
ignated area offered asylum. If a law-
breaker could make it here, he could per-
form certain rituals mandated by the kahu-
na pule (priest). After that, all was forgiven
and he could return home as if nothing
had happened, regardless of the violation.
Defeated warriors could also come here to
await the victor of a battle. They could
then pledge their allegiance to whoever
won and live out their lives in peace.

Pu‘uhonua o Honaunau is such a
place. Designated as a national park by
Congress in 1961, it is the finest exam-
ple of a Place of Refuge in all the islands.
Here you will find neatly kept grounds
featuring a remarkable stone wall, called
the Great Wall. Built in the 1500s, this
massive wall is 1,000 feet long, 10 feet
high and 17 feet thick in most places. It
separated the Pu‘uhonua from the Ali‘i’s
palace grounds. Though the wall has a
chiseled appearance, it was made with-
out dressed (cut) stones and without mor-
tar. Also on the grounds you will find re-

constructed Hawaiian houses, temples,
and a few petroglyphs (rock drawings).
There are wood carvings of gods (includ-
ing one that is anatomically correct, as-
suming that’s how the gods were en-
dowed). The reconstructed thatched
structure called Hale-o-Keawe was orig-
inally a mausoleum, containing the bones
of 23 chiefs. Bones were thought to con-
tain supernatural power, or mana, and
therefore ensured that the Place of
Refuge would remain sacred. 

There are many other sights here, as
well. Overall, this place is easy to recom-
mend. The walk around the grounds is
gentle, and there are facilities such as
drinking water and restrooms. Coconut
trees (which have an almost magical,
calming effect) are scattered all over.
There is a $5 per car entrance fee, but
sometimes no one is there to collect it be-
cause they “can’t afford the manpower to
collect the money.” (Only the government
could come up with that kind of logic.)

Honaunau is particularly enchanting an
hour before sunset, the best time to visit.
Swaying coconut trees have a golden
glow as large turtles munch near the
canoe landing. You won’t find a more re-
laxing or soothing place to finish off the
day. Then head over to the middle/south-
ern end of the park where picnic tables
and BBQS await. Local families often bring
their keiki (kids) to play in the nearby tide-
pools. Drive to that area using the dirt
road to the left of the visitor center after
you enter the park.

For the less cerebral, you’ll find un-
beatable snorkeling and SCUBA diving in
Honaunau Bay to the right of the boat

launch. There are also hiking trails in-
cluding the 1871 Trail, so named be-
cause area residents paid their taxes in
1871 by fixing up this formerly dilapi-
dated trail. (We have a call in to the IRS

to see if the offer’s still good.) 
Leaving Honaunau, you’ll continue up

Ke Ala o Keawe Road to Painted Church
Road. Hang a left onto it to get to St.
Benedict’s Catholic Church, known sim-

ply as the Painted Church.
It’s a charming little building
dating back to the 1800s. 
Between 1899 and 1904, Fa-

ther John Velge dedicated himself to 
creating frescos on the inside walls and 
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The Green Flash

Ever heard of the green flash? No, it’s not a super hero. We’d heard of the Green

Flash for years and assumed that it was an urban myth, or perhaps something seen

through the bottom of a beer bottle. But now we know it to be a real phenomenon,

complete with a scientific explanation. You may hear other ways to experience the

Green Flash—but this is the only true way.

On days when the horizon is crisp and clear with no clouds in the way of the sun

as it sets, you stand a reasonable chance of seeing it. Avoid looking directly at the

sun until the very last part of the disk is about to slip below the horizon. Looking at 

it beforehand will burn a greenish image into your retina, creating a “fool’s flash”

(and possibly wrecking your eyes). The instant before the last part of the sun’s disk

disappears, a vivid flash of chartreuse is often seen. This is because the sun’s rays

are passing through the thickest part of the atmosphere, and the light is bent and

split into its different components the way it is in a rainbow. The light that is bent 

the most is the green and blue light, but the blue is less vivid and is overwhelmed

by the flash of green, which lingers for the briefest of moments as the very last of

the sun sets.

For a variety of reasons, including our latitude, Hawai‘i is one of the best places in

the world to observe the Green Flash. North Kohala is usually better than Kona due

to the clarity of the horizon, but we’ve seen excellent Green Flash from all along the

west coast. 

If you aren’t successful in seeing the real Green Flash, try the beer bottle

method—at least it’s better than nothing.

Lawbreakers had one chance to escape the inevitable death penalty: Reach the area’s place of
refuge before your enemies reached you, and all was forgiven.


