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Hr FUaU Ei_i]  
Iwilei, Honolulu, Oçahu 

By Holly K. Coleman 

In August 2012, the Office of Hawaiian Affairs (OHA) 
acquired the 4.98 acre parcel, (which included 
a185,787 square foot building) known as the Gentry 
Pacific Design Center at 560 North Nimitz Highway 
in Honolulu. In December 2013, OHA relocated its 
Honolulu Office to the Center. The building was re-
named Nª Lama Kukui (åThe Kukui Torchesæ). 
 
Nª Lama Kukui is in the middle of the industrial sector 
known as Iwilei, an historically important coastal ar-
ea.  Iwilei is described as both an çªpana and an çili 
(small land divisions) and is commonly thought to be-
long to the makai (seaward, coastal) areas of the 
ahupuaça (large land division) of Kapªlama. More 
contemporary accounts include Iwilei in the ahupuaça 
of Honolulu.  However, as a coastal area, Iwilei also 
shares its history with the surrounding ahupuaça of  
Kalihi, Nuçuanu, and Kewalo. 
 
The goal of this Information Sheet is to explore some 
of the cultural and historical narratives of Iwilei and 
the surrounding areas, particularly as OHA transitions 
into the role of caretaker of Nª Lama Kukui. This Inł
formation Sheet will also strengthen the agencyès 
foundation of knowledge for this wahi pana (storied, 
legendary place).  

Research Division 
Land, Culture, and History Section 
Information Sheet, February 2013 

Left: The expanse depicted in the middle of this engraving is Iwilei, with Mount Kaçala and 

 liamanu (Salt Lake, seen as two dark peaks).  Source:  Emmert, 1854. 
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ç¥lelo Noçeau: Wise Sayings  

Native Hawaiian scholar Mary Kawena Pukui 
(1983) recorded many çºlelo noçeau (wise say-
ings) about surrounding areas which had an 
impact on life in Iwilei.  
 

Ola ke awa o Kou i ka ua Waçahila.  
Life comes to the harbor of Kou because of the 

Waçahila rain.  
 

Hoçª ke ahi, kºçala ke ola. çO nª hale wale 
no ka i Honolulu; o ka çai a me ka iça i 

Nuçuanu.  
Light the fire, for there is life-giving substance.  
Only the houses stand in Honolulu; the vegeta

-ble food and meat are in Nuçuanu.  
(An expression of affection for Nuçuanu, which supł
plied much of the agricultural foodstuffs for the sur-

rounding land areas, including Iwilei).  

Background of Iwilei 
The history of Iwilei is also very closely tied to 
the harbor area; although it is now known as 
Honolulu Harbor, it was once known as 
Mªmala. Nuçuanu Stream flowed into the bay, 
creating rich marine environments and diverse 
flora and fauna. The village of Kou also stood 
on the Kewalo banks of the harbor. 

Selected Place Names of the Iwilei Area 

çAçala Said to be named for the fragrance 
of soap from the Government Laun-
dry, which was formerly in the area 

Hauhaukoçi åSwelling of the Groin,æ an area 
mauka of King Street and çewa of 
Liliha Street 

Kou A village on the eastern shore of 
Honolulu Harbor, famous for recre-
ation 

Kaholaloa 
(misspelled 
Kahololoa) 

Productive reef (especially for limu ) 
fronting Kawa; site of lighthouse.  
Mostly filled in after dredging 

Kamakela An area north of çAçala, between 
Vineyard and Beretania Streets 

Kanªueue A fishpond once located near the 
old Oçahu Railway Station in Iwilei 

Kaçuluwela Area north of Vineyard Street 

Kawa The name of a pond and fishpond.  
Later the site of the Oçahu Railway 

Kºçiuçiu åTo be far off, distantæ; an area 
makai of çAçala 

K¿wili Reef and fishpond, once at the site 
of the old Oçahu Railway Depot 

Leleo  Area çewa of Nuçuanu River, near 
çAçala Park 

Mªmala Honolulu Harbor.  Named for a 
kºnane-playing goddess 

Moku ç kulikuli/ 
Kahakaçaulana 
(rare)/ Mauliola 

One of many tidal islands offshore 
of Iwilei (Mokauea, now associated 
with Keçehi Lagoon, was a similar 
island).  Renamed Quarantine Is-
land, now known as Sand Island 

Map of Honolulu. Source: Southworth, 1914. 
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Top: Engraving of Honolulu Harbor. Source: Emmert, 1854. Bottom Left: Honolulu Harbor, 1898 and Right: Honolulu Harbor n.d. Source: Hawaiçi 

State Archives Digital Collections.  

A Moçolelo of Iwilei: Historical and Legendary Accounts 
One moçolelo (history) centers 
on the amazing skill of 
Puniaiki, who was the son of 
Aiai and the grandson of 
K¿çula, who were both fał
mous fishing deities. Puniaiki 
went fishing one morning with 
the men of his father-in-law, 
the chief Kou; Kou was known  
to be an unrivaled fisherman 
of aku (bonito) using pª hµ aku 
(pearl fishhooks). Paddling out 
with Kouès men to the mouth 
of Mªmala near the breakers 
of Puçuiki, Puniaiki instructed 
the paddlers to turn their canoes shorewards. Despite not seeing any fish, the men did so, and 
Puniaiki took out his own fishhook (named Kahuai) when they reached çUlakua. An unprecedentł
ed number of aku leapt into the canoes and the canoes sank in the water until they reached 
Kapuçukolo, where the men jumped onto the beach. There were so many aku, they choked the 
harbor, so that even the stream at Kµkµhale was filled. The fishing prowess of Puniaiki was a source 
of humiliation and affected Kouès fame as a fisherman, but he was neither jealous nor angry and 
had only kind thoughts toward Punaiki (Thrum 1907).  

A shark guardian named Makaliçi was known to frequent the waters of Kalihi Kai, particularly near 
Kahakaçaulana (Moku ç kulikuli/ Mauliola, later known as Quarantine Island and Sand Island), 
which was one of the little tidal islands off the shore of Iwilei. Makaliçi had a cave at Kahał
kaçaulana. Ethnographic accounts note that whenever Makaliçiès was in his cave, the sand patterns 
above his residence changed. Fishing for akule (big-eyed scad) in this area was especially good 
when Makaliçi was in his cave.  Kahakaçaulana was also noted as one of places that was used as a 
passage for travelers going from the village of Kou in Honolulu toward Puçuloa (Pearl Harbor). Nał
tive Hawaiians would swim through a series of channels in Kapªlama, Kalihi, and Moanalua inł
stead of walking (Sterling and Summers 1978).  
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A spear fisherman standing on the reef at the entrance to Honolulu Harbor in Iwilei in the1890s. Source: Hawaiçi State Archives Digital Collections.  Bottom:  

A watercolor of the Honolulu coastline. Source: Moody, 1873. 

A Cultural History of Iwilei and Its Resources 

The Many Resources of Iwilei 
The lands of Iwilei are bordered and watered by two 
streams, Nuçuanu and Kapªlama: these streams, in 
addition to extensive çauwai (irrigation ditches), fed 
vast stretches loçi kalo (taro patches) throughout the 
inland areas of Kapªlama and Kalihi (Handy et. al, 
1972).  
 

The coastal area of Iwilei was part of a large complex 
of fishponds, reefs, and extremely productive fishing 
grounds that once ran from çEwa to Maunalua. For 
example, Mªmala was well noted for its aku (bonito) 
fishing. The reef Kaholaloa was known for lobsters, 
crabs, and limu (seaweed), particularly the seaweed 
known as manauea (Gracilaria coronopifolia) 
(Stannard, 2005).  

Winds and Rains of Iwilei and 

the Surrounding Areas  

Winds Rains 

çAoçaoa/ çAoaä 
A sea breeze of 
Honolulu/ 
Mªmala that 
blows gently 
towards land 

Kauak¿kalahaleä A 
rain of the Honolulu 
area that announces 
itself by pattering on 
rooftops 

Moaçeä A north 
wind 

 

M¿çulul¿ä A 
wind 
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