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It’s been a long-held wish of mine to explore 
and learn about the island’s most preserved 
places entrusted to one of the nation’s largest 

non-profit organizations. So I’m especially 
excited today as photographer Chase Nu‘uhiwa 
and I get to spend time at the 2,774-acre 
Kamakou Preserve with Ed Misaki, The Nature 
Conservancy’s (TNC) Moloka‘i director.

After picking us up at the airport, Misaki 
turns onto Maunahui Road which will take us to 
the Moloka‘i Forest Preserve in which Kamakou 
Preserve is located. It’s open to the public with 
eight miles to drive before hitting anything 
significant mentions Misaki. The first three miles 
is on a dirt road on Hawaiian Homestead then 
Moloka‘i Ranch lands. 

As we continue about five to six miles in, 
the road gets hairy. As in the road is not a 
road—it’s deeply grooved, gapped, bone jarring, 
teeth rattling, head-hitting-the-ceiling kind of 
hazardous. So, the roads are open, but pray you 
don’t get stuck because you’ll have to call the 
towing company to get you out, if you can get 
a signal. And if they can get to you. And it will 
cost an arm and a leg. You have been warned.

TNC does offer a monthly hike to Kamakou 
Preserve from March to October.

As an intermediate and high school student 
in Wahiawā (on O‘ahu), I briefly recall getting 

schooled in Hawaiian history, but there was not 
much in-depth education about the islands’ flora 
and fauna. I knew I lived in a special place, but 
I didn’t know just how special it was. Misaki 
echoes this point when I ask about how TNC 
and the community are working together.

“People never knew why our forests were so 
important. It was never taught in our public 
schools,” says Misaki. “So, in the beginning, it 
was really difficult because people thought the 
eucalyptus forest was the greatest thing. And 
of course, growing up on Moloka‘i, the value of 
hunting was placed high, and there was no value 
placed on the native forest ecosystem. So it was 
very difficult to explain to people why we had 
to get rid of pigs, goats and deer from the native 
forest.

“When I first started, I was so alone,” says 
Misaki with a chuckle. “People didn’t understand 
what I did or why I did it or why I was against 
hunting, which I wasn’t. I just wanted to prevent 
the forest from being further damaged by pigs, 
goats and deer. I’m a hunter, I hunt all the time 
in areas that can no longer be restored, areas 
like this,” indicating the surrounding non-native 
trees.

“But today it’s so much different,” Misaki 
continues. “One of the things we focused on in 
the early years was going to schools and doing 
slide shows. If there was an enthusiastic teacher, 
we would take the kids up the mountain on a 
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field trip. So we’ve come a long way. We have a 
whole new generation of conservationists on this 
island, people who have entered the conservation 
field because they’re so engaged and passionate 
about saving what we can lose.”

TNC’s Hawai‘i chapter was established in 1980 
and has helped to protect more than 200,000 acres 
across the state.

“TNC took the business approach,” says Misaki. 
“We weren’t an advocacy conservation group like 
the Sierra Club; we didn’t go out and challenge the 
issues. Instead, we took a business-like approach—
we raised money, bought land and managed the 
lands that we bought as a private landowner. So it 
was very non-confrontational.”

Kamakou Preserve came to be the first actively 
managed preserve in Hawai‘i in 1983, and that’s 
when Misaki was hired.

In between questions and answers, we hear 
the engine hard at work as Misaki maneuvers the 
vehicle over and around deep grooves, the keys 
hitting the steering column and the ice rocking in 
the cooler. We’re being bounced every which way, 

Waterfalls from 
Waikolu Lookout
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and at one particular section, our heads almost touch 
the ceiling. Misaki, used to the road hazards, pushes 
forward, thoughtfully answering questions while 
concentrating on the stretch ahead.

We reach a clearing at the side of the road and 
Misaki parks the vehicle. There’s a small area with a 
few trees and a deep, grassy pit.

“This is a historic site right here,” explains Misaki, 
“lua moku ‘iliahi, a sandalwood measuring pit.” 
Made to mimic the hull of a ship, the pit held cut 
sandalwood trees, and when filled, they had a 
shipload ready for transport.

“Do you know what the sandalwood pit marks in 
Hawai‘i’s history?” he asks. “It was a turning point for 
the Hawaiian people. When the merchants started 
coming, they stopped in Hawai‘i to reprovision to go 
to Asia. Their main commodities were silk and spices, 
so when they discovered sandalwood here—it was a 
highly prized wood in the Orient—they loaded their 
ships with it.”

The sandalwood trade, begun during the reign of 
Kamehameha I, accelerated in 1811 with 2.5 million 
pounds leaving the islands each year.

Already affected by disease and famine, the 
Hawaiian people were forced to abandon their 
fishponds and lo‘i, or taro fields, in order to tend to 
the huge demand for sandalwood.

“Someone described it to me as ‘the straw that 
broke the camel’s back,’” says Misaki. “The villages 
were being neglected and a lot of the young men 
succumbed to disease and death because the work was 
so hard. These sandalwood measuring pits used to be 
all over, but this is one of the best preserved ones.”

Looking around the pit, I ask if there are any 
sandalwood trees nearby.

“Sandalwood is so uncommon I can’t even show 
you one today,” says Misaki. “But it’s still around. 
We know where they are, but we don’t advertise 
it.” Walking back to the vehicle, he says, “We were 

Lua Moku ‘Iliahi, 
sandalwood measuring pit
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thinking of planting one here at one time, but 
decided against it because it would just get 
vandalized.”

About a mile later, we stop to see the views at 
Waikolu Lookout. It’s windy and cloudy, but we 
can see into Waikolu Valley. 

“Do you know what is the meaning of 
Waikolu?” asks Misaki. “Wai is water, kolu is 
three waters, so I was told it describes the three 
drops in that main waterfall,” as he points toward 
a series of falls with a pool midway. “From here 
you can see it’s pretty intact, a real quality source 
(of water).”

At long last, we reach the trailhead leading 
into Kamakou Preserve. Misaki opens a 
gate connected to a five-foot-high fence that 
surrounds the perimeter of the preserve, 
effectively keeping out pigs, goats and deer.

The air is cool and feels incredibly fresh. 
Immediately, the environment changes to 
fragile-looking plants, moist moss clinging to 
branches and trunks, lichen, and in the middle 
of it all, a narrow boardwalk. After miles 
of listening to a vehicle engine, the quiet is 
welcome. There is, however, a lovely bird song.

“It’s an ‘apapane,” says Misaki. A species of 
Hawaiian honeycreeper, the small ‘apapane is 
endemic to Hawai‘i and sports bright crimson 
feathers. I hope to see one on our trek, but all I 
catch sight of is a flutter of feathers and moving 
branches.

“This is the native mesic forest,” explains 
Misaki as we start off on the boardwalk. Sure of 
foot, Misaki walks on ahead as Chase and I get 
used to keeping our balance on the five-inch-
wide plank. “You have the wet forest above and 
the dry forest below. I like to call the mesic forest 
the ‘in-between’ forest. It can be really diverse 
with species from both the dry and wet forest 
mixing in. BUT this is one of the most common 
characteristics—the uluhe fern that blankets the 
ground,” he says, pointing to the forest floor.

I’m mesmerized by the utter silence of this 
environment. Except for crickets, the ‘apapane, 
the squish of each soggy step and click of the 
camera shutter...if pristine could be applied to 
sound, this would be it.

Misaki keeps us moving. Squish, squish, 
squish, splash!—I lose balance and step ankle 
deep in pristine water. About a half-mile in, 
the boardwalk widens to two planks. It’s much 
appreciated.

“See that flying over there?” asks Misaki 
from up ahead. “It’s the native Red Damselfly, 
Pinao ‘Ula, they’re like dragon flies, but dragon 
flies have fixed wings and damselflies fly 
horizontally. I consider it an indicator species; its 
presence indicates if the forest is really healthy. 
Damselflies have been disappearing throughout 
Hawai‘i, but they are still here in this forest.”

He tries to catch one. After a few attempts, he 
succeeds.

Pinao ‘Ula, the Red Damselfly
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“I capture this so the kids can see,” says Misaki 
with a smile. “I used to put it in the palm of my 
hand to let it fly away. At first I thought it was 
dead, then come to find it was playing dead!” 
he says with a laugh. One moment the delicate 
damselfly is laying in his palm, then it abruptly 
flies away in a flash of red. “They look just like 
the hairy roots of the ‘ōhi‘a—pointing to a bright 
red vein of slender, wiggly roots on the ground—
so if they land there, the predator can’t tell.”

Misaki is a wondrous source of information, 
an encyclopedia of native flora and fauna on 
two legs. He’s on the hunt for what makes the 
preserve so special, and we’re lucky to see it first 
hand.

He points out the Mākole, which literally 
means “red eye” in Hawaiian. The seed of this 
creeping ground cover turns red and looks like a 
coffee bean.

He shares that the ‘Ōhelo berry, in the 
Vaccinium family, is related to blueberries and 
cranberries, and can be made into jam.

I’ve seen and ran into a few spider webs in my 
day, but Misaki knows of a spider that likes to do 
things differently. 

“There’s another species in here that you 
don’t see because they only come out at night,” 
he says. “They don’t do a vertical web, they do 
a horizontal web. We don’t know of a Hawaiian 
name, but the scientific name is labulla.” 
He shows us a really cool web that’s spread 
horizontally between the branches of a plant.

Misaki also explains about the evolutionary 
process of Hawai‘i’s native flora. Because Hawai‘i 
had no terrestrial animals, “...a lot of the plants 
have lost their ability to defend themselves. So 
you have thornless plants where their ancestors 
had thorns, mint-less mints, and if a plant is 
poisonous, has thorns or a strong smell, most 
likely it’s not a Hawaiian plant. There are some 
exceptions, but that’s a good rule of thumb.”

The ground on both sides of the boardwalk is 
covered with water; the only “dry” spot was the 
ground upon entering the fenced preserve.

“When the pigs come in and destroy the 
understory, they’re really destroying the capacity 
of the land to hold water,” explains Misaki. “This 
is not soil, this is an organic layer that acts like 
a sponge and holds water. (So when rain falls) 
this becomes like a natural reservoir that lines 
the ground of the forest and creates a continual 
recycling of water, and it causes our rivers to 
flow all year round rather than just when there’s 
a flood. Even though it might be a trickle in the 
summer, it still flows.”

At length, we reach Pēpē‘ōpae Bog, one of 
the greatest treasures of Kamakou Preserve. 
A strong, steady breeze cools the perspiration 
on my brow and swirls the fog around us. It’s 
incredibly mystical. There’s also a noticeable 
difference in the environment—all the plants 

Pēpē‘ōpae Bog

‘Ōhi‘a Lehua

Mountain Naupaka

Pū‘ahanui,  
Native Hydrangea
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grow just above ground level.
Located at about 4,000 feet in 

elevation, the bog holds organic 
matter dating back some 10,000 
years; it’s Hawai‘i’s most ancient 
bog. If you could step into a book 
containing the records of forests 
long gone, this would be it.

“It’s like a huge sponge,” states 
Misaki, “a huge pile of organic 
matter that’s been built up mainly 
by this sedge and hummocks, 
possibly reaching 20 feet or lower. 
When you think of a bog on the continent...a 
bog starts out as a lake, becomes a pond, then a 
bog, then becomes a meadow.

“In Hawai‘i, we don’t know what the 
succession is. But we do know it occurs in a 
place that’s not well drained, so there’s possibly 
a volcanic plug here over which there’s been a 

build up of organic matter.
“You guys gotta come see this,” says Misaki 

excitedly. “There’s a flower called the ‘bog violet’ 
that only grows in Hawaiian bogs, and there it 
is,” he says, pointing to a tiny, light lavender-
colored flower with its petals tucked under 
itself. It’s not a showy flower, but a small, simple 
darling of a bloom attached to a straight stem, 

labulla

Continued on page 17
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sticking above the surrounding ground cover.
From this point, the boardwalk leads to 

Pelekunu Overlook. Unfortunately, we won’t 
be able to walk that stretch since the fog isn’t 
lifting, and is in fact, looking thicker with a 
slight sprinkle of cold rain. We turn around to 
exit the way we came in.

Before leaving the bog, Misaki has a special 
story to tell relating to a hybrid violet.

“In the early 30s and 40s, there were a couple 
of researchers studying Pēpē‘ōpae Bog,” begins 
Misaki, “and a woman from New Zealand, Lucy 
Cranwell Smith, was a grad student at the time. 
Well, when she was 70 years of age, we brought 
her up here when we dedicated the boardwalk.

“She walked up here and told us the story of 
when she was a grad student. They had treated 
her badly, more or less like a gopher. She felt 
she was in the way and that they hated her. She 
really didn’t realize they actually appreciated her 
helping them.

“So there’s a bog violet and a forest violet, and 
on the edges there’s a hybrid that the researchers 
discovered as a new species. Guess what they 
named it? They named it Viola Lucille after her.”

It gets quiet again as we step into the 
insulating forest, away from the cooling breeze. 
Walking downhill is easier, but we’re cautious, 
afraid of losing grip on the metal grate atop the 
boardwalk. The squish, squish, squish begins 
again as we retrace our steps back down to the 
car. Misaki verbalizes our thoughts as he says, 
“Now you can appreciate this grate, right? Don’t 
step on the bare wood!”

Along the way, Misaki continues with 
his encyclopedic knowledge of the plants. 
Herbaceous and trees are the two categories 
of plants. Lobelia with curved flowers has 
an herbaceous origin. Arborescence is when 
an herbaceous plant becomes tree-like. His 
enthusiasm to share his knowledge of Hawai‘i’s 
native environment and expertise is remarkable. 
Those are qualities inherent in Misaki not only 
as a TNC Moloka‘i director, but as a local who 
grew up on the island.

Born and raised on Moloka‘i, Misaki grew up 
like every child of his generation. He worked the 
plantation fields, went away to college, worked 
for a year in Palau, then returned home to 
continue with TNC.

“Moloka‘i is just a different place compared to 
the rest of Hawai‘i,” says Misaki, frankly. “There 
are communities throughout Hawai‘i that are 
like Moloka‘i, but Moloka‘i is the whole island. 

“And its pull was too strong. I could’ve stayed 
(in Palau) and applied for a job, but I couldn’t 
see myself living there...I’m here to preserve 
and protect whatever is native and unique to 
Hawai‘i.”

He adds “...when you have someone from 
a place, there is a lot more passion and 
dedication...I can truly say I do this because 
of the love I have for the place where I was 
born and raised. I can truly say that. I’m just a 
Moloka‘i boy.”

BOG VIOLET

Continued from page 13 (Protecting a Natural Treasure)


