Travel

Kauai

Backpacking the Na Pali Coast
If you are seeking adventure and a mighty awakening, in some respects, a chance to relax and see the colors of the deep Pacific is enough, but much more awaits you.  This place, Hawaii, will take root in your heart and grow.  Just two weeks before the trip a card came from my friend Johnny who is in the Coast Guard and stationed in Hawaii.  Johnny says, ”Aloha Bruddah, Got your card today, stoked you’re still coming.  See you on the twenty-seventh.  Surf’s been good.  I got nine boards over here, so you’re covered.  Went to Kauai for Thanksgiving, scored good Hanalei Bay.  Saw all the P.B., L.J., Cliffs, ex-patriots.  Well Bruddah, Merry x-mas and I’ll see you soon.”  I then began my planning and packing which lasted for weeks, checking and rechecking the gear lists and looking forward to the trip.

We spent a week in Honolulu with our friends before continuing on to Kauai.  The view on the short flight was amazing as we could see the towering cliffs and crystal waters of Kauai.  Warm moist air bathed our skin as we exited the plane and picked up our bags.  We called a taxi to take us on the one-hour drive around the island to the end of the road and the trailhead to The Na Pali Coast, the Kalalau Trail.  This is the north side of the island dominated by a twenty-mile stretch of the Na Pali State Park and other forest reserves.  The area is famous for its massive and steep ridges that fall dangerously into the sea.  The 11-mile Kalalau Trail in the only way in or out on the Na Pali Coast and it ends at the enormous mystical sanctuary of the Kalalau Valley and beach just below the largest of the towering cliffs.  The first day of the hike you pass through the Hanakapiai valley, the trail up steep, muddy and rocky.  It meanders through the amazing jungle trees and plants that appear to grow in front of you.  We camped in the valley along the stream.  In the morning we visited the enormous granite pool and adjoining 400-foot waterfall before starting our day of hiking.  We packed our gear at dawn and begin the trail up out of the jungle valley and onto the cliff trails.  Off in the distance you can see the waves breaking against the outer reef of a secluded Beach.  Once in a while you must look up.  To look up is to often put your hand on the lava rock cliff face that the trail hangs upon and to look up these faces boiling with jungle plants and flowers towards the emerald spires, ridges and trees falling like ribbons.  This gave way to hiking rules like, “No looking around while you hike, keep your eyes on your feet as you walk along precipitous ledges, don’t sit down with your pack on it can cause you to loose your balance.”  These rules we repeated to ourselves in the hopes that we would not walk off-the-edge, while spinning in the eyes of wonderment

We spent another night in a similarly magnificent jungle valley along the sea cliffs before coming to the last turn in the trail at its highest point.  Eight hundred feet above the sea you turn a corner and look into the giant Kalalau Valley and ribbon ring of emerald towers and waterfalls.  Jurassic plants and impossible ocean colors, white huge birds with long tails and the constant explosion of pleasant smells on the wind.  The last mile was painfully steep and exposed to the hot sun.  The trail descended a bit into the bush where we rested in the shade before continuing on to the wide rushing Kalalau Stream.  The crossing was a little difficult, as we had to pass the packs from hand to hand over rapids between rocks.  I fell in and got my shoes wet again, but we made it.  The view up the giant towers kept you in awe as you enter the beach and look for campsites.

We camped among others below the shaded canopy of Guava Plum trees.  A hundred feet behind the cliff rose with boulders piled as a reminder from above and on the other side the beach was just yards away.  We took long walks collecting shells and absorbing the hot sun.  With no moon or clouds the stars were amazing, revealing new unseen constellations.  The tide was low and the wide shallow sandbar offered walking in the water safe from the powerful and dangerous surf not far away.  Bioluminescent bugs were in the sand and water, illuminated as I swam or walked.  Then it was back to camp to fall asleep under the dense canopy of trees in a hot tropical night.  The sounds of the rising surf and tide kept us company as crazy dreams entered our minds.

This Na Pali coast was a strange place.  No watch to keep track of times or days, no moon to measure the night and a timelessness that emanated from the guests.  I continued to sleep deep yet poorly, awaking often from wild dreams I chose not to remember.  With the tent open, we could see the silhouettes of the trees and bushes with the glowing stars in between.  As I lay and listened to the sea I began to see the subtle glow of dawn.  I walked out to the beach barefoot and with a flashlight to stretch and stargaze. The surf had increased dramatically overnight and it was fun to watch the waves slowly becoming visible in the morning light.  We walked collecting shells. Way down the coast there was a huge cloudbreak cresting off the point with incredible offshore winds sending spray high into the air.  This place is truly a sheltered sanctuary.  Nature created its own guards of the cliffs and sea and man kept his machines of helicopters and boats just far enough away to keep it free.  This strange community of Kalalau is trapped in a dream, or it hopes to be.
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