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@ MOLOKAI from T1
Luxury camping on
“Hawail’s quiet isle

Two years ago the ranch's New
Zealand owners opened an upscale
- ecotour/soft adventure camping
complex aimed to suit the needs of
both active vacationers and the peo-
ple of Molokai, some of whom have
resisted glitzy, large-scale tourism.

Ifthe goalisto get back to nature,

Hawaiian—stylé, it’s a success. We -

heard axis deer barking at night,
and almost bumped into a Hawaiian
monk seal on the crescent beach at
Kaupoa Canip. From a high perch at
Kolo Cliffs Camp we watched a
school of spinner dolphins leap anid

wild and domesticated —

twirl in a mesmerizing dlsplay of
aerial gymnastics.

Driving on red' dirt and coral
ro/0ads on the high plateau toward
Paniolo Camp, we saw quail and
francolin skitter into the bushes,
The resident gecko in our tentalow
— an elaborate canvas bungalow
perched on an elevated platform —
introduced himself, and we formed a
nodding acquaintance with some of
the 6,000 head of cattle on this work-
ingranch.

Cowboys at home on the range
There is plenty of fauna — both
in' this

tropical rangeland where the ocean
is omnipresent, cowboys play the
ukulele and the skies are piled high
with clouds all day and stars all
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Lowwire act: A visitor works on her balance atthe Ropes Challenge

Course at Molokai Ranch,

night,

This is not your velvet green,
manicured Hawaii, but a wide open
and rugged expanse, rocky and even
austerein places, with red earth and
thorny kiawe trees more prevalent
than palms. Sometimes the terrain
seems surreal; sometimes, especial-
ly from horseback, it feels as if you
could just gallop right off of the high
plateau and into the clouds ina kind
of fantasy ride into the sunset.

Atthethreedifferent camps scat- .

tered around the enormous ranch
are tents with queen-sized beds, dai-
ly maid service, open-air pavilions
for gatherings and meals (including

.omelet stations at breakfast), asolar
power system that provides electric -
. lights and hot water for showers and

a self-composting, flushing toilet.
Each day we could choose from
activities including sea kayaking,

mountain biking, a rope challenge .

course and herding cattle on horse-
back.

This is the kind of camping that
might even appeal to the woman
who feels undressed without make-
up or the slicker who spends most of

. his days in Gucei loafers. Or to folks

like us, who don’t mind sand in the
sheets as long as we don’t have to
sleep on hard ground snd who want
to enjoy the wild, far reaches of this
most Hawaiian of all the islands
without the rigors of packing in.

And face it, given a choice we'll go
for the ahi Caesar salad every time
over that other island favorite,
Spam.

~ Choose from different camps

Each camp s distinctive: Paniolo
nestles into a hill, on a plateau 1,100
feet above the sea. It is near the
rodeo arena, which from a distance
looks ethereal, asifitis perchedona
billow of clouds, with ocean glinting
silverin the far beyond.

Paniolo is the camp favored by
horseback riders, families and

. mountain bikers. The trailhead for

biking tours is close by, with terrain

tough enough to challenge the-

zealots and an easy eight-mile
downhill trek suitable for beginners
and children — especially with a

_ van at the bottom to haul them back

up to camp.
. Rolo Cliffs Camp is carved into a

‘bluff on the south shore and looks -
straight out to sea toward Lanai and

Maui. Its yurts are round versions of
the tentalows; from December to
April, the decks double as whale-
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watchlng stations. At Kolo, solitude
comes with the sunscreen; it is for
getiing away from it all.

Kaupoa Beach Camp, where we -

stayed, cozies up to two crescent
beaches on the west shore — one
just fine for swimming and snorkel-
ing, the other carpeted in lava rock

- to create a tidepooler’s dream.

. Spread out under transplanted
palm trees are 40 pairs of tents —
two on each platform deck, each
with an open-to-the-sky shower and
a bathroom. One tent in each pair
has a queen-sized bed, the other
twin beds — just right for two cou:
ples or a family. Each unit comes

" with a ceiling fan, a cooler full of icy
‘cold drinks, flashlights and a can of

Raid in case a bug or two finds its
way past the zip-out screened win-
dows.

After dinner on our first evening,
a cultural program went on for tog
long (I can only absorb so many an-

‘cient artifacts on a full stomach),

But then Gina, wife of camp director
Kawika Sasada, was coaxed todo a
hula that was not nearly long
enough. Without any prompting at
all, their- 3-year-old Lia joined in,
moving with such chariming grace
that we understood instinctively

why Molokai produces so many ex-

traordmary hula danc_ers.

Atabout9 p.m., when it was thor-
oughly dark, a professional star-gaz-
er appeared with a 121/2-inch tele-
scape, and told us what we had al-
ready figured out: Molokai is one of
the best venues on this planet for
viewing the heavens.

A night of star-gazing

We turned off all the lights (ex-
cept those seeping in from Honolulu,
22 milek away across the Kaiwi

Channel) and took turns looking at
Mars, then at Cassiopeia — which '

the Hawaiians call Iwa Kelii, which

.translates to “frigate bird.”

We needed a flashlight to make
our way back to the tent and, not

quite willing to give up the dark-

ness, sank back onto the deck chaise
lounges to peer up at the night sky
without straining our necks. That
night, drunk with stars, I Velcroed
my window flap into the open posi-
tion and spent another happy hour
gazing at a sky spangled with more

‘stars than I ever imagined.

. Private cars are not allowed into

‘the ranch. The roads, many of them

newly cut, call for four-wheel-drive
vehicles. Until recently the ranch
operated a rather complicated
achedule of shuttles, managed by ra-

dio phones. To get from one activity
to another. you needed to make
reservations on a shuttle, which
usually involved a half-hour drive.

The morning after our stargazing
binge, we were late catching the
shuttle that would take us to Kolo
Camp and the Ropes Challenge
Course, and those already inside the
van were visibly annoyed with us.
We didn’t blame them; it probably
wasn't the best way to start an event
that was supposed to develop com-
munication, cooperation, trust and
confidenceinagroup. .

Most had booked other activities

for the afternoon and were eager to

get hooked up to a 935-foot-long zip-
line, a stainless steel cable that
would send them flying out over.a
ravine for a three-second ride some-
one described to us as “all thrill, no
gkill.

The. course includes 23 low ele-
ments — balancing on a moving log,
for instance — and 13 high ele-
ments, one of which was the so-
called “moon walk” that involves
rappelling down a rope to experience
weightlessness. Finally came the
celebrated (and, if the nervous talk .
between several people in the group

(See MOLOKAI T'5]







