday, 3/29/2005 – Kauai

We arrived past noon on Sunday in Lihue’ airport on Kauai.  The flight was very full (lots of families with children vacationing) but fairly uneventful.  First impression of Kauai upon stepping out of the plane and into the airport was the great weather.  High 70s with fairly low humidity, made for a very pleasant climate.

We went to pick up our car, and at the suggestion of the lady working there, we upgraded to a convertible for a very slight fee.  What we ended up with was a bright red mustang convertible.  It hasn’t proved to be the most practical vehicle (it’s fairly low to the ground) but it has proved to be a lot of fun to drive.  ;-)

We didn’t do a whole lot on Sunday, being rather exhausted from the trip over.  We checked into our room at the Kapaa Sands Hotel, which really is more of an apartment than a room.  It’s a full two-story unit, with two bedrooms upstairs, one and a half baths, completely furnished kitchen, and both upstairs and downstairs balconies directly overlooking the ocean.  It’s more than enough room for the two of us, and really would be plenty of room for a family of four.  The view from the balconies is fairly terrific, complete with smashing surf and sea turtles frolicking in the waves.

We did some shopping at the local Safeway and stocked up our kitchen.  Prices weren’t too outrageous… you always hear horror stories about how much food costs in Hawaii, but coming from SF Bay Area makes most places seem relatively reasonable in comparison.  We also stopped by a small baby-gear store which was going out of business.  We picked up a lil’ outfit for our upcoming kidlet, a little souvenir from Kauai.
The rest of the day was spent lounging around and relaxing, taking in the sights and sounds of our delightful little home away from home.

…..

We rose fairly early in the morning on Monday, it’s a bit hard getting adjusted to the time change.  We spoke to the lady at the front desk and I asked her two questions.  Firstly, I asked where we could find some sea-turtles… it was at this point that she told us that they should be visible right outside our balconies, and described out to find them.  I then asked for a breakfast recommendation.  She suggested a humble looking place called Kountry Kitchen which was just a couple miles up the road.  It had the feel of a basic roadside diner plopped down in the middle of Kauai.  The food was pretty good, nice high-calorie breakfast fare… I even ordered a spam and cheese omelet as I couldn’t pass up the novelty of eating spam at a restaurant.
We continued our journey after breakfast, continuing north along the coastline.  There is a highway of sorts that loops almost completely around Kauai, though it doesn’t quite link up in the northern end of the island.  We followed this highway along the coast, enjoying the scenery on the way and stopping by the occasional scenic turnouts which offered nice views of the island and the surrounding ocean.
We also stopped by the Kilauea lighthouse, which is very prominently placed on the northernmost point of the island (and indeed the northernmost point of all Hawaii).  It was a fairly spectacular locale…  dramatically perched on a high finger of rock jutting out into the ocean.  There were telescopes placed all around the area enabling people to view the surrounding land and ocean in great detail.  A brisk wind surrounded us on the rock, but enough sun shone through to keep us warm.  The entire peninsula was inhabited by a wide variety of birds. They were resting everywhere, flying about, perched on the vegetation, and even dug into holes in the cliffsides.  I’m not normally one to gawk so much at birds, but I was immediately absorbed by the sight of great-winged albatrosses, sailing effortlessly on the steady winds.  I’ve read about the impressive wingspans of these creatures, but they’re definitely something else entirely when seen in action.  There was no flapping action involved, the birds just looked like large model planes, soaring high above the cliffs, very close to where we were standing.  I watched in awe as one swooped past us, rising higher and higher without any apparent movement of it’s own…  then sailing very quickly across towards the center of the island again… apparently covering several hundred yards within the space of a few seconds.

We also stared out for quite a while at the sea itself, looking for the whales that supposedly frequent this area (but we had no success in finding any).  Perhaps it’s getting a bit too late in the season for easy sightings.

After the lighthouse, we continued north and northeast along the coast, stopping briefly at a guava plantation for some samples, then continuing towards the densely vegetated northern regions.  While all of Kauai is fairly covered in green, the thickness of the foliage grew more and more impressive the further we traveled down the road.  Vegetation was quite lush, probably thicker than any other place I’ve ever seen (including the most verdant parts of Tahiti and China.  The scenes that you come upon here really do look like something out of a movie (not surprising, given the huge number of movies that were actually filmed here for that very reason.)  An otherworldly green that sometimes makes you feel like you’ve stepped into an earlier era on this planet.
We drove over several one-lane bridges, some looking quite sketchy, but apparently stable enough to have withstood the test of time (and countless vehicles passing daily).  The further we got towards the end of the road, the windier and rougher the street became.  At one point, a stream actually flowed OVER the road, creating quite an interesting image.  Just past that was a huge naturally formed cave which seemed like a open wedge driven into the base of a tall cliff.  We entered this cave and walked all the way to the back where it got fairly dark and hard to see (probably a good thing considering all the large spiderwebs we noticed back there).  We got back on the road and followed it to the end, where the jungle was positively thick around us and many people were getting out and going for hikes.

After doing all our exploring, we had some food at Tropical Tacos and followed that with some “shave ice” desert.  Shave ice is a specialty of the islands, made by finely shaving ice blocks into a fine snow-like substance, then covering it with various fruit syrups.  Very tasty.  We then made our way back to the apartment (running into some significant stop-and-go traffic as we entered the Kapa area).
We were both quite tired at this point, and spent the rest of the afternoon lounging about, watching the sea turtles, and reading.  I actually went out for a quick snorkel at the nearby beach, but there wasn’t much to see out there…  conditions aren’t so great for snorkeling… waves much too strong to go out very far, and only a few fish to be seen in the water.

After a brief nap, we awoke to the sound of raucous laughter and a bit of yelling.  A group of teenagers had lit a fairly large bonfire (made out of driftwood) on the beach below our balcony.  The fire wasn’t out of control or anything, and at first the noise didn’t bug me too badly… in fact the fire looked sort of cool in the growing darkness and I went to take pictures of it.  But I think others must have complained, as the hotel manager soon showed up and the kids fled the area (cops came about 15 minutes later to put out the fire).

We ventured out again for dinner, and found a nice little place called the Hula Girl Restaurant just a short distance from our place.  The food was quite good, and there were two Hawaiian women singing as well as a hostess who doubled as a hula-dancer.  Overall it was a nice little experience and a good way to end the day.  I look forward to further adventures tomorrow.
Tuesday, 3/29/2005 – Kauai

Another day, another spam breakfast.  This time it was spam and rice and eggs at the Eggberts (I think?) restaurant which is within walking distance of Kapaa Sands.  The food wasn’t fantastic, but it wasn’t bad either – something like a Hawaiian Denny’s.

It had rained fairly heavily the night before, and it was still drizzling for much of the day.  We decided to take it easy for the most part, and didn’t do much in the morning.  Towards noon, I ventured out alone to check out a hike to a waterfall I had read about in our guidebook.  While it sits on public land, the path to get to the O______ falls is pretty obscure, and there’s no way one could ever find this place without fairly detailed directions.  The drive there was short, but the start of the trail was hard to spot as it was covered in dense foliage (like much else on this island).  After locating the trail head, I started down the muddy track, following a few people who had made it there ahead of me.  The path was slippery and somewhat steep in places, yet not so difficult at the beginning of the trail.  I stopped several times along the way to take pictures of the dense vegetation around me, I keep getting the urge to try to capture the sense of lushness that pervades Kauai.
As I traveled further down the trail, it became narrower and more slippery, and following the cue of some folks ahead of me, I broke off a dead branch from a tree to use as a walking stick.  Actually, the first stick I went to grab was situated behind a nearly invisible gossamer spider web, a very large and intricately patterened one, like you’d see in movies or drawings.  I somehow didn’t see the web at first and pressed right in, with the web causing me to jerk back quickly as I realized I had stuck my face into it.  It was then I noticed the impressive looking web, and the equally impressive looking spider which I had startled into motion, less than foot away from where I had touched the web.  I backed off from the spider web (which remained unbroken, remarkably enough) and grabbed a different branch for my walking stick.

The stick made it much easier to navigate and keep my balance for the remainder of the hike.  The trail ran right down to the riverbank, then veered to the right, following the path of the river as it wound through the jungle.  I continued to follow the river, stopping occasionally to take pictures and catch my breath, until I could hear the sound of swiftly falling water through the greenery to my left.  It was a steep descent at this point, from the trail back down to the water’s edge.  After clambering down the slippery path, I was rewarded by my first glimpse of the waterfall.  The river flowed right over a shelf made out of black stone, and had carved a narrow channel through it.  The water rushed through this channel and plunged down with a mild roar towards the bottom, perhaps twenty or thirty feet below.  It was an impressive sight…  and not just a sight, as all the senses were stimulated here, the roaring water, the smell of freshly fallen rain upon the vegetation underfoot… overall quite an experience.
I stayed a while absorbing the place, then set off again as I noticed few remaining hikers leaving the area.  I followed them back upstream right along the riverbank, a different path from the one I took to get there.  This path was on the riverbank itself, just inches from the water, and at one point we actually had to step into the water to get around a large boulder (which you had to hug onto to keep from falling back into the river).  The path was less steep, but you took the chance of falling into the water (not terribly swift at this point, but not someplace you’d want to swim either).
I took my time going back, and eventually was left all alone in the jungle.  I stopped a few times and took it all in again…  unfamiliar birds made the oddest sounds, making me feel once again like I had stepped back in time to an earlier age, a greener, wetter earth.  A rooster then crowed, breaking the illusion, and I finally headed back to the car, tired but happy for the experience.

Driving back from the falls, I once again lowered the top of the convertible, and enjoyed the rush of fresh air against my face.  It was then that I discovered a radio station that billed itself as “Island Radio” and played a fitting mix of music which was infused by reggae and Hawaiian sounds.  I also discovered that the mustang had an impressive sound-system to boot, and I wore quite a grin as I drove back to our apartment at Kapaa Sands.
We decided to just take it easy for the rest of the day, and maybe just go for a swim or lay on the beach for a while.  I decided to stop by the Raddison Hotel nearby for lunch, just to see what the fancier resorts were like.  While the rooms themselves didn’t look too impressive, the manmade waterfalls and fancy swimming pools were quite a sight.  It was a picturesque little scene, carefully crafted to please the eye.  We ate lunch by the pools, facing the ocean.  I ordered a delcious Big Kahuna Burger (just had to try it, with a name like that) and Nicci had a chicken pita, which attracted the attention of several birds.  I could barely contain my laughter as one particularly bold fellow hopped right on to her plate and tried to peck at her food while she shooed it off (I managed to get several pictures of this).
After lunch, we headed off to Lydgate Park, a nearby beach which is known for it’s beginner’s snorkeling pool.  Basically a huge ring of boulders was laid out in a circle, corralling part of the beach, allowing water and fish to enter, but keeping the force of the waves out (or the majority of it anyways).  Essentially a man-made version of the naturally occurring barrier reefs which we saw in the Tahitian Islands.
The water was somewhat murky due to the pounding waves which managed to push past even these huge boulders, but I did get to see a good number of fish in the water.  It wasn’t the best snorkeling experience, but I was determined to see some underwater wildlife, and that I did manage.  We didn’t stay too long, as the wind was blowing hard and it got a bit chilly.

We came back to the apartment afterwards, and only ventured out one more time for a quick dinner at a nearby Thai restaurant (food was okay) – and some frozen yogurt at the local TCBY.  The rest of the evening was uneventful.  I’m headed off to sleep now, hoping the weather tomorrow will be a bit better.

Wednesday, 3/30/2005 – Kauai

The weather today was indeed better.  Still some patchy clouds and rain, but also a decent amount of sun.  I’ve read about the capricious nature of the weather out here, and the books don’t lie.  It can go from sunny, to a sudden downpour, to sunny again, within the space of a minute.  It makes for a challenging test of judgment at times given our convertible, but so far we’ve managed pretty well.

We had breakfast at Kountry Korner again, deeeeeelicious macadamia nut pancakes and cheesy eggs.  Afterwards, we headed south to check out the southern regions of Kauai.  On the way we took a couple of detours to view some waterfalls that were accessible by road.  The Wailieu(sp) Falls in particular were very impressive, plummeting down over a hundred feet in the midst of some gorgeous scenery.

We continued towards the south shore of Kauai, and took the turn-off to head towards Poi’pu, a region with many beaches and the biggest resorts on the island.  Immediately after the turnoff, we passed under an impressively canopied stretch of road, lined on both sides by tall, arching trees which formed a natural tunnel overhead.  Thick, round leaves the size of a dinner plates and long hanging vines that looked like you could swing from them completed the effect.  Past this area, a couple more miles down, we drew close to the water again.  Our first stop was a place called Spouting Horn - an area that looked like a large flat lava plateu, thrust partway into the ocean.  In the middle of this plateau were some sizeable holes, and out of one hole, a natural spray of water would shoot several yards into the air every time a wave crashed into the cavity underneath.  Another hole nearby made an odd sound with each wave, something between a gasp an a sharp exhalation… it almost sounded like a whale expelling air out of it’s blowhole.  (Apparently there used to be another hole here which shot water hundreds of feet into the air, but it was blown up by some company foreman who owned a small patch of land nearby… the salt spray was supposedly ruining a couple of acres of sugar-cane.)
We then stopped by briefly at a botanical garden, but heat and exhaustion drove us to find refuge at a remarkably laid out restaurant called __________.  Though it was situated at the edge of a shopping center, with the main road running alongside, _________ was cleverly built so that when you sat inside, you felt surrounded by plants, flowers, trees, and falling water.  The all-wood furnishings and woven ceiling fans completed the illusion, altogether a great atmosphere to have lunch in, if you didn’t mind the expertly contrived scenery.  (They make a fantastic tropical smoothie too!)

At this point we were both pretty tired, but I still wanted to get a look at Poi’pu Beach, which was supposed to have very good snorkeling under the right conditions.  Nicci parked herself under a shady tree and laid down on her beach towel for a nap.  I went off to find my snorkeling area, still determined to find better snorkeling than I had experienced at Lydgate the day before.  And lo’ and behold, I did manage to find it here… just past a sheltering outcrop of rock and sand, a clear patch of water with gentle waves offered some very fine snorkeling, the best I’ve experienced yet since our trip to the Tahitian Islands.  The water wasn’t quite as clear, and the waves were still quite noticeable, but the undersea life was pretty abundant, which is what I had been hoping for since we arrived here.  The fish weren’t quite as numerous as you would see in Tahiti, but they were plentiful enough, and often very large and colorful.  I didn’t see any thick schools of smaller fish, but large packs of fish ranging from several inches to over a foot and a half long were evident everywhere.  I theorized that larger fish were evident here since there was little between this place and the open ocean.

I kept swimming further and further out, following some of these fish, hoping to perhaps catch a glimpse of  the sea turtles which supposedly frequent this area.  At some point though, I got a bit worried about how far I had gotten, not many people were swimming further than me aside from those with actual surfboards, so I began to head back.  Sadly, still no underwater view of sea turtles, but at least the fish, and urchins, and anemone’s provided much eye-candy for me to peer at.  I even got out on the bar of sand and rock and poked around the tide pools, which are always interesting to study when they are rich with fish, crustaceans, anemone’s and other wildlife.

After some time, we headed back home, very tired from our activities, and from driving around under the warm sun.  Back at our apartment, I began to worry again about how we were going to deal with our situation Thursday, when checkout time was at noon and our flight didn’t leave ‘til past midnight.  Tired as we were already, I hated to imagine what it would be like if we didn’t have a place to return to for rest and recuperation (not to mention a place to stow our luggage!)
I called around a bit, the ever-popular (and enormously expensive) Hyatt Regency was fully booked.  The Sheraton had half-day rooms available only til 6pm for $168.  I then checked with our manager here at Kapaa Sands just in case we would be able to stay an extra night in our current room.  I mentioned that we only needed it ‘til about 9pm, and she looked to see if anyone else had booked it.  She told us not to worry and just to check out as late as we’d like.  I confirmed that I heard her correctly, and asked how much such a late checkout would cost.  “Don’t worry about it,” she told me…  she’d just hold off on sending in cleaning crews until the next day.  Fantastic!  I already liked this place before, but now I just absolutely love it. The people are so nice, and really the place is a spectacular bargain for everything you get.

Speaking of “everything you get” – I spent a lot more time on our balconies, and on the beach, watching the turtles playing in the water just offshore.  I never seem to tire of it… it seems like there are several of them now, and when the sun is at the right angle you can easily see them surfing just beneath the waves, bobbing along easily despite the crashing force with which the waves strike the beach.  In fact I’m typing this on our balcony right now, relaxing to the sounds of the waves and relishing the clean sea smell that pervades this place.  What a magnificent home this would make, alas.

Enough for now, I think I’m going to go take a nap.

….

Nothing terribly exciting to report for the rest of the evening.  I awoke with a splitting headache, and looking in the mirror my eyes were remarkably bloodshot, a sure sign that I had stressed them out badly by not wearing sunglasses earlier this morning.  It was mostly overcast then, and I foolishly opted not to wear shades for the first several hours of the day, a hard lesson learned.

The Japanese restaurant we wanted to go to was quite crowded, so we opted for the low-key Korean BBQ place next door.  Food was pretty good, and was an interesting change of pace.  I did make a reservation for the Japanese place tomorrow though, as our guidebook highly recommends it.

Okay, off to sleep now… until tomorrow.

Thursday, 3/31/2005 – Kauai
It’s actually several days later now, and I’m back home… but just finishing up my Kauai entries before I forget.

Thursday dawned brighter and sunnier than any other day of our vacation.  We breakfasted at Eggbert’s again, then set off towards the western coast of Kauai.  This was about as far as we could get from our home base at Kapa’a… about an hour’s drive away.  It was a beautiful final day for driving with the top down, and the ride was quite enjoyable (Nicci drove too so I could be free to gawk)

Our ultimate destination was Waimea Canyon, sometimes referred to as the Grand Canyon of Hawaii (and for good reason).  Heading north from the main highway, Waimea Canyon Road winds along the canyon itself for almost 20 miles.  At several points along this road, you could pull off and get increasingly spectacular views of the canyon, which is larger, deeper, and generally more grand than you would expect for being on a rather small island.  The landscape, vegetation, and general terrain changes so dramatically over the stretch of this road – there’s a lot to take in during the drive.  We pulled over several times to get photos and take in the view of the canyon and surrounding areas.  The canyon itself is pretty huge, stretching far down below, with waterfalls plunging down from various places… overall a fairly spectacular scene.  There are some views for which words just won’t do, so I’ll refer you to pictures I took for a better idea of what this area is like (and even pictures really sometimes don’t do justice).
At one of the main vista points, we ran into a chatty older woman who was traveling with a friend.  The woman was smallish, compact, Asian, and very animated.  She spied Nicci’s pregnant belly and immediately started making guesses as to our due date, the baby’s sex, etc.  She told us about her two sons who lived in San Francisco and Santa Clara.  She congratulated us on taking this final pre-baby vacation, and told us we’d have a nice and easy delivery, and had us take a picture of her and her friend before we parted ways.
We continued up the road, stopping briefly at a lodge for a bite to eat.  (Incidentally, it was funny that at nearly every step of the way up this road and back down, we kept running into a couple on a Harley who were also enjoying the view either just ahead of us or just behind us.)  Towards the end of the road, we took a final stop at a magnificent lookout which gave you a sweeping view of the steeply dropping mountainside and blueish-turquoise ocean to the north.  Supposedly there was an even better view just another half-mile up the road, but the road was closed and clouds were suddenly sweeping in which spoiled the view anyhow.
We drove back down the road towards the main freeway again. On our way back to Kapa’a, we took a stop to get some shave ice from a stifling hot little shack that was highly recommended by our guidebook.  The portly kid who was serving the shave ice had a good system down for serving his customers, but there was a constant line and he never managed to get caught up (I felt bad for the guy for some reason… seemed like a fairly miserable job to me, cooped up in the hot shack making never ending shave ice piles for a steady stream of customers.)
Eventually, we made it back to our apartment, where we spent much of our remaining time lounging and watching for turtles at the beach outside.  Since Nicci had spotted a wave-surfing turtle which had gotten temporarily stuck on the coral reef the day before, we were hoping for another such incident – the only time you could really catch the elusive creatures in a photograph.
We sat for some time near the water, waiting and watching the turtles.  After some time, one finally did manage to get caught by a wave and tossed above the waterline on a coral ridge.  I did manage to get a picture, though it’s not a very close-up shot.  Still, quite an exciting moment, being able to see the whole turtle out of water… even if only for a moment.

Later on, while Nicci was taking a nap, I did spy a fellow swimming out just past the coral reef.  Up until now, I had been a bit scared to take that swim, since the waves often got pretty high, and the reef looked a bit forbidding (after all, if a turtle can get washed up on it, I assumed a human could too, with painful results.)  But watching the swimmer out there, he seemed to do okay, and the water looked pretty calm too.  I ran down to the beach to talk to him, and he said that it was pretty swimmable, though a bit rough in spots.  Something of an understatement, as I was soon to find out.  Armed with a set of snorkels, I cautiously waded out into the surf, then into deeper water, past the coral reef, right around where the turtles mostly swam, hoping to catch the sight of one close-up and underwater.  Unfortunately, the waves agitated the water so much that visibility was very poor.  Even though I was right where the turtles should have been, I couldn’t see much.  There were a lot of fish in the area, and a lot of large coral formations too…which would have been fascinating, had the waves not been washing over me, threatening to shove me onto the rocks.

As I swam about, beginning to question the wisdom of all this, the waves began to get higher and higher, some of them actually washing over the top of my snorkel, causing me to miss a breath here and there, which was troubling.  I started to feel the faint beginnings of panic, then thought calmly that that was inevitably the first step that most people took that ended up with them drowning.  I calmed down a bit, and started making my way back to my entrance point, which meant maneuvering around a lot of coral reef.  By now, the waves were pushing me hard though, and instead of maneuvering around, I was getting guided closer and closer to the coral.  Rather than fight it, I decided to just go with it, which was easier for me…  even if it hurt to get slammed on the reef, it would be easy enough to grab on and pull myself out of the water where the turtles tended to beach themselves.
Right as I got to the reef, and was pondering the dangers of getting slammed into it, as well as the best way to climb up onto it from my awkward position, a very large wave came up and just shoved me right up and over the ridge.  My left leg didn’t quite make it, and I slammed my shin painfully onto the coral, but for the most part, I cleared the ridge with the wave, and as it washed back out, I found myself standing safe and sound right on top of the coral, just like the turtles sometimes did.

I was so happy to be out of the water that I barely even noticed the injury to my shin.  I then reprimanded myself for taking a risky swim  (and taking the advice of an equally foolish man) – and then thanked my lucky stars and whatever benevolent force that had a hand in getting me out safely, and made my way back to the apartment.

Later that evening, after doing most of our packing, we went to have dinner at the Japanese restaurant (Kintaro) where we had our reservations.  The food was excellent, probably the best I’d had on the island so far.  It was a good way to end our last day on Kauai.  We headed back afterwards, finished packing, and drove back wistfully to the airport, a bit sad to be leaving this place, but also happy that we had a good time of it.

We had some problems with our seats on the way home, but I won’t further clutter this journal with details.  Suffice to say, that the trip was an excellent one, and most everything worked out in our favor.  Kauai is every bit the beautiful place it is reputed to be, and I look forward to returning there some day.

-S

