Hiking Kauai  

    I took a trip to Kauai in the Hawaiian Islands back in the mid eighties to do some hiking & soul searching.  I couldn’t find any one gullible enough to join me so I went by myself.  When I told some friends about my upcoming trip they told me, “Oooh you better watch yourself out there”.  They then told me a story of three of their friends that went just a few weeks prior…only one came back alive, the other two were shipped home in a box.  Apparently the three had gone wilderness hiking & came upon a sign that read “Warning! Trespassers will be shot!” or some other harsh warning.  The smart one told the others that he was turning back.  The other two couldn’t resist & kept on going.  After a while it seems like one of the guys decided that he was going to turn around & still the other one continued on.  They found their bodies about a mile apart with a poison arrow stuck in their hide.  Wow!  Couldn’t my friends’ just say “Goin’ to Hawaii!  Dude!  I’d like to go!”  

   It wasn’t like I was going to Afghanistan or Beirut, but still no one wanted to hike all over Hawaii without their mommies or a shower for a week so off I went…but my backpack went to Germany!   My flight destination was for Honolulu & they gave me an orange sticker with the initials “HON” for Honolulu to place on my backpack.  Well the plane next to mine was going to Hamburg & their luggage sticker was a slightly darker shade of orange with the initials “HAM”.  My brand new backpack literally went around the world & it looked like they dragged it all the way when I finally got it back TWO WEEKS LATER! 

    So there I was in Hawaii on the island of Kauai with nothing but a pair of sweat pants & a sweat shirt for Christmas, ho Fudging ho ho!  So off I went to camp out in my rental car at the campsite I had planned on spending the first night & it was raining like heck!  The place was so dark & flooded I couldn’t even make out the parking lot but I noticed a couple of open sided tents with a group of locals preparing food & generally looking like they were having a good time so I dropped in to ask where camp ‘hookie-pookie’ was.  “It’s right over there” & pointed to a pond where the parking lot was supposed to be, “but you should join us for food & drink!”  They were boiling some nasty looking seaweed, pork  & mostly unidentifiable substances & I said “Wow!  Thanks”. The more I drank the better the food was; I was starving by that time since the only food I had was the bag of peanuts on the air plane.  Also the more I drank the better the group leader’s daughter was looking!  Soon I figured I’d better leave before I end up on one those giant boiling vats.  

     When I got to the parking lot with my tiny Toyota Starlet rental car, I was parked in a few inches of water & the rain was pelting down so hard it sounded like machine gun fire!  I had never seen it rain so intensely; I thought that the island might become totally submerged with water!  I awoke the next morning with soggy feet!  The water level in the parking lot pond was over the cars floorboards!  Luckily the car started up & I drove out of there!  

    Back at the airport my backpack was nowhere to be found so I drove up into the central part of the islands where they boast of their own ‘mini Grand Canyon’ where I had planned on doing some hiking.  When I arrived at the trailhead, a rescue crew was coming out from the trail with sad looks of forlorn on their faces. I asked them what was up & they told me that a flash flood had sweep a couple of hikers off the edge of a very high cliff; the bodies would never be found.  Ok, I thought, maybe loosing my backpack was a blessing in disguise:-o  

    After a soggy walk around in the rain near that trailhead I decided to drive to the end of the road & trailhead at the Na Pali Coast.  Like a dose of déjà vu, while walking up to that trailhead another rescue crew with sad forlorn looks on their faces again was coming out from the trail.  When I asked what was going on, they said “a flash flood swept a couple of hikers over the 1000 foot cliff into the sea; there is no way to ever find the bodies”.  Wow!  Maybe loosing my backpack was a blessing in disguise:-o  

    I walked around the area for a short bit & then met a local Hawaiian that was very cool.  He showed me how to find fresh coconuts that were ready to eat.  It was sort of intimidating to be out in the middle of nowhere with this wild man as he whips out his machete & luckily swings it at the coconut & not me!  I normally can’t stand coconuts but my only culinary experience with them was in some nasty candy bars; these coconuts were unbelievably palatable!  

    After we scarfed down a few coconuts he wanted to show me something most tourists never get to see.   He led me over a mile through a very dense & unmarked trail to a cave opening.  The opening was about 10 wide, about 4 feet tall but opened to a chamber that was about 20 high & about 30 wide.  There was fresh water taking up most of the space inside.  The freaky part was that he said there was a small opening at the bottom near the back wall that you could swim through to reach another chamber deeper within the mountain!  We had previously retrieved a plastic baggy from a trashcan at the park & he put in his lighter & smoking materials into. I dove in after him with the proverbial ‘leap of faith’ & swam to the bottom of the water, at about 8 feet down we swam through the tunnel for about another 6 feet & popped up in a very freaky cave that was ominously lit with the faint phosphorescence of some of the mossy plant life growing inside!  There were candles on the ledges & we hung out & had a smoke while he told stories of ancient Hawaiian legends.  The underwater labyrinth continued a lot further he said, but you would want an under water flashlight & goggles to go further…if you dared.  

   Well that was about all the fun I was going to have in Hawaii on this trip since the airlines never found my back pack in time, so after nearly 3 days in the same sweat suit I took a flight back home.  The airlines gave me a voucher to come back & gave me a few hundred bucks to make me go away.  So I went away with a few hundred bucks & came back a few months later during the ‘driest’ part of the year; it still rains every day even in the ‘driest’ part of the year there:-o  

   Fast-forward to July; this time I showed up to the airport early enough to be one of the first to board the plane WITH my backpack & placed it in an onboard closet! It felt great to walk off the plane with all my stuff & ready for action.  I again went to the campsite nearest the airport & marveled at the lack of water in the parking lot!  I pitched my tent went for a swim just a few feet away & floated on my back while gazing at the lush hills sides nearby.  Taking a walk along the beach at sunset renewed my zeal for the island!  Of course that zeal was challenged that night as a fierce rainstorm threaten to blow my tent away & I discovered that my tent leaks like a sieve!  I awoke in the middle of the night with a steady stream of water flowing over me from my chest down to my wrinkled & soggy feet but the morning sun was fully ablaze & my sleeping bag was completely dry by noon.

   The next morning after a camper’s breakfast I made a beeline to the beach my hiking guidebook claimed to be the finest snorkeling on the island & the guidebook was right!  It was like swimming in a giant aquarium!  I saw every fish my room mate back home had in his salt water aquarium within the first minute & countless varieties of the most vibrant fish one could ever imagine!  Soon it began to rain so I got out of the water & noticed that the rain was much colder than the ocean water so back in I went:-)  I must have snorkeled for hours, it was so invigorating the clarity of the water & the beauty of an under water world that I had never seen the likes of before. 

   After snorkeling I walked around to a dive shop & booked a dive boat for that afternoon; (see my article “Sharks & Raw Mo’ Betta!”)   The dive boat captain made the comment while anchoring the boat, “If we are lucky we should be able to see some sharks here today!”   I thought if we’re lucky we WON’T see any SHARKS today; I didn’t sign up to be come SHARK FOOD!  Well I did ‘get lucky’ & swam with a number of Hammer Heads, Thrashers & Makos that ranged in length from about 8 to 14 feet!  I also learned what the term ‘Raw Mo Betta!” meant; while about 40 feet down I watched the other divers collecting scallops & EATTING THEM UNDER WATER, so while in Rome do as the Romans do.  I wasn’t in Rome so I didn’t eat a Cesar salad; I ate some raw scallops under water too:-)  

    Later that day I drove to the place where you get your wilderness permits & met a big tall adventure dude that told me of his many travels to adventurous places.  He boasted of trips to the Australian outback, an African safari, the jungles of Peru & on & on.  We were both there to get wilderness permits to hike the Na Pali Coastline trail.  This is a very tough hike I was told & don’t wander far off the trail; the ‘Pokka Loa’/pot farmers would rather kill you than have you tell the world about their crop’s location.  & So I’ve been told I replied.  This guy wasn’t boosting my moral for this big hike.  He was starting his the next morning; I told him that maybe I’d see him along the trail & indeed I did meet up with him on the trail two days later…

   The next day I went on a hike on the islands interior, I followed the guidebooks directions but somehow got way mixed up & got way off the marked trail.  I spent about 6 hours that day bush whacking, trail blazing & having a great time in the most verdant jungles with views way beyond my wildest imaginations.  Finally when I was making my way out of the wilds of the jungle I past the back of a posted sign that I had to turn back around to read, “Warning! Trespassers will be Shot!”  The hair on the back of my neck stood straight up & suddenly all the warnings I received about doing what I had accidentally wandered into came frighteningly into focus & I made a beeline to my car.  My guardian angel was working overtime that day.  

    That night it rained again but somehow my tent didn’t leak!  The next morning I worked up my nerve & tried to over come my apprehension for the biggest hike I still to this day have ever been on.  Oh I’ve been on longer hikes but never one that had so many challenges.  The trail started at sea level & climbed up to over 2000 feet & back down to sea level way more times than I could count.  It takes to you through the wettest part of the world with a rainfall of over 144 inches a year!  The trail is perhaps one of the oldest trails in existence, the ancient Hawaiians used this same trail thousands of years ago & it was evident by how deeply eroded it was in places.  In those places the trail was worn down over three feet deep, while only wide enough to just walk through, one has to lift your backpack up so it wouldn’t scrape on the ground. 

   I was in the absolute best shape ever at the time but after only one hour I felt completely wiped out & drenched with sweat! Two hours in I was starting to get a groove going when I came upon the big adventure dude.  I’m 6 feet tall, this guy was over 6’ 6” & had all the ‘cool guy’ adventure gear to match but when we met as he was coming out he looked like he just saw a ghost!  He was a wreck!  He was in a very big hurry to get the heck out of that place.  I asked him how was the hike?  “Ooooh, it was the darkest, the dankest, the jungle was overgrowing the trail, it was hard to find the trail after awhile…turn back now!  You’ll never make it!”…  & before I could get any more information he was off in a big hurry to get a nice poofy hotel.  Again he didn’t do anything to boost my confidence, but so I was once again in my own groove just diggin’ every moment out there.  

    Moments after the big dork adventure dude scurried off, the jungle hid any trace of his existence; in fact looking beyond a few feet renders the view of the trail obscured by the jungles vast over-growth.  In one direction their lies the comfort of the poofy hotels, in the other direction lies a dark, dank, overgrown jungle; both ways the trail disappears from site within a few feet.  But the sun is shining & I’m burning daylight, so …hi ho, hi ho, it’s down the trail I go…

   This was the toughest hike I’d ever been on.  After climbing up & down the relentless hills & valleys I was starting to get numb to the exertion of energy required to just keep putting one foot in front of the other all day long in 100% humidity.  After a quick break, hoisting up the +65lb backpack, I would hike for about 15 minutes before I’d have to drop my pack & wring the sweat from my shirt. On several occasions, with the trail over a 1000 feet above the rock shore below, the trail would narrow to a crumbling downward slope; so narrow that in order to continue along the trail you needed to face the near vertical cliff & walk side ways so that the backpack wouldn’t hit the side of the cliff & knock you over…way over!  Weeeeeeeeeeee! 

    Just before sunset I found the area where the only campsite between the beginning & the end of the trail was supposed to lie; or rather by the time I realized I was in the vicinity of the camp I had in fact just passed it.  I then turned around & scanned the area again coming from the other way & still I missed it but finally found the tiny campsite.  The campsite was barely big enough to set up my little tent but soon I was all set up & went wandering around to check out the babbling brook near by.  The serenity of this jungle was astounding; I had the whole place to my self.  I followed the babbling brook for about a 100 yards & there it formed a nice pool deep enough to jump into.  I floated in that pool as the sun went down & the stars came out, just taking it all in, mesmerized by the sounds of the jungle’s increasingly dynamic orchestra. 

   I slept like a log that night & woke up with the sun; the sun doesn’t get up at the crack of dawn in that jungle for it takes awhile to get high enough in the sky to even somewhat cut through the dense foliage.  So after slowly waking up & preparing another “yummy” freeze dried ‘food-like’ breakfast, I had a peaceful meal & then packed everything back into the pack.  One more dip in that pool & I was heading down the trail. 

    Soon I came upon a few guys my age that were just about ready to head down the trail the same way I was going & they asked me where I camped. I told them less than a half a mile away. They started bickering with each other, “you idiot I told you we passed the campsite” one said.  Apparently they never found the campsite & just laid out their sleeping bags right on the trail!  

    We all took off down the trail together after we had a morning smoke & a little ‘hair of the dog that bit ya’.  A repeat of the previous day’s relentless climbing up & up & down & down, a few more narrow trail side stepping, along with a short down pour of rain.  We made darn sure that we kept our senses tuned to any flash flooding during the downpour & cautiously traversed the many streams along the way.  Just as my energy level was on ‘E’, I came across a bunch of wild orange trees.  To this day I still marvel on how those oranges energized me & kept me going.  

   The magnificent scenery was changing in very dynamic ways; from the cool shaded areas within the jungles thick canopy, to the barren rocky outcroppings of the cliffs higher reaches over 2000 feet above the vast Pacific Ocean.  Finally near the end of the trail we came upon a couple of wide, rapidly flowing rivers that we had to cross.  There were boulders randomly strewn throughout the river & a 3/4’ metal cable running across the river at about chest to arms’ reach high; the apparent idea was to hop across the boulders & hang on to the cable where the river was too high & strong to step on the submerged boulders.  This was a very exciting challenge!  The river seemed way too high to avoid getting totally wet but there was absolutely no way past this daunting river crossing. 

   We all had pushed ourselves to the limit just to get this far & we all faced this crossing with the sobering awareness that if one were to lose our grip on the cable it would be a fight for your life to get out of that river still breathing air.  I thought it looked fun so I went first.  I wasn’t half way across before it didn’t feel fun any more; by this time it became seriously apparent that it was less like hopping across the boulders & more like hand over hand with the cable, while the river swept your legs downstream pulling your body nearly horizontal like a possessed demon.  This may have been more fun without a +65lb backpack that was getting heavier with the water weight but I made it.  One of the guys got to the point where the river sweeps your body at a severe angle while you have to climb across the cable hand over hand; the moment the water swept his feet downstream realized he couldn’t hold himself & his soggy (must have been +85lb) pack ((they ate real good)) against the fast flowing river & he scrambled back to the last dry boulder.  I emptied my pack & went back to take a load off his pack; that’s when I discovered how well these guys were prepared to eat!  Before I saved his ass I told him I was expecting a big dinner that night with his ‘real’ food:-) 

   The other river was just as ‘fun’ as the first crossing but we all made it!  We dried our packs as best as we could & plodded along the last mile or so to our destination.  While sitting in a small river along the way, waiting for the guys with the heavy (dinner) packs, a gorgeous gal came along from where I was heading to.  She was super-model good looking & we were exchanging in a friendly conversation as she took off backpack, then her boots, then she began unbuttoning her shirt & in a moment she was standing there without any clothes on!  It was the hardest thing to do just to keep my composure & not drool all over the place.  Unfortunately she was heading out but told me to introduce myself to her friend that was staying on for another week.  I did find her friend but not before one of the ‘Romeos’ in my newly found group did; I guess that’s the drag of running with the pack.  

    Soon after the super-model was gone my new buddies came along & I tried to tell them about the naked super-model but they thought I must have been having a heat stroke.  We finally hiked into the beach where we could put our pack down for a whole week.  There was a big pit dug near the entrance of the beach campsite. Apparently a lot of people that make it to this campsite with all of their heavy equipment refuse to carry it all back with them; that pit was full of perfectly good sleeping bags, tents, coolers, and camp stoves… 

    We found a spot near the end of the mile long beach.  From the water there was about 40 yards of white sand beach that merged into a gently sloping raised mezzanine that was a perfect place to set up the tents, even though I never bothered to sleep in my tent the whole week there; it was just too fun to sleep on the beach with the vast universe tantalizing my soul:-)  Just behind our tents the jungle & hillside rose up dramatically to over 3000 feet with a waterfall within 40 yards from our tents. The water tasted better than the bottled water I buy back home!   

    The moment I had my tent up I had by boots off along with everything else headed to the refreshing water! (It was not just a clothing optional beach, clothing was not even a thought!:-)  There was an emergency of sorts going soon after hitting the water; there was a lady that got convinced that going on this hike all the way to this beach was going to be ‘fun’.  Well apparently she was absolutely not going to hike back & made her ‘significant other’ find a way to get her big butt back to the poofy hotels without hiking out.  That was a problem because there are no roads that go within 20 miles of this place, helicopters can’t land here (too much wind & no clearing big enough), and the boats can’t land on the beach because the surf is too treacherous.  But there are daily inflatable boat tours that the poor sucker was able to book a return ride on; he just needed to get his helpless mate out past the treacherous surf…& she didn’t know how to swim!  A surfboard was sent out to the beach & we put together a make shift ‘evacuation team’; I volunteered to help since I had been a lifeguard for several years.  This lady was a basket case, after enduring a dreadful hike, she was terrified of the jungle & now she was scared to death that she was going to drown!  She got pummeled by a few breaking waves but we managed to get her loaded into the rubber tour boat.  

   Still naked & in the water I decided to make a swim around the point to gain access to the beach on the other side to view the land that time forgot; they filmed the remake of ‘King Kong’ there.  The thumbnail sketch of the area in the hiking book made it look like it would be a short swim around the point but after swimming for over 45 minutes it seemed that I was only half way to the other side.  That’s when a rubber tour boat came along & asked if I needed a ride but quickly noticed that I didn’t have any clothes on & suggested that I just hang on to the side of the boat while it dragged me along.  I had to hang on real tightly; the faster he went the closer my feet would swing toward the boat’s propeller.  I didn’t know which was harder, swimming the whole way or holding on with the intense fear of getting my feet munched in the propeller.  When we were a few hundred yards off the secluded beach I was told that this was as far as he dared to go, so I pried my aching hands from the rope on the boat & swam to shore.    

    After two brutal days of hiking, a surf rescue/evacuation & now this marathon swim around the point, I took just a few steps up this beach & collapsed into a well-deserved nap.  After waking up, it was like waking up into a dream.  There was an arch rock on the beach nearby with a 30-foot opening, there was a magnificent waterfall where I stood in & drank a belly full of the purist water in the world.  As I walked around this area for over an hour I did not see one foot print that wasn’t mine!  I found some guava trees & loaded up on that nourishment before making the long swim back.  This time I didn’t come across any rubber tour boats but swimming was actually easier than holding on for dear life!  I was pacing myself to make the long swim back & half way back the wind picked up & wiped up a rain squall, but hey, I was wet already so no big deal.  

   When I finally made it back to camp I was totally exhausted & the guys already had a big fire started & dinner going…oh yea Mr. Heavy pack is making dinner tonight! I was lucky to have fallen in these guys, which the benefits were just beginning to reveal themselves.  This is a very wet & rainy part of the world so finding dry firewood was nearly impossible; this became obvious, as there was no one else in the camp had a fire going.  One of the guys was a professional tree trimmer & could climb a tree like a monkey!  He would then throw a rope over a dead branch & ‘voe-wala’, dry wood!  

  The next day a couple of local guys with deadly looking, high powered compound bows (the ones with the high tech cable pullies)came down into the camp from the higher mountainous area toting a freshly killed wild goat.  When I say ‘local’ I mean local & that’s about as wilderness as it gets.  These guys came to Kauai 8 years prior to do some surfing & never went home.  They told us of their wild life style of planting a field of pot in the spring, then working at odd construction jobs during the growing season & then living out in the wilds in their pot fields near harvest season to protect & cultivate their money crop.  After the harvest they would then live off selling their ‘vegetation’ to the tourists.  These guys were the real deal tuff guys & buff!  They made Rambo look like a wimp.  It was cool we were all on good terms & enjoyed a grand fest of wild goat & bags of oranges, mangoes, & other wilderness treats!  

   That was the finest trip to date but I have a feeling I will someday find it’s equal.  But for now go out & seize the moment! Make the most of that wondrous world we have out there before we plant our butts firmly into the rocking chair of our golden years.   

   Aloha! 

Roger Curley 
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