
 

 

BIOGRAPHICAL SUMMARY: Wesley Sen 

Wesley Sen was born in 1956 in Kapālama, Oʻahu. He was raised in Moanalua from the age of five, 

where he continues to reside with his wife. Wes first began making barkcloth in 1979 under the 

guidance of Mary Pritchard, who excelled in the Samoan practice of siapo. Wes did not have a specific 

kumu for kapa; like others during this time period, he was part of the Cultural Renaissance that helped 

bring kapa back to the fore, which involved much work in the way of rediscovery. An important aspect 

of this work for him has included making garments for hula practitioners, amongst other practical uses. 

Wes is an avid experimenter and researcher who seeks to make kapa using traditional methods. 
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ORAL HISTORY INTERVIEW 

with 

Wesley Sen (WS) 

Moanalua, Oʻahu 

February 17, 2023 

BY: Avalon Paradea (AP) 

 

AP: Perfect, that should be working fine. Keep that there and then I'm gonna use my phone too just 

because, you never know. Okay, so keep both of these here between us and they should pick 

everything up. I trust. They did a great job yesterday and the rain was so intense when I was with 

Verna. Aloha! My name is Avalon Paradea, and I'm interviewing Uncle Wes today for a project 

that I'm doing on kapa practitioners and their relationships with their craft, as well as with the 

ʻāina that they source their materials from. So I'm gonna go ahead and just start by asking what is 

your full name? 

 

WS: My full name is Wesley Sen. 

 

AP: And where and when were you born? 

 

WS: I was born in 1956 in Kapālama. And we moved over to Moanalua probably when I was about 

five, and raised in this area. And later on, I found out it was the ancestral home of my wife, of 

her ancestors. So where we are right now, this is called Waolani. This is where the chiefs would 

come in. And there was a rainbow at the entrance, right as you came into the valley, and that 

rainbow, when they would come, would open like a curtain. And then they would enter, and then 

it would close again. And they said that you could hear the drums [Wes imitates the drums] and 

there would be those two sticks with the white tapa on them to signify that it was sacred and 

kapu. So this area has a long history. And it's recorded that wauke was grown out here. Today we 

call it Salt Lake, but Aliapaʻakai in that area, there was wauke that was recorded growing in that 

area. Moanalua would have been an area where they would be making kapa. They had access to 

the sea because this goes all the way out to where the airport is, Keʻehi Lagoon. And the river 

that goes, a stream that goes from Moanalua Gardens, goes through Māpunapuna out right into 

Keʻehi Lagoon. At one time the canoes could come in and out of that area. The water was high 

enough. 

 

AP: That is incredible. I take it you see rainbows in this valley pretty often? 

 

WS: Yes, a lot of rainbows all over the place.  

 

AP: Oh, that's so beautiful! That is one thing that I miss about this island because living on the dry 

side of Hawaiʻi Island, when I see rainbows it’s like... 
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WS: Unless you go on the other side and then you get rain all the time. 

 

AP: Right! Or in the afternoon. We get the misty rains that come down over Kohala around four or 

five o'clock in the afternoon.  

 

WS: Oh, yeah. Yes, yes.  

 

AP: You just have that one spot where you see the rainbows but still, it's kind of rare. That's really 

beautiful to learn more about the history of this area and the fact that wauke was grown in these 

areas, as well. Have you ever come across any wild patches of wauke before? 

 

WS: I did not come across the original patches but I do have wauke that came from them.  

 

AP: Okay.  

 

WS: And so one of them, the source was Dr. Kilolani Mitchell, who was an instructor at 

Kamehameha Schools for a long time. When I went to his house in ʻĀhuimanu, he had wauke 

plants that he had gathered up above Mokulēʻia. Right across camp Erdman [YMCA] there's a 

house there, I don't know if it's still there, but under all that bush are terraces, so they did terrace 

and grow crops there. But he went all the way up to the top, and right on the top there's like a 

hidden valley. And he said he found all the plants that the Hawaiians grew at that time for their 

daily lives, and he found wauke there. He brought it down and he planted it at his yard. The other 

wauke that I did get came from Lapakahi. Lapakahi had two kinds. They had the one growing at 

the Kohala side of the park, and it had ovate leaves. And then they had another variety with the 

three lobe that grew on the south side. So at that time I asked, "Where did the one in the north 

side come [from]?" They said, "It came from Armstrong Yamamoto." Armstrong Yamamoto was 

very instrumental in helping the Lapakahi park with a lot of the plants because he would listen to 

the stories of the elders in Kohala. And they would tell him about a lot of these. And then I said, 

"What about the one on the south side?" He said, "Oh! Puʻuhonua National Park came up, said 

that we had the wrong plant, and that they had the right plant. So they brought that one up." They 

received that from Malia Solomon. Malia Solomon got it from Samoa. And I have pictures of 

that plant growing in Samoa, but I also saw the one that was ovate, as well. We know that she 

went to the South Pacific. I knew her personally, I even went to her house. I asked her questions. 

She helped me along in the beginning. She came to my house, helped my students at that time, 

and so I always give her credit because I was able to learn from her. And she went all throughout 

the South Pacific, different islands, and she learned their tapa practices. Then she came home and 

she started to practice and experiment for the Hawaiian [kapa]. She used it at the Ulu Mau 

Village, which used to be at Ala Moana Beach Park and then they moved to Heʻeia. But later, 

she had her little shop up at the Hyatt and that's where she would display a lot of her things. At 
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her home, she did have the tapas that she was working on for the Mauna Kea Beach Hotel. What 

she did was she bought old Hawaiian tapas from a collector in Kāneʻohe, Leo Fortes. And she 

bought the sheets, plain sheets, and then she decorated them. And that's what is over at the 

Mauna Kea. They're pretty good size but those... [Wesley begins rifling through boxes]. Leo 

Fortes actually sold me this one. 

 

AP: Now, was he a collector? 

 

WS: Yes, he was. He knew the provenance of a lot of the things that he got. He had beaters, he had 

kapas, he had all kinds of, you know, weapons from the South Pacific. But this one that we 

bought from him, is part of what they call, in the kapa moe, the iho. The inner sheet. And the 

reason I say inner sheet, it could have been the outer sheet as well, but it has the decoration of the 

paʻiʻula, of the red cloth, beaten into it. 

 

AP: Oh, I see that. Wow, that is phenomenal. You can see the fibers. 

 

WS: Exactly, so this is only one sheet. But usually you can see where they would stitch on one side.  

 

AP: Oh, I see. This is a very large kapa. 

 

WS: And I... that's what I'm trying to say, that Malia got these from him. And then she decorated 

them, but hers did not have the design like this. The one that... This one I got from another 

collector [pulls out another kapa]. This is more of what she probably used, because it has... it's 

plain. But the top is blue from the laundry bluing. 

 

AP: Oh! The bluing! Roen has been using that. It's very blue. Wow. What are the dimensions on 

these pieces? 

 

WS: This is the size of a king sized bed. 

 

AP: Oh my gosh. It's huge! And look how sturdy, too! Both of these. Wow, that is so beautiful. I 

hope the camera can capture all that.  

 

WS: [Wesley is directing Avalon to look closer indistinguishably]. 

 

AP: Oh, I see that. Right at the very top here. How many layers? 

 

WS: Five. Always five because it touches the kilohana and four underneath are the iho. 

 

AP: The iho. Okay. Incredible. What was the stitching? Was it also just some sort of kapa? 
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WS: If you look at it, it is tapa.  

 

AP: Oh, it is tapa. 

 

WS: Yeah. You see? 

 

AP: I see. Oh look at that. That's beautiful. Wow. 

 

WS: It’s string. And they got a bobkin and they poked through it. Yeah. 

 

AP: Oh! I'm inspired [laughs]. That's incredible. 

 

WS: I got this one from another collector. And I've used it through the years. Pua Van Dorpe also had 

one that was extremely fine. It was five sheets. They were like tissue paper quality. And it had a 

watermark, but beautiful. And my understanding is that she cut it up and gave it to her students 

so that they could study it. She didn't keep the whole thing together. But when I was at her 

house, we were peeling it back. And she was just amazed. She says, "Oh, my God, look at this", 

you know... [Directing Avalon to the tea]. Anytime, help yourself... 

 

AP: Thank you, I will actually. That sounds lovely, mahalo. Oh, it's nice to have a good tea. 

 

WS: And then Beatrice Krauss gave me these [pulls out kapa samples in folios]. These, I understand, 

she got from different sources, but one of the main sources was the Prince Kūhiō auction. And 

they had auctioned off a lot of the artifacts in his estate, I guess, to raise money for his estate, 

trust or whatever. This one is actually printed, but it's not natural dyes. This is paints or ink from 

the ship. But it does have one watermark. 

 

AP: Yeah, look at this. That is phenomenal. And so these pieces, were these also cut, then, from a 

larger piece then? 

 

WS: Yeah, I didn't see the larger one. But that's what she gave me. 

 

AP: Yeah. And this looks very familiar. It looks similar, although I'm not sure. 

 

WS: Somebody else had one like that. Another piece of what it was, you know, but the design was 

slightly different. Yeah. But it looked just like that. 

 

AP: Right. There's the "Specimens of Hawaiian Kapa" book that Mr. Severson put together.  

 



6 

WS: Yes. I saw that. 

 

AP: Then there's a piece in there that looks similar to this. But I think it's the color that's similar. it's 

not the same design work.  

 

WS: Yeah, but I saw that too. Pua Van Dorp was there because he asked her to come. His wife and 

Pua used to dance together. 

 

AP: Oh, that's so interesting. Was his wife Hawaiian, then? 

 

WS: His wife [Betty Lou Severson] was part Hawaiian. She was part Japanese, Hawaiian, you know, 

mix. So I did meet her because they used to have Tahiti Imports. And the son and her ran the 

shop. And so when I went down to see them, she said, "Oh, Pua and I, we used to dance 

together," and all that. And I believe at that time when he was putting that book together, 

because Pua told me, "Oh, Severson is going to make a book, he's going to cut up all those tapas 

and he gonna put them in the book." So he told her, "Come now, and you can look at them 

before I cut them up." So she did go there and she examined them before he cut them. But, my 

understanding when I went to see the son and her, they have other tapas that weren't cut up. I 

don't know what they're doing with them. But this one here is done with the paʻiʻula. You can 

see the red cloth bits into the kapa that gives it the reddish color. 

 

AP: Yep, I see them. That's amazing. The first time I ever noticed the fibers in a piece that was at... 

oh, gosh. I can't remember where it was. Might have been Bishop Museum, I can't remember. 

But I just remember thinking, that's incredible. It's not just the dye, but you can actually see the 

actual fibers in there. So paʻiʻula is the name for these pieces that were made... 

 

WS: When you, when you beat paʻi [Wesley makes beating sounds] and then you beat them into the 

cloth. So when you're making them, the pōpō, the balls, because this is not done like how we've 

been doing a lot of the tapas today, where we get the wauke just long and we ferment it and we 

try to beat it and blend it all together. These were done with the pōpō, the ball method, that's the 

method that Pua Van Dorpe used to create the one that she had at the Hilton. The daughter told 

me that's what they did. They fermented it under the banana leaves, like how they said they did, 

and then she would pulverize them and make them into balls. And then each ball you would beat, 

and then you would make a sheet, maybe about this size or something. And then you get another 

one, you do that, you keep beating them together until you get the size. So, it said it was like 

dough. And so maybe they had... maybe the ball was this big [fist size], it might have been 

smaller, but then from that, when they beat it out, it's like dough. It'll spread on the kua. And then 

from there they shape it. So the initial kapa is just a rough shape. And kind of pulpy and it looks 

like paper mache. And then they keep beating and beating, that's how come you see on the beater 
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they got smaller and smaller groves, on to the very fine one, 'till they get to very thin. And then 

they go with the watermark. 

 

AP: And have you done the pōpō method? 

 

WS: Yes, I have and I've posted that on the internet so people can see. I was able to make one, maybe 

about this long. You know this wide, you know about that.  

 

AP: Two feet, about. 

 

WS: Yeah, I could have gone more, but I just wanted to get it so it's not just a small little piece, like 

not only small like this [indicates about a foot], you know, get it a little bigger. That's how it says 

that those were made, according to the old records. This one here, that she gave me, came off a 

larger one. But look how fine that one. 

 

AP: So thin! Wow, this is like lace. That's beautiful, the ʻupena pūpū watermark on it. 

 

WS: So you know that those, that are fine like that, belong only to the aliʻi. Because the makaʻāinana 

not allowed to have the nice things. 

 

AP: Right, that makes sense. It's so beautiful. This reminds me a little bit, it's a different watermark, 

but again in Severson's book there is a piece... 

 

WS: Yeah maka ʻupena pūpū is a very common watermark. 

 

AP: It is. And there's a piece that's inside Severson's book that belonged to Queen Emma. She 

donated it when she went on her trip to England. And it's not the maka ʻupena pūpū, but it's the... 

 

WS: ʻIwi puhi? 

 

AP: No, not the ʻIwi puhi. It's the... what is the instrument?  

 

WS: Pūʻili? 

 

AP: Pūʻili! And it's beautiful. I mean, it literally looks like lace, it is so fine. And of course, it makes 

sense that Queen Emma would have a piece like that and would be able to donate that, because 

she's not just some common person, you know. So that's incredible. Those are beautiful pieces. 

I'll have to photograph those later. 
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WS: So this is how it was. And then today what we're doing is not quite [that] yet, but we're getting 

there. 

 

AP: Truly. Yeah, that's where talking with Verna, she showed me some of her pieces... 

 

WS: Verna is the one that got us to do these, the big ones. 

 

AP: That's right. The kapa moe. 

 

WS: So it was because of her, and she said, "Oh, I use the Fiji white tapa and then I ferment it and I 

beat it out." And I said, "Oh, what if the people say that that's not authentic? That it should be, 

you have to do it from scratch and all that." She said, "Well, it is authentic because as far as the 

fermenting and putting it together, that whole process from that point is Hawaiian." But the 

initial getting to that stage, that's a lot of work just to get that way. So we all made one. I made 

one, she made one. Dalani did and everybody, everybody supposedly made one [voice trails off 

as he rummages through a bag]. 

 

AP: Roen also. 

 

WS: I think, yeah, Roen made one too. 

 

AP: Now that was in anticipation of FestPAC [the Festival of Pacific Arts and Culture], when it was 

supposed to happen in 2020? 

 

WS: Never happened. 

 

AP: Right. They say it's happening next year.  

 

WS: Oh, when everybody comes? 

 

AP: The FestPac, the Festival of the Pacific, supposed to be happening next year. 

 

WS: [Returns with another kapa]. So this one here is the kilohana, the top, but the one underneath is 

this one. So I have to do two, because you have to show the top and then the ones underneath, 

and I didn't want to do five of them. That's work! But I did this, where I showed how you put the 

color on by beating, you know, just straight in. 

 

AP: Incredible. So this looks like either noni or ʻōlena? 

 

WS: ʻŌlena. I got the ʻōlena and I beat it into the cloth to make that design. 
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AP: Beautiful. It's really in there, too. 

 

WS: And so this one here is... [inaudible]. 

 

AP: Yeah, 'cuz no adhesives, right? 

 

WS: ... the same way. We got all the sheets, we fermented it, and then we beat it. Beat it all together. 

And Verna said that I can still beat this one thinner, which I can, but I wanted to just have one. 

[laughter] I gotta wait one day to do that. Now, these were all done from the Fijian white tapa. 

And we fermented it, and then we beat it out to do this. That in itself is a very difficult task. So I 

understand what Verna is saying, we're not trying to prove to anybody that we can do it from 

scratch and all that. Because if somebody says, "Oh, no, you cheated, you and that." She says, 

"Well, so what?" The rest of the process is just as laborious as going from the beginning. So if 

you can save your arms and hands because people have to... They do it on the table, she has a 

swivel chair. So she can go back and forth and has the padding on the chair and everything. I sat 

down on the floor. I was doing mine right at the beach at my friend's beach house in Kawailoa, I 

sat on the floor the whole time. Take long time. Because to do this, took several, at least a couple 

of weeks. And you cannot do all one time. You gotta dry it, and then you ferment it again and 

bring it out. But just the beating itself takes a long time, because look at the size. In the old days, 

they would have had people helping them. So somebody on the other side to help move it over. 

We did hear from one of the kupunas, she was from Hana, Apolonia Day. And she said that she 

helped her tūtū. She claims she was on the other side and she used the term pipi wai, pipi wai. 

She said, "Tūtū tell me pipi wai, meaning that she gets the water from the bowl, and she sprinkle 

on top." To keep it moist. Then they say, "Hoʻoneʻe aku, hoʻoneʻe mai," means you're gonna pull 

it forward, and then you're gonna pull back. But if it's this big, you got to have more than one 

person helping you on the other side. And a lot of them did do by themselves. At least someone 

is on the other side. But I did see an illustration from Tahiti, where there were several women on 

one side, and they were all beating. So they could have had more than one doing it. But for most 

part, it shows only one person. And that was the only kupuna. Of course, some questioned the 

validity and all that, but that's their moʻolelo and we respect that. So she told us that, and what I 

did, though, is to... which, they said, "Oh, you didn't need to do that because we don't have to 

prove to anybody" [rummages through bag]. This one I did do from scratch. I did the Hawaiian 

wauke, I fermented it, I beat them out into strips. And then I did this one [pulls out another 

kapa]. So this was not Fiji. This is only Hawaiian. 

 

AP: Beautiful. And this is, what variety of wauke was this? 
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WS: This wauke I got from Aʻiʻaʻi [Bello] out in Waialua. I got it from her. But I did everything 

myself, just to show that you can. But, of course, I would need at least two or three of these to 

make this [indicates larger kapa]. 

 

AP: Right. Right.  

 

WS: That's a long time. 

 

AP: How many trees do you think this might have been? 

 

WS: I think this is about four, or maybe five trees to make this one. Now, this is recent. All of us only 

started doing this recently. But I started doing this back in 1979. And when I did this in '79... 

[pauses as he looks through bag] through the early '80s. [Emerges with another kapa]. This one 

here we made, and this is from scratch. And this one here, you can see the watermark is, we 

actually borrowed a beater from a friend who had a little tiny beater. It was skinny, but it had all 

these intricate carved patterns, like the pūʻili, and I used that to make this. So this is about, could 

be almost 40 years old, that we did. 

 

AP: Wow. Incredible. And where was the wauke sourced for this one? 

 

WS: This one could have been the one from Lapakahi, and then I was growing it here at Kānewai. 

Kānewai, it was 1981, Keoni asked me to plant the tree there and... 

 

AP: On campus, Kānewai? 

 

WS: Right where the taro patch is. So before Hawaiian Studies came in, there was the restored loʻi. 

There was no nothing past that hālau area further up, that was all nothing. 1980 they started it, 

but 1980 Keoni Fairbanks and I went to Samoa on a language tour. It was at that time that I met 

Mary Pritchard. And so, Mary Pritchard, I had asked, I said, "Oh, I would love to learn siapo." 

Because I met her here in Honolulu. Beatrice Krauss was her dear friend, she introduced me to 

her. So when I went down to Samoa, I asked Mary, I said, "Would it be possible if I can learn?" 

And she said, "Sure, you just come over and I'll teach you." So for 10 years, she mentored me, 

taught me everything, everything that needed to be done with siapo. I am the only one amongst 

all of the tapa makers that was trained by a tapa expert. She's not Hawaiian, but she gave me all 

the basics that we don't have. Because our culture, that was lost. We didn't go out in the bushes 

and go scrape the trees and squeeze the dye, and all that. So she taught me everything. 

 

AP: And she was coming from a Samoan tradition, then, with siapo. 
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WS: That's her husband. When she married her husband, Ron Pritchard, he came from the village of 

Leone. And she went to see the women there because they would gather together in front of the 

church under a large Samoan house, the fale, and they would make their siapos. Then they sell it 

to the boat, when the tourists come over. One of the things they were famous for, is they would 

make the round tapa and they would color it. The way they colored it was normal Samoan tapa 

that was hand painted, which is called siapo mamanu, had brown and black. Those two basic 

colors, and a lot of the Samoan tapa, too, were done on the boards, design boards. And so the 

reason you could tell the Tongan from the Samoan is... This is very old, because it used not the 

wooden board, but the coconut midribs that were sewn to the back of a pandanus mat. And so 

you can see the design on this side, where they put the dye on the back, and the design on the 

front. Then they would get black and they would make another design, totally different design, 

on the other side. 

 

AP: Would this be considered an unfinished piece, then? 

 

WS: No, this is a finished piece. The black highlighting is optional, but because this is an old one, it's 

thinner. It's not thick like the new one. And Mary showed me how thin they were. She says, "I 

saved these from the 1920s." I looked at it and they were like gauze, and I said, "Why were they 

so thin?" And she said, "Because this type of leaf, a tablet, you cannot have thick bark, because it 

cannot pick up the fine print of the, they call it upeti, you cannot see." These are coconut 

midribs. They're very fine. And you need some material that would be thin enough to pick the 

design up. Whereas today, they use the wooden board because those, the bark is a lot thicker. But 

this side, upeti laufala [design tablet made of a pandanus leaf backing]. The Tongans used the 

back of... the coconut has this fabric around the top of the leaf, they use that. They make it into a 

shape and then sew it, and then they put the coconut midribs. And they don't do the whole thing. 

They move it around, they'll put one here, one there, one there, and then they do the design. And 

they might have a fishnet in the back of it. And they just use it for different portions.  

 

AP: And that's the Tongan style? 

 

WS: Yes. Whereas the Samoans, they'll have the upeti and usually you can see, see this dark line right 

there? 

 

AP: Yeah. I see that. 

 

WS: Okay. So you know, that's where they connect, yeah. Where they connect. And then look, see the 

other, the other line right there. 

 

AP: So it's basically a grid. 
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WS: Yeah, right there, see that? So the upeti was probably this and this [points to specific sections]. 

Okay? So they make one section, move it over, make another section, move it over. 

 

AP: Typewriter style, kind of?  

 

WS: Exactly. Exactly. Or it looks like they could have done it this...? No, actually, it is, because it's 

the same pattern being repeated.  

 

AP: I can see it.  

 

WS: You could see the same pattern being repeated. So they just keep moving, moving, and then 

assemble it as they do it. You know, with the arrowroot. 

 

AP: And many, many hands, then, working on that at one time? 

 

WS: Yeah, the Samoans always have more than one person working with them, especially back then, 

to do these that were bigger. Now, they didn't necessarily use them for clothing. It was for maybe 

ceremonial, that the chief might wear it, a talking chief might wear it around their waist, or they 

had for room dividers. Or if it got cold enough, they could use it as a cover. But Samoa is not 

that cold, not like over here. So their siapo is used a little differently. They weren't wearing siapo 

all the time, not like Hawaiians. Hawaiians only wore kapa. But because the Samoans, the men 

had the tattoo. So all they would do, and the women, is they had, they make a little skirt like that 

out of tī leaves or out of the hau. And they wear that around their waist, just to cover the private 

area. Because the women also had tattoo down their legs. They call it a malu, the women, the 

men call it a peʻa, where it's that... if you didn't know, you look from a distance, you would think 

its pants, you know, short pants. But they would have that tattoo. And the tattoo, they had that 

short, they call kiki, that little skirt. They would wear that, but they wouldn't wear a siapo. Later 

on, they started wearing the siapo, like they call it a tiputa, it's a poncho for the women to cover 

the top. But it is warm, and so there's not, it's not necessary to wear too much. Whereas Hawaiʻi, 

right now, it's cool. So the Hawaiians used kapa extensively. Yeah, and you can see, I mean, 

from all what we have here. But we don't have, these [referring to siapo] can get really big. As 

ceremonial gifts they have yards and yards. Hawaiians didn't have yards and yards, because they 

weren't used that way. But the kapa moe is presented as their tax, or the gift. And that is the size 

of it. They didn't make yards and yards, but when you make yards and yards, the quality don't 

have to be as nice as the Hawaiian. 

 

AP: That's interesting to think about. Yeah, not as fine. 

 

WS: No, you don't. That's why they use fresh beat, that's it. 
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AP: That's one thing that I definitely noticed about, you know, this piece right here for example, this 

Samoan piece. As fine as this is, it's not nearly as thin or as smooth as these Hawaiian pieces.  

 

WS: Well, I look at it this way. At one time, you would make that kind of decision. But if you don't 

look at it as a comparison, you just look at it as it is, they do their work and have very fine work, 

and then the Hawaiians did theirs and had very fine work, as well. Back then nobody was 

comparing, because they didn't they didn't see each other that frequently. But we do know that 

from here, all the way down to the Cook Islands, they were doing similar, because I just came 

back from Rarotonga and Aitutaki and they're trying to revive their tapa on Aitutaki. Aitutaki did 

similar to the Hawaiians because they... it does tell about some kind of fermentation, leaving it 

soaking in the water. And their beater does have the very fine grooves on it. So they did beat 

their tapa all in one piece, which would be similar to Tahiti. And so I was told down there, in the 

old days, when... If you need another pen, I have one right here. 

 

AP: I think I do, actually. I'm so sorry. I know I brought a spare but it's probably buried in my bag. 

And of course it just died. Thank you so much. I could see the ink in it too... 

 

WS: I have internet, would you want internet? 

 

AP: Oh no, I'm okay.  

 

WS: If you're using internet, I have WiFi right here. 

 

AP: No, for the recording it's just straight on the device. And I don't think I'll need a connection later, 

either. How old was this piece from..?  

 

WS: Samoa. 

 

AP: Samoa, yeah. 

 

WS: I would say at least before, it would be 1920s and before that. Because they did start making 

wooden boards, probably as soon as they got those, they called laupapa. So before time, what 

they do is they use the back of the, the side of the canoe as a board. And they did also hand carve 

boards for the scraping, because they have to scrape their bark with the shells to make it very, 

very fine. They're the only ones that do that. The Tongans don't do that, they just soak their bark 

in the ocean and then they beat it out. So the Tongan fetaʻaki is always in wide strips that they 

beat, the tutu. The tutu is the bark, itself. And then they would beat it out and put all the tutu 

together and then they make the fetaʻaki. The fetaʻaki, everyone has to have so much when they 

come together for the kautaha, then they would put their fetaʻaki together and make the big 

ngatu. So everyone have to have... your share, might be you have to bring six of them, the other 
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one have to bring six, everybody got to bring six, or 10, who knows, to make that big one. And 

that's your contribution to that project. So the Samoan one wasn't done that way, because you got 

to scrape the bark, so they could have the other people help them. And then everybody get, once 

it's dried, they get those strips together, and then they start assembling it on the upeti. And then 

they would trim with the bamboo.  

 

AP: Oh, like a knife.  

 

WS: Yeah. Because even in the Hawaiian it says [rummages in bag for bamboo knife] they used the 

bamboo to cut. 

 

AP: Yeah, you can make these. Pretty sharp, too. 

 

WS: Yeah. They used it in the circumcision. And so that's also, in the records, it says in the Hawaiian 

records, make an ʻohe. Make a pahi ʻohe. So they would get it, and then just cut the tapa as 

they're going, and the wauke. And they said they even cut the fish with this, as well. So the 

Samoans also did that, as they're making it, they cut the bark, and then they assemble it on that 

tablet. Now the only Hawaiian... Hawaiian one, later on as they develop, because prior to contact 

with the metal tools, everything was a hand painting. 

 

AP: So no ʻohe kāpala, traditionally? 

 

WS: No. Everything that they have in the collections that came before that were all hand painted. So 

this is noni, but it faded. But when we first did it, it was bright red. So noni can become very 

bright red. And then this is the kukui with black soot in it. This would be the pre-contact, 

because it's all hand painted. Once they got the metal tools and they were able to carve, then the 

ʻohe kāpala was developed. But also they did develop [voice is faint as he looks through bag]... 

this, and they think they might have gotten the idea from the Samoans [shows another piece of 

kapa with brown lines]. Because this kapa here is done with that. It's called the ʻahapiʻi. See the 

brown? 

 

AP: I do, yeah. 

 

WS: Now, ʻohe kāpala go from the top down. This one, you have to go put the dye and then put the 

tapa over it and then rub. So it's a different method. But this one is here called ʻahapiʻi. 

 

AP: The results are beautiful. 

 

WS: I found the record in the museum, plus I found the actual samples. And it said ʻahapiʻi. And it's 

every time you see this brown design with the ʻohe kāpala highlighting it. But it's done two 
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different ways because it has to go first with the...  It has to go first facedown on the board, like 

this, [demonstrates technique] and rub to get the brown. Then from the top, you do the ʻohe 

kāpala. ʻAhapiʻi. 

 

AP: I see, what a process, that's incredible. So what is the brown then, too? 

 

WS: The brown dye is the kukui mixed with lepo ʻalaea. The ochre. So that makes the brown, and it 

gets darker with age. So when you first do it, it's a little lighter. But what I've done through the 

years is I've tried to stick with only what we knew they used. So I don't use other pigments and 

things unless... maybe, well later, they used laundry bluing and that kind of thing. But mostly 

like, for instance this one here is just the noni. So before it faded, it was bright red, and then it 

was mustard yellow. 

 

AP: And you mentioned that you mostly just use natural dyes, then. Where do you source a lot of 

your dye materials? Do you grow them or do you...? 

 

WS: No, I went out in the wild and I gathered. So when I first did this one, this is very old because my 

wife and I were kind of just married, after that went to the Big Island. This one here she, 

actually, I have the pictures of her painting it. I went down to Puna, and I think that's before the 

lava went all the way down to the beach. I think... 

 

AP: What year? What time period would that have been? That you would have been down there? 

 

WS: Could have been back in.... We got married in '91. When did that lava flow, Kalapana?... Let me 

see. The first one, the one went all the way down to the beach. Let me see... Kalapana. Okay, that 

Kalapana lava flow, that... The reason I said is, we went down to Kalapana beach, it still had 

black sand and all the noni was growing in the sand which made it very easy to pull out. And, 

let's see Kalapana black sand beach [looking up dates on phone]... Okay, so Kalapana black sand 

beach in the Puna district, let's see what they say. What year? 'Cuz there is no Kalapana black 

sand beach! It was beautiful. 

 

AP: I've heard stories. 

 

WS: That, what year would that have been? 

 

AP: Was it '78, by any chance? 

 

WS: It happened... No... We went in the early '80s. We went '86, '87, '88. And we went down to the 

beach. We printed the tapas and then we brought them back for one of the pageants in Los 
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Angeles, because I was living in Los Angeles at that time... Used to be a smallish inlet. Let's see 

where, let's see... 

 

AP: Try google "lava flow Kalapana," guarantee that'll come up with it. 

 

WS: It was still there in '88. So this would have been, here... Before and now, Kalapana then and now. 

Okay, so 1988, we went down to go do that. Early 1991... [reading from phone] "diverted the 

flow away from Kalapana back to HVNP, eruption declined steadily, went finally died in 1992." 

Okay, that's probably when it was. Because it says here, this photo show couple of... well, that's 

the new one. But the old one, see, that's about right. 1991, '92, because in the late '80s, we still 

went down. We went down to the beach, and Sam Keliʻihoʻomalu and all of them, they have 

their place over there. And I used to go down and gather. Anyway, probably early '90s when it 

finally went all the way down. Oh, yeah, this is the one when it went all the way down. It says 

1992 - 2007 was when it went all the way down to the beach. And that black sand beach got 

wiped down. Oh, here's the other one. Oh, here, here Kalapana, 1986 through 1992. So at that 

time, the beach was still there, because I was going in the early '80s down to Kalapana. And I 

was getting lauhala, grew tons of lauhala along the ocean. And then, when we went down with 

the girls from LA to go do that, it was probably '87, '88. And it still had black sand. All the noni 

trees were abundant in that area, all we needed to do was just pull them out, just dig a little bit 

and pull them out. We scraped all the roots. And we made the dye right there. And so we spread 

a lauhala mat, we had the two women sit down and paint, she already painted the black in LA. 

She was a graphic designer, so she's very good at painting. But the actual color, we filled in 

when we went down to Kalapana. And so she brought it back and we had... it was for a pageant 

that we were doing in Los Angeles. And that would have been in '88, '89, around there. And the 

costume was the size of a pāʻū. It looked similar to this, but her designs were very fine. And then 

they painted all the red, the yellow, in the design. We took it back to Los Angeles, and they wore 

it at that pageant. So the noni was readily accessible. And I believe in the old days, that's how it 

was. It was very easy to obtain and they can get red and yellow out of it.  

 

AP: And now since I've never done noni before, and for the record, when you make noni dye, what is 

the color initially? Is it yellow?   

 

WS: Yellow. 

 

AP: And then how do you get the red? 

 

WS: You put lime inside. The lime comes from, they get the coral and they pile wood on it and they 

burn it overnight. Then in the morning, it settles down and that lime, they use, they can make 

concrete with it. You make, you know, to paint the walls, you know the whitewash, all that. But 
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that's how they would stick the stones and the bricks together, by using that mortar. You get that 

white powder and you put it in with the yellow noni, immediately it turns red. 

 

AP: Wow. Is that how you do it as well, is you use the coral lime, or do you use another technique to 

get the red? 

 

WS: I use regular calcium hydroxide.  

 

AP: Okay, yeah.  

 

WS: But someone told me you could go down to the Micronesian store and buy the lime that they eat 

with the betel nut. So I did that and it works. It works just as well. 

 

AP:  I'll have to try that.  

 

WS: But I did have friends from Palau that sent up the lime for their betel nut. I was going to use it, 

but I said, well, that's for them. But it was in a coke can, they had taken off the top and then they 

put the white powder in there and then sealed it and then they sent it up. And so at first customs 

said, "What is this?" I said, "Oh, it's lime." They said, "Taste it." So I had to show them that it 

wasn't cocaine or whatever [laughs]. 

 

AP: That is funny [laughs]. 

 

WS: But they do that there, they put the wood on top of the coral and then they burn it and then after 

that, they use that for their betel nut chewing. 

 

AP: That's incredible. So for the dyes that you mostly use, what plants are you usually using or what 

materials are you usually using? 

 

WS: Okay, I mainly use kukui. And kukui can give me black, or it can give me brown when I put the 

lepo ʻalaea. And the lepo ʻalaea I usually get from Kauaʻi. I used to go get myself, when I went 

up in Kokeʻe. I went into the mountains and there would be certain veins of that in the side of the 

mountain. But today I have people, they know where to go and then they go get the ʻalae, 

because it's used for medicine as well. 

 

AP: Yeah, Verna mentioned that the Kauaʻi ʻalaea is particularly beautiful and red. 

 

WS: Right. So this is all mixed with the ʻalae. Because if you just use only the kukui, it doesn't come 

that dark.  
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AP: I see.  

 

WS: Yeah, it's a little lighter. 

 

AP: And for the kukui, that's soot and also the oil that you're using, or..? 

 

WS: No, I tried the oil in the beginning because it says that they used the oil. They did use some kind 

of oil, because you could see where the oil kind of came out from the side. But I had always used 

kukui sap that I got from the roots. And then you squeeze it, and it comes out very nice and red. 

And then if you soaked the bark, I mean those shavings after, and you can soak the wauke in it, it 

will turn a nice copper color. Then that, I put into the mud and that usually turns a jet black. 

[Rustling sounds of searching; pulls out two siapo]. This is where I told you, see the difference 

today and in the old days? This is the wooden, see how big? This is from the coconut midrib. 

And then you can see it's a lot thicker. 

 

AP: It's a big difference. Yeah, much much thicker for this.  

 

WS: Look how big that design is. 

 

AP: Both Samoan ones, these ones. 

 

WS: This is the before, and now. Oh, another thing. So, where are we now in this process of..? 

 

AP: Let me see, we're an hour in right now. 

 

WS: Okay, so you want to make sure you got some other topics? 

 

AP: One thing, I think you might have mentioned this, but just in case I didn't ask already was, when 

did you start making kapa? 

 

WS: 1979. I went to Beatrice Krauss and I asked her, I said I was teaching a summer fun program for 

the children and we wanted to teach them how to make tapa. So I went to Beatrice Krauss, I don't 

know how I was referred to her, and she told me, "Oh, I'm experimenting." And so she actually 

had wauke that was fermenting. And she gave me some and we beat it out a little bit. Also she 

had all these samples. She had the beaters, she had all the implements, because back then nobody 

was really interested. Not like today. So I said, "Oh, I really would like to learn more." And she 

said, "Okay, well, why don't you go see, Malia Solomon does it." And I also was referred to 

Dennis Keawe, we call him Kanaʻe, and Carla Freitas, who was at the Puʻu Honua, the National 

Park. 
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AP: And so these people, then, would have been your kumu in teaching you? 

 

WS: I don't know about kumu, because at that time, all of us were kind of trying to figure it out. 

Nobody could just say, "Here. Let me show you and do it." Not like today. We didn't have a 

Dalani, we didn't have a Verna, we didn't have those people. So everyone had to kind of figure it 

out. But they had made pieces, themselves. Not this big, but they had made pieces. And so we all 

kind of talked about it and everything. And I did go to see Auntie Malia [Solomon], she showed 

me all her stuff. Basically, there was nobody that really knew how to do it. So that's when 

Beatrice introduced me to Mary Pritchard who had come with the Samoan Arts Council here. 

And she said, oh, you know, when I show you my friend, Mary and... so I got to meet Mary. And 

then in 1980, when I went to Samoa for a Samoan language tour. She lives in American Samoa, 

and my cousin was living there at that time. So I went to her house, her fale. And that began my 

study with her. She also knew Malia Solomon. She was probably the most instrumental, because 

none of the people here knew how to prepare the dyes. Maybe some did, like for the fishing net, 

you scrape the kukui... actually, they didn't scrape it, they, I see the trees where they cut it with 

the hatchet. They cut squares, you can see them all over on the Honokaʻa side. Anywhere there's 

a kukui tree, you'll see a square patch cut off, and then it grew back. And they would take that, 

and they would pound it, and then they would boil it. Then they put the fishing net inside, and 

that was so that the fish cannot see the net. 

 

AP: I see, so it's not white. 

 

WS: So they knew how to do that, that hili kukui, but to use it for tapa and all that, I don't think 

anybody really knew. And people would say, oh, they do that down there. The South Pacific, but 

nobody figured they could do it here. 

 

AP: Right. So you folks were part of this... 

 

WS: Renaissance. 

 

AP: Yes. 

 

WS: Yes. And Marie McDonald was our teacher, when we were children. I attended the Ala Moana 

Children's Center, and Marie McDonald was one of the instructors. And also, ʻĀina Keawe. 

ʻĀina Keawe was the director. Very, very helpful. Later on, when I started teaching tapa at 

Kamehameha Schools in… 1984? '83, '84?... she was my student! And she was so tickled, 

because she said, "Wesley is one of our kids that came to the program." And not only me, there 

were others that are very involved with the culture today. Malcolm Chun was one of them, he did 

a lot of translations. The Crabbe family, one of them is Kamanaʻopono Crabbe, Matt Crabbe, his 

family all came to that center. And Marie said that their center was one of the first to do the 
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Hawaiian crafts and bring it back. Everybody else was doing all kinds of Boy Scout kind of stuff, 

and everything. Because that's what it was, back then. Keychains and you know, stuff with 

paracord, or whatever. But they wanted us to do the real Hawaiian crafts. So they taught us how 

to make hula implements, we had to make the ʻulīʻulī, we had to make the pūʻili, the bamboo. 

They had ipu, someone even made the pahu drum. We made our own print kīkepa to wear 

around, when we did our performance. 

 

AP: What was the name of the school again? 

 

WS: Ala Moana Children's Center.  

 

AP: And this was down at Ala Moana, then? 

 

WS: At the McCoy Pavilion. Yeah. So Marie was there, she taught ceramics, but she also taught the 

program, too. So I always say, "Marie, you folks were instrumental in getting us, as children, 

inspired. Because many of us today had our beginnings back there, when you folks trained us." I 

remember once I [laughs] was making the ʻulīʻulī with the feathers. Today, you can buy it in a 

string. Back then, we had to sew every one by one. And so I used Elmer's glue and put mine in. 

When I brought it the next day, the teacher grabbed it, and he said, "What the hell!" [Laughs] 

And he pulled it all off. And, oh boy, I was crying. And he took me to see ʻĀina Keawe. She's, 

"Oh, Bob, you make the kid all shaken up." And you know, I was crying and crying. And she, 

"Just wait here, don't worry about it." But after that, I went home, I sewed every one of them on. 

And to this day, I'm very careful when it comes to things like that. I'm not a perfectionist, but I 

think when you train people to do it that way, even if they're not, they'll be very careful. So yeah, 

that was the start of a lot of the things back then. You had something else that you wanted to...?  

 

AP: Let's see. Well, that definitely answers my question about mentors. How long did the Children's 

Center... When did that run until, do you remember?  

 

WS: Oh, that was... it was before me. So it was there maybe, I don't know, from the late '50s, early 

'60s? 'Cuz my wife helped over there. She actually worked with them when they moved up to 

Diamond Head, they had another place there. And so I would say most of us kids that were there 

are in our 60s or 70s. 

 

AP: I'll have to ask Roen when that would have shut down, then, because it sounds like a really 

amazing... 

 

WS: Oh no, Marie was there all the way till I think it closed down. Yeah. I forget what year it was that 

they did. But that time, when it was at McCoy Pavilion, it was a summer fun program. And then 

they had a program during the year on Saturdays that you could go to. Every year they had a 
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different theme, and they would try teach us how to do things from each culture. The Hawaiian 

culture, they did bring in. So it was, you know, when people say, oh, sometimes they used to tell 

us, "Oh, we learned from this person or that person, but they're younger than us." Sometimes 

that's true. But a lot of times when... they weren't even born yet. We know that a lot of people 

weren't very interested, back then. No way you could make workshops and classes, nobody 

would come. Sometimes it was because, it was... Mary Pritchard said she would be in Los 

Angeles or California, and they'd be with the Arts Council, demonstrating. And she would see 

some of the old ladies that she knew, when they were younger, used to make siapo. And they 

would come up to her, and they said, "Oh, you're still doing that?" In other words, "We have 

progressed, we've become more modern. We're not living in the bushes, like how you folks are 

still doing." And that's how they felt, because, even here it might have been thought of as, "Oh, 

they do it down in the South Pacific. Well, you gotta go to Samoa. You gotta go to the people, 

the natives." And when I met Pua Van Dorpe, we were in the Bishop Museum. I was there for 

something in the collection, that's where I met her. And then she said, "Oh, yeah, I'm doing 

research now," and that's how we became friends. Because Bob Van Dorpe, her husband, was the 

project director for the Hawaiian Sea Village. It was to be Williamsburg, Virginia's Hawaiian 

version. And it was going to be over at Kaʻanapali, right in the front. Amfac [Inc.] was the the 

one behind it at that time. So they had everybody who today is the who's who. They had Sam 

Kaʻai, Herb Kane, Rubellite Johnson, Kalani Meineke, they had all these people that were 

experts in their fields. Pua had all her things carved by Livan Sequeira. Sequeira was a graduate 

from Kamehameha Schools, and he learned shop and all that back there. So he made all her 

tools.  

 

AP: That's actually a good segue, real quick, into your tools. Who makes most of your tools?  

 

WS: I do everything myself. I didn't have someone to make the tools back then. The wood, this one 

here [indicates one of his tools], I used to get the kauila and the ʻuhiʻuhi from Puʻu Waʻawaʻa. 

This was before the state came in and took it over and said "you cannot go get" and all that. It 

was being used for burning in the imu, because they burn hot. So they would use the ones that 

fell down on the ground and they would use it for that. But nobody was making anything with it. 

The City of Refuge, Puʻuhonua National Park... I forget how I got the initial... Anyway, there 

was the ranch manager at that time. And I told him, "I'm working with the children and teaching, 

and I'd like to get the kauila." So I went up to the ranch, and the first time or second time I went, 

first time, he had me go with John Keakealani. This is the father of the one John now. And he 

knew all the plants. So when we went on the truck, I went with another of the workers from City 

of Refuge. And it was like going in the shopping center. He would say, "Okay, that one there, 

kauila," he said, "How much you need?" "Oh, we need this much." Then okay, he have the 

cowboys cut 'em. Then we said, "ʻUhiʻuhi. He want ʻuhiʻuhi?" Yup. He'd have 'em cut the 

ʻuhiʻuhi. Then he said, "ʻIliahi." I said, "ʻIliahi?" Then he said, "You want one?" I said, "Yeah." 

So when they cut it, because it was dried already, they cut it, all the dust had the smell, when the 
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chainsaw went through it and dust blew. So he gave me a bit, a piece of that. And he told me the 

stories. He said, "You know, this up here, the mountain Puʻu Waʻawaʻa." He said, "My kūpuna 

before, they go up in there, and they would get the birds for make the lei hulu." I said, "Oh, so 

have the birds up there?" He said yes. And he said olonā, they had the olonā plants. And they 

could get that to go make the rope and the string and everything. And he told me all the different 

plants, they would go in there and they would gather. And then when we were coming out by the 

road, this is back in the early '80s, he said, "Oh, this one right over here. This is koʻokoʻolau." 

And the koʻokoʻolau was right down the road. It had the flowers and the leaves and everything. 

And he said, "This is for the tea." I said, "Oh, okay." I don't think you find koʻokoʻolau like that 

now. So I took a picture of that. And later on, Bill Puʻo from the park, he was the carver there, he 

would get me wood from his farm. But then one time, he... his son and I were very close friends, 

we said, "Oh dad, the ranch said we can go up and just park your car on the side of the road and 

just go in and cut it." They told us the trees are right there by the road. So we did, and he got the 

chainsaw and he cut the kauila and, because he was bringing it back for the park as well, so he 

got...  

 

AP: Where was this located? Where was he harvesting from?  

 

WS: Right, the outside part, before you get to Puʻu Waʻawaʻa when you're going up from Waikōloa. 

 

AP: I see.  

 

WS: Wait, no, Waikōloa is after, yeah? 

 

AP: Waikōloa is north of Kona. So... 

 

WS: Okay. So, before Waikōloa, Puʻu Waʻawaʻa down that side, right? 

 

AP: Okay. Right. Yeah, Puʻu Waʻawaʻa is south. 

 

WS: Yeah, and just before you go into Puʻu Waʻawaʻa, that whole stretch from Kona to North Kona 

to that area, right on the side of the road. We just, right there and cut. So he cut kauila and we 

cut, I think, I don't know about ʻuhiʻuhi, but I know we had kauila. And it was plentiful back 

there. So a lot of my tools back then were kauila. And then he also had olopua in his property. 

He gave me some olopua. He helped me with one of the kuas, actually gave me the wood and 

then I made beaters and I made a kua out of the olopua. But the wood itself, I also found a source 

in Āhualoa. Back then, Harvey Reese had a sawmill. And I would go to him and have him cut 

the wood to what I need. So for the kua, I said, “I want six feet long.” Then I said, "By the way, 

you got to square it." So he said, "Yeah, yeah, I can do like, put it through a saw." Got the ʻōhiʻa 

perfectly squared, and usually have to be about at least this wide, you know, so maybe about four 
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or five, four inches square. And then I said, "Harvey, can you cut the inside so we have, like, a 

groove on the inside of it? So it's all hollowed out?" So he did, he got it and he cut a V. So they 

took that part out. Because I was shipping it back to Los Angeles. We had a hālau there that was 

gonna use those. And we were using them, too. We were making it in Hawthorne, at Auntie 

Hannah's house. "Then the sides," I said, "You can cut the side like this." So he did, he cut the 

side for us. So all we have to do when we got it back to LA was get the electric planer and we 

had to smooth it out. And then the sander and sand it down. And Auntie Hannah wanted to make 

the tapa, she wanted to make her own tapa. I have a video on YouTube of her doing that. And 

she also decorated. Now when Auntie Hannah did it, you could see right away how they did it 

back then. 

 

AP: What was Auntie Hannah's last name?  

 

WS: Makekau. She married a guy named [Paul] Emert, she got married to a guy from Pennsylvania. 

Yep. So, let me see... [looking for video on phone]. 

 

AP: While you're looking that up, is this kauila? This beater right here? 

 

WS: Kauila, and this is ʻōhiʻa. 

 

AP: Oh, this is ʻōhiʻa! Beautiful. It is gorgeous. 

 

WS: Yeah, so Auntie Hannah... and this I had on for the longest time, I was able to video her when 

didn't have phone and all that back then. We used a regular video camera, I borrowed it from my 

cousin. And... [Wesley begins a video of Auntie Hannah; kapa beating audible]. 

 

AP: I can hear the kuku. [Kapa beating sounds grow louder]. I love this. Is this on YouTube? 

 

WS: Yeah. I'll send it to you. 

 

AP: Yeah!  

 

WS: 1987. 

 

AP: Wow. I love this.  

 

WS: And what she's using, we got all these from Āhualoa. We shipped it up to Los Angeles. You 

have to ship it, because there's no way you can take that on a plane. But that's how big it was. 

And she has the beater. Now, she's pretty good size, herself. She was over six feet. So everything 
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she used was very easy for her. And we had not only her beating, we had her printing [music 

from video audible]. 

 

AP: It's huge! Great. 

 

WS: In 1987. 

 

AP: I love this. It's important to have these videos.  

 

[Narrator and music from the video] "With a bamboo stamp, Auntie Hannah is preparing a dye 

that is made with red Hawaiian clay, and the sap of the kukui roots." 

 

WS: She printed all that herself. She was very determined to do that... [Indistinct noises and 

conversation from video playing on Wes' phone]. 

 

AP: Oh, beautiful. That's a big piece, too. 

 

WS: She had a bigger piece than that, that was just a small sample. 

 

AP: Oh, incredible. You can tell she's tall, too.  

 

WS: Oh, yeah. Oh, yeah. 

 

AP: Amazing. That is gorgeous. So nowadays, for your wauke, where do you source your wauke 

from generally? 

 

WS: I can harvest wauke. I have several sources in Kona, here on Oʻahu. Also we've been bringing 

from Fiji, because Fiji grows it, and they'll strip it, clean it, dry it, and then I tell them make it 

into a roll. Because I used to do that when I... I used to go to the Government Office of 

Handicrafts back in the '80s. And we went to this... this office was created by the government to 

help the women have economic opportunities, a place where they could market their handicrafts. 

So back in the late '80s,1991, when we went there for my honeymoon, we went to the office, and 

I told them... I also bought rolls of lauhala. Because they had very good lauhala back then. 

Today, you know, depends on who's making it and all that. Things have changed quite a bit, 

since 30-some years ago. But what they would do, they would contact the island of Vatulele. 

And they would say, okay, we want 50 strips of the, they call it masi, the white wauke strips. 

And then they said, send it up to us. So somebody would send it on the boat, and then they bring 

it to town. And then they show it to me like that, all the long strips. And I said, "Can you first 

roll for me and make it in a roll so I can bring it back to America?" So they did, they would do 

that, and they call it a cimbini. And they roll it in a kūkaʻa and do it. So today, same thing. We 
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ask them, can you make it and put it into... they sell by 10. So 10 strips, and then they roll it all 

up. So we've ordered that. Also, New Zealand. I have people I know and use tapa makers there, 

and they'll order it, because then they'll beat it over there in Auckland. But for here, we need... 

we can do it that way. We can. But most times we're trying to grow it, and people on Maui have 

a very nice source, they're very good quality. Dalani did a project last September, we went to the 

Maui Fiber Arts [Conference] and one of her students was growing the wauke in his yard in 

Wailuku. So I went to go see him before the conference. Said, "Oh, wanted to check see if the 

wauke was okay." Well, COVID, nobody could do anything. So the wauke grew, but he knew to 

pluck or something. So I told him, "Okay, this, this, this, and this one is okay. You gotta watch 

out when it has the branch, it's going to make a big hole in it." So he had learned from Dalani 

previously. And so I told him, I said, "Okay, let me show you how to strip it." So I got the tree, 

we did the stripping. People will scrape with the shell. That's how they're being taught. That's not 

how they did it. Because in all the old records, they said they got the ʻohe, they cut, peeled back, 

and the word is kolekole. Kolekole means that they get the outer bark, and they just peel like 

that. 

 

AP: And that's how, you showed that to Roen.  

 

WS: Exactly. And she does that. 

 

AP: And now she is teaching that to us. 

 

WS: And Lisa Raymond, too, they all do it, because that's how it says. 

 

AP: It's very satisfying.  

 

WS: And that's not... with the shell, I don't know. I was told they started that because they didn't want 

the people get cut or hurt when they use a knife, or something. But I had a workshop in Kona 

with all Samoan students, they came from New Zealand. They were with some kind of a school. 

And so I had them do it. They didn't have a problem, but they know how to cut. All those island 

children, they know how to cut. They got the knife and they'd slit it, they peel it back, nobody 

was going to cut themselves. Maybe our children don't cut, the parents don't let them use a knife, 

or whatever. 

 

AP: They're given the blunt scissors in school, that's why. 

 

WS: Or whatever, but those kids all know how. I was down in the Cook Islands, and my niece and 

nephew, they already know how to do a lot of that, you know. Not the tapa, but they know how 

to cut things and they know how to do things around the house, and everything. Because that's 

how the island children are trained. And I said, "Please, you better watch out, don't bring them up 
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here, they're gonna get spoiled." [laughs] But they know how to do those things. So when I 

trained them to weave fans, we had an event, a funeral, and we wanted to make fans for the 

guests. They sat down next to me, and I showed them how to do it. And one is 12, the other one 

is 17, and they were able to make their fans. But they have that training and discipline already 

from the grandparents. They can do dance, you know, they can sing, they do all that. Down 

there, the children are acclimated into the culture from the time they're born. Whereas here, 

they're going to the school and learning, or workshop or something, and then go back home. 

That's the big difference with all of this. People going to workshops, people going to classes, but 

down there, they learning it at home. And I was told that one of the relatives said, "Oh, actually, 

I did meet..." because she works with the office of the Prime Minister, to meet the women in 

different islands, help them to develop their economic opportunities. And she said, "Actually, I 

did meet two women on that island of Aitutaki. And they do know how to do it [make barkcloth]. 

But they don't want to tell everybody, because somebody might take it and use it for commercial 

purposes." So they do know, but they're not there to make money. And there's a lot of them that 

know the traditional crafts, but they're very careful. They don't want it to become something that 

somebody's prostituting it and making big bucks out of it, or something. Now, we have the 

women that come from the northern islands, they make those beautiful hats from the coconut, 

middle part of the coconut leaf. They're very careful, too, because that's their bread and butter. 

And it's the same thing with the ones that make the costumes and all that. It's very different from 

when I go to Samoa and Tonga. They're very open, "Oh, yes, please come, we want you to 

learn," and all that. They don't try to hide anything. They feel proud that they can show it to you 

and you can learn. And I think that's a difference in attitude. Maybe one, they're kind of cautious 

because of whatever the customs they have. Whereas the others are proud because they think, 

okay, that means better for us. People will admire us, people will think how wonderful our 

culture is. And Fiji too, they not the, "Oh no, we can't show you," or anything like that. They 

want to, because then they know people appreciate what they have. And I think here in Hawaiʻi, 

because when I started nobody knew, today I'm glad that today there's a lot of people doing it. 

And they're doing it for the iwi, for the different projects. One of the main things we wanted, I 

wanted, was to have costumes. Because, so what? You make a little sample? You put something 

on the wall and all that? I said, what about costumes? So when we had our first exhibit, was at 

the Merrie Monarch, and Roen and all of us all made pāʻū, and each of our models wore them. 

And there was a second one that we did. We didn't get to keep that one. This one they gave it 

back to us. That second one, it was even better than this one. And very, very, very... Oh, yes. It 

takes time, because you got to beat out that whole thing. Oh, here it is. [Shows photos]. 

 

AP: Oh, wow. That is phenomenal. 

 

WS: So, that was the second one. And then the hālau kept that, they didn't give us back those 

[referring to the kapa in the photos]. But each one, when they opened it, had sandalwood dust in 

it. So the girl said, when she opened, all of a sudden there was a fragrance in the whole room. 
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And Nalani Kanakaʻole told her, she said, "Oh, the man that made this has experience, he 

teaches classes." So, this is the first one we did. They had that movie about it and everything 

[referring to the documentary Ka Hana Kapa, 2014]. Then, this is the second one that we did 

[shows photos]. And I think these photos were in Sig Zane's shop. And they had all of them, that 

had the costume. Because they, I think they used, they must have used something else to wrap 

around. Yeah, 'cuz that's not ours. But this kapa here was made just like this and this 

[demonstrates line marks] with the ʻahapi'i. You see, to make that design.  

 

AP: It's beautiful.  

 

WS: And another one that I also did a project with was ʻulu. 

 

AP: Oh! 

 

WS: This is all ʻulu. 

 

AP: That's right. You also beat ʻulu. 

 

WS: Yes, because everyone said there was kapa made from ʻulu, but nobody had it. And then Mary 

Pritchard saw it being made in Tahiti and the Marquesas. So they were the ones that showed me 

how they did it, when they went to the arts festival. And so I was able to make the ʻulu. I have a 

bigger piece, too, that I did, like this [rummages in bag]. 

 

AP: And the ʻulu you also harvest locally? 

 

WS: Yeah, I get it from up in the Arboretum [Lyon Arboretum]. Because they have a whole section 

there with just shoots coming all over. You can go anywhere where the shoots are coming, a lot 

of people cut them down. They only want the main tree, they don't want all this stuff coming out. 

So this is the ʻulu just beaten as is. Then, this is the ʻulu -- and I did give Bishop Museum one 

many years ago -- that's fermented [pulls out two different ʻulu kapa]. 

 

AP: Oh! I can feel a difference between these. They're both very, very thick, very tough. 

 

WS: I did this to show it is possible to make the ʻulu like how we do the wauke. 

 

AP: Right. Right. Is it pretty similar, beating it? 

 

WS: Ah, it's just that this is kind of sticky at the beginning. I have to dry it and then start again, 

because otherwise, the gum get all over your hands and everything. 
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AP: I can imagine.  

 

WS: Yeah. So that's the only hard part. I demonstrated this at the Maui Fiber Arts Festival. That was 

what we did, outside. I didn't want to teach a class, because then I cannot enjoy myself. So I did 

it outside and if people wanted to make one, they can, they came by and sat down. And we had... 

in Hana, at the Kahanu Gardens, and they all, if they wanted to, they could make one. My 

student... [pauses while looking for photos] made his... Oh, here. Okay, so the student... This is 

Anela, he's making his ʻulu. That's the finished. Drying, and then he decorated it. 

 

AP: Beautiful. Now, that's the thing, one thing that I forgot to ask is, you are a teacher yourself, and 

so where do you do your work in teaching? 

 

WS: I usually teach at Kānewai, at the taro patch. Actually, I don't do a lot of public classes, or 

anything. Not right now. Because I do a lot of lauhala classes. You can do a little bit more with 

lauhala than the tapa, for now. And if they asked me if I teach, I say, "Go see Dalani, go see one 

of them." Anyway, this is the one that the guy in Maui raised in his yard. Yeah, for three years. 

 

AP: Poʻaʻaha? 

 

WS: Yes, he got it from the Maui Zoo, with the Maui Botanical Society. This originally came from 

ʻĪao Valley where... Pua Van Dorpe, Sam Kaʻai, and Wes Wong went up into ʻĪao Valley. 

Somebody said they saw wauke over there. So they did, they found an area where it was all 

wauke, māmaki, and tī leaves. And so they brought it back down. 

 

AP: That's special. 

 

WS: So that's where it came from. 

 

AP: So it did come from an old patch, then?  

 

WS: Yes. And then this is from one tree [shows photo of kapa]. 

 

AP: Oh, it's beautiful. 

 

WS: Dalani's students did that. And then that's...  

 

AP: And that was just one tree, that was very wide, too. 

 

WS: And then this is the costumes they made [shows more photos]. One tree. Yeah. She just had them 

beat it out, using the hohoa. 
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AP: So not using the iʻe, then? 

 

WS: Yeah, and then that's what they all made. 

 

AP: That's gorgeous. Look how happy everybody is! 

 

WS: And it's just one tree. 

 

AP: That is beautiful. 

 

WS: No need to ferment or anything. They just cleaned it. 

 

AP: Just beating fresh then? 

 

WS: Beat it fresh. Yep. 

 

AP: That's really impressive. I mean, those are... 

 

WS: If you read all the old records...  

 

AP: Three, four feet across, some of those. 

 

WS: Clothing was fresh. 

 

AP: Oh, I'll make a note of that. 

 

WS: Because you cannot wear the fermented, practical, every day, it's going to fall apart. If you going 

to wear it, you probably were the aliʻi, where they had, the women had rolls, and yards, and 

yards wrapped around them. And they weren't working with it. They were just wearing it around. 

 

AP: Hmm, that is interesting. 

 

WS: And it does say for pāʻū and malo. Abel Makekau, who was from Lahainaluna, he said in that 

document. Pua Van Dorpe got it from somebody that was doing research up there, and it was 

written all by Abel Makekau, who was an instructor there. And the lady, when I told you Aunty 

Hannah, Aunty Hannah is a Makekau. So that would have been one of her uncles. And ʻIolani 

Luahine, that famous hula dancer, she's also a Makekau. So that family, he went to Lahainaluna 

and got educated, and then he started writing down a lot of the things. So he does have a 

description of how they do this type, the fermenting and making it balls and then doing all that. 
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But he also said for the manufacture of malo and pāʻū, long wauke without holes was taken. He 

called it a different name, wauke ohi or something. And he said it would be stripped, cleaned, 

and then beaten at once on the side of the kua. 

 

AP: Interesting.  

 

WS: And exactly like what you saw in here, it could come out to be a good sized piece. And then they 

would use it for kīhei, they use it for the pāʻū, or they can use for malo. Malo, you don't have to 

stretch them out that big, just narrow. And that they did because... You can make one of those, 

like you saw, Dalani had her students -- I think they took about a day, or maybe a day and a half, 

if you taking the time and you're just beating. I've done it, again, a big sheet, within three hours. 

Because of the way you fold it, and then you can stretch it out a lot faster. And just the way she 

did it, taught them, you don't see the holes, because you're taking your time and just beating with 

a round side. Going little by little, and then things stretch out. Unless there was a big branch or 

something then, then it wouldn't show a big hole. Other than that, no. 

 

AP: That's the hard thing is, sometimes I find wauke growing in places where people have planted 

and they don't realize you need to be plucking things off. 

 

WS: Tend it. 

 

AP: Yeah. It's a lot of work. 

 

WS: Even today in Fiji, the men take care of the plants in the plantation. 

 

AP: Interesting. 

 

WS: And then when it's time, they cut for the women. Then the women have to strip, and they peel off 

with the teeth. And then they pull it, and then they do just like how I do, you slit and peel off. 

 

AP: Well, I think that definitely answers a lot of my questions for today. I don't want to keep you too 

long, I know that you said you have some things to do. But, let me see. So you did mention also 

your dyes, the dyes that you source are mostly wild sourced, right? You're not growing the 

materials? 

 

WS: I have ʻōlena outside. 

 

AP: Oh, okay. 
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WS: It depends on what I'm doing because, for this project, I had to go in the mountains and go get 

dye. 

 

AP: Up in the Koʻolau, or? 

 

WS: No, right up here in Tantalus. And that's where I started, in the beginning. I took students up with 

me, younger people, and then we gathered the roots. When I started teaching at Hālau Kū Māna, 

back then, this is 11 years ago, I took the boys with me down the trail and we got the kukui roots. 

The girls stayed up on the top, and they scraped the koka trees, the Bischofia. Because then, you 

know, they don't have to go walk all the way down and get dirty and everything. So today, I can 

use a combination of both the kukui and the koka. The koka is extremely plentiful. Even here in 

Kalihi Valley, they used it as a plant to reforest the area. People say, "Oh, you're destroying the 

tree! Because you're scraping all the bark off it!" No, you're not, because the trees that I've done 

for the last 40 years, they're huge. They're like this [gestures tall]. And then when you can see 

where we scrape, the new one grows over, because right after you scrape you put mud on it. You 

take the dirt and you put on it, so it heals it. And then when it grows back, it grows even better. 

So the dye is even darker. 

 

AP: Oh, that's amazing. 

 

WS: Yeah. And we had the kids do that all these years.  

 

AP: When you mentioned the dirt, for helping to heal the plants, reminds me that earlier, you 

mentioned also burying kapa in the lepo to get it dyed. Where have you done that before?  

 

WS: Okay, so right over here, Loʻi Kānewai. 

 

AP: Okay. 

 

WS: First, we have to dye it in the kukui. The first shavings that we strain off the kukui, that's for 

printing, because that's pure juice. And you have to use pure juice to mix with the black soot. 

You don't water it down. Then, I add water, and then we strain again, and that one is hili kukui. 

But then also, I leave it in the water to soak, and let it soak for several days or you boil it. Yeah, 

a lot of us boil it. Verna and a lot of people, they boil it. And then as it boils, then more of the 

dye comes out. And then they strain it, and then that dye, they can boil some more so that the 

water content comes less, and then it comes a little thicker. 

 

AP: You're condensing it down, then? 
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WS: Right. Condense, yeah. But I use that kukui water, the hili kukui, and I dye the whole kapa inside 

of it. And then dry it. And then I'll put it into the mud. And then it turns jet black. 

 

AP: How long do you usually keep it in the lepo, then? 

 

WS: In the loʻi, you only have to leave it in for overnight. It turns black. 

 

AP: Oh, it doesn't take long, then. 

 

WS: Immediately. And it is very black. And you cannot wash it off. The one that I just did, I have a 

big piece in there. Okay, so this is before [shows photo of kapa dyed only with hili kukui]. 

 

AP: Okay, so that's just hili. 

 

WS: I have bigger ones underneath here, but I don't want to bring everything out. 

 

AP: Right, no, no. 

 

WS: But that's a smaller piece, so that's what it looks like after the hili kukui. And then, after you take 

out of the taro patch [shows other photo]. 

 

AP: Oh my gosh! 

 

WS: That's that same piece. 

 

AP: It's black. 

 

WS: Yes. 

 

AP: Beautiful! Look at that. Oh my goodness. That's amazing. 

 

WS: And a lot of black tapa I saw on the burial. There was Kamuela Museum, remember long time 

ago, right there? And then they sold it. Anyway, I went to Solomon, Mr. Solomon, and he 

actually gave me samples he had. When he was involved with the state, as they were going... 

They were making that new road, going down by the ocean, because before, they didn't have that 

road, you had to go from North Kona on that mountain road. 

 

AP: Oh, right. 
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WS: All the way to Waimea, and then you go down to Mauna Kea, but there was no beach road. No 

nothing connecting. So when the state was making that road down, he was on the crew or 

something. Every now and then, they hit these pockets, which were caves, and then there's 

burials and all that. 

 

AP: Was this the Waikōloa road? Or was it one of the other roads that was coming... Because it was 

coming from Māmalahoa up above, down to the..? 

 

WS: No, it was the ocean. 

 

AP: Oh, the highway? 

 

WS: From Mauna Kea, they went down right? Past Waikōloa, Mauna Lani, and all the way down. 

Okay, it's that road, every so often they hitting those pockets, and then exposes all the stuff. So 

he had all these tapa shreds in these boxes of stuff he got. And Mr. Fortes as well, the one I got 

the tapa from, he also had some of the kapas from the burial caves. And my Samoan friend was 

very superstitious. Because one of them, he said, "Oh, that's just the body juices." And she went, 

you know, she didn't want [laughs] she didn't touch it or anything. He got lot of his stuff, too, 

Hawaiian families had them, they needed money. So they would go to him and say, "Oh, you 

know what, can you buy this from us?" So he'd buy it, pay cash, and then they give it to him. To 

them, they didn't need it, they needed the cash. And so he got lot of stuff like that. 

 

AP: And what was his name again? 

 

WS: Leo Fortes. 

 

AP: Leo Fortes. 

 

WS: I heard his son is back east, because I wanted to get the provenance for some of the stuff that we 

got. And they said, "Well, we know the son is back east, and he might have a record of it, from 

that." Because... 

 

AP: Hopefully. 

 

WS: He also got makaloa mats. Again, I don't know, some... The Hawaiian families had 'em, they 

needed money, and so they go to him and, you know, ask. Because he showed me the mat. 

Actually, there was one that Malia Solomon had, she got from somebody, I don't know who, and 

she sold it to him. And it was undamaged, everything, it was a nice size mat. And he had a lot of 

those, very, very long... Kapa beaters, tons of kapa beaters, all with the different designs. He had 

a little lamp, light thing, and... I don't know if he made it, or somebody else made it, but he 
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would get all the different tapa samples, place them between the glass, and like a mosaic, they 

were all stitched together with black tape or something. But then, the light. He had a lamp in the 

inside, so when he turned the light on, all of the watermark, you could see. And it was all kinds. 

Blue, red, white, all different kind of kapa. Some with design, some with the hole inside, the 

lace, you know the black kapa that they poke the holes in? They had that, he had all different 

kinds in that lamp. 

 

AP: That's gorgeous. 

 

WS: Yeah, he had all the samples. He was a very good source in the beginning. And I would go there, 

I tell him, "Leo, I'm trying to make tapa." I'd show him what I did. And he goes, "Well hey, that's 

pretty good," and his wife would be there, and I'd show them the progress and everything. He 

was very accommodating back then. And then he also, he sold me that one piece. And later on, 

when I took somebody else back who wanted to get, he says, "Oh, you know, things have gone 

up since that time." Yeah. 

 

AP: I'll bet. Yeah. 

 

WS: Yeah. Today, I don't know what they were charging. Because the book you got was only pieces! 

[referring to Specimens of Hawaiian Kapa by Don R. Severson]. 

 

AP: I know. 

 

WS: I think originally he charged, what, $1500 or something? 

 

AP: Mhm. That's how much he charged for the ones that had the most [kapa samples]. So as he went 

along with the number system, because he had 95 books, the first 10 had 30-something samples, 

the next 10 had 20-something, and so on. 

 

WS: Oh, less. 

 

AP: Right. So the most expensive ones, I think, were $1500. And then they got cheaper as you went 

down the line, because... 

 

WS: Less. 

 

AP: ... by number 95, he only had three samples, or something like that, for that book. Nowadays, I 

mean, the guy that I found selling that book, he was selling it for $6000. 

 

WS: Oh? From $1500 it went up to $6000? [laughs] 
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AP: Yes [sighs]. I reached out to him, and when I mentioned that I wanted to purchase it for donation 

to the UH Hilo Library, he brought the price down, without me even asking, to $3500. 

 

WS: Okay, and that's fair. That's only double, or something. 

 

AP: I know, it's really not bad. And so that's where we did the GoFundMe and we got that book. But, 

I mean, where are the rest of them? I know that there's two on this island, at least. There's one at 

the State Library. There's one at UH Mānoa. I don't know where the rest are though. 

 

WS: Private collectors. 

 

AP: I think so, private collectors. 

 

WS: Because even Pua Van Dorpe told me... He had a beater that was made out of kauila. Not an old 

one, it was newer, one that Pua used. Somebody that was very well to do back east bought it.  

 

AP: Oh, and what are they doing with it, you know? [chuckles] 

 

WS: Just as a, you know, artifact or whatever. But things like that happened. People wanted cash and 

so they sold them. I don't sell the tapas. I do sell the little clutch purses, which I've been doing for 

the last 40 years. And that was a way to experiment with the ʻohe kāpala, because we had 

hundreds of ʻohe kāpala. How do you use them? Some, you can go side by side, some you can go 

single. Because this one here [pulls out ʻohe kāpala], you have to do side by side. Otherwise, the 

design doesn't come out like this. This one, don't need, you can go like that. Then there's this 

one. You can go here, here, here. You can alternate it.  

 

AP: I see that. Yeah.  

 

WS: You see? But, how do you know that, unless you... Nobody told us, "Okay, well, this one can 

only go like this, this can only"... You have to experiment. So, by making the tapa clutch bags, I 

found all the ones that could connect and make a continuous design, the ones that you could use 

by itself, and the ones like this. So that's why I did the kapa clutch, and I still have them. I used 

to supply all the museums. And this was 40 years ago. I found one of them on one of those 

antique places, and they was selling them for like, $300 or something.  

 

AP: One that you made? Or..? 

 

WS: Yes, not, maybe not the purse. It was one I had in a frame, because I used to make them and give 

them to the museums, so people could buy a kapa that had the watermark and everything in the 
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frame. And maybe we only charged $20 back then, I don't know, I forget, $30 or something? 

And the person on that [site], had charged $300-$400, so I showed Dalani and everybody. I said, 

"Oh my goodness, look, they took my thing and they're selling it!" They said, "Hey, once they 

get it, that's up to them, you know, they can do"... 

 

AP: Well, and if somebody buys it, that's their decision. 

 

WS: Right. 

 

AP: That's so funny. 

 

WS: It had the sea urchin.  

 

AP: Oh, right, the hāʻukeʻuke stamp. 

 

WS: Yeah. The sea urchin. The hāʻukeʻuke. See that's also, by doing it, I started to find the moʻolelo. 

Because the hāʻukeʻuke has that little thing in between, that's made with the hala fruit. You get 

the hala fruit, you trim down to the bottom. And so that little thing, there, they dipped it in the 

dye, and then they went like that [gently tapping the table in demonstration]. Okay? And it looks 

like a net, and then inside the net, you got the hāʻukeʻuke. Okay, it says, "Pala ka hala, momona 

ka hāʻukeʻuke." So, when the hala is ripe and fall down, then we know you can go gather the 

hāʻukeʻuke, because the fat is ready. Otherwise, too little bit, you cannot eat that much. So, that 

there was talking of that saying, "Pala ka hala, momona ka hāʻukeʻuke." 

 

AP: That's really special. I love that. And that's one of the beautiful things about bringing kapa back 

to life, is seeing how people make those connections then between these older writings, and these 

moʻolelo or ʻōlelo noʻeau. 

 

WS: Yes. And see, because of the kind of direction Pua and I were going with the research and 

everything, we tried to stay with what was recorded. Today, of course, people use artistic license, 

they do anything what they want. And that's okay, they're doing it as an artist. I'm not an artist. I 

am still, just like Pua, we are trying to bring back what was, for educational purposes. So I don't 

use hāʻukeʻuke on this, or on this, because it never was on this and that. Hāʻukeʻuke was only on 

that kapa for a reason. So there's some others, but, "Oh, it has only"... It doesn't have a 

combination of hāʻukeʻuke and this, you cannot find it anywhere else. But today people use it. "I 

can use that, I'll use this, I put that and that." And I said, "We don't know the reason why they 

had it." I know that one, because of the relationship between the hala fruit and the hāʻukeʻuke. I 

know that this, here, the ʻaha, this is the cords. The ʻaha [coconut cordage] is what they used to 

bind the rafters in the house, to tie the adze head to the stick, and all of that. Or the canoe, all the 

fixings to the canoe, they have to use the lashing. There's a reason why they use that. What is it? 
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Is it because, on something like this, which I got from Honolulu Art Academy, who has a tapa 

like that, it's a very big one, and it has just like this. What was the reason that the ʻahapiʻi was 

used in that kind of design? Was it to show navigational charts? Was it to show some kind of 

story of a trip, or something? We don't know. But by making them, we should eventually find 

out what it's doing. 

 

AP: Lifelong student, when it comes to understanding these things. 

 

WS: Yeah [gentle rustling sounds]. I think, when we were doing the kapa moe, we also just, I made 

extras, because then later on when I'm ready, I can print them. But I already have them made 

[procures another kapa]. 

 

AP: Wow, this is gorgeous. This is also local? 

 

WS: No, this one I think is a Fiji, and then I joined it together. 

 

AP: This is beautiful. I love this. 

 

WS: So this is just something we can decorate later. 

 

AP: Right, right. 

 

WS: But at least I have it, because beating takes time and beating, like I said, they all do it on the 

chair and the table. Dalani does it on the floor. But a lot of them are doing it, because they cannot 

sit down long time. 

 

AP: Yeah, most of the time when I'm at Roen's we're standing. At my house, I sit, though. 

 

WS: Verna has the swivel chair, which is very, very, very, very helpful. Because you talking long 

hours, you know, your back and just sitting down like that. It is work. So people make the small 

ones or whatever, for art, for galleries or what. That's good, because it's a canvas for their art. But 

I'm not making canvas for art, I'm making what could be used for either costumes or the actual 

kapa moe, the bedspread. 

 

AP: Right. Right. And that was always interesting to me, because when I got into kapa making in 

2017 with Roen, I think that I was thinking about -- I mean, as much as I could from a cultural 

perspective, but also -- I started learning about dyes before I learned about kapa. So I wanted to 

learn the kapa to do the dye work. And then I had to realize this, in and of itself, is a whole 

dedication, process. You're not just, "Oh, I'm gonna make some kapa in order to paint on it." 
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That's completely the wrong mindset. And of course, it took learning how to make kapa for me 

to realize. 

 

WS: Like I said, Pua Van Dorpe, out of everybody, was the only one that made it just like how it was. 

So the one she had at the Hilton, which got damaged, that one was done the pōpō, so she got the 

balls and then she made it. And so you look at it, it looks exactly like the old one, like this. 

 

AP: And that's at the Hilton? Her..? 

 

WS: At the Hilton, Tapa Towers. They have the other one that she... there's one that they have in the 

back of the bar, where the entertainment is singing. And that's a white one, and they have that in-

between the plexiglass. 

 

AP: I've never seen before, I'll have to go down there. 

 

WS: And that one I sent to you, on the... 

 

AP: Oh, yes, you did, on Instagram. 

 

WS: Yeah. So that's the one original piece... The original piece is this one [pulls up photo on phone]. 

And I used to see it, but I never thought… I might have taken pictures of it, but I don't know 

where they went. Anyway, the daughter sent me that one. So Pua's eldest daughter, Shelley, is 

my wife's classmate from Sacred Hearts. Yeah. And she does remember, when she turned 15, she 

had a party at the ʻIlikai and invited my wife. And then later, when she [Pua] married Bob, she 

had [Shelley], she had the brother, and then she had Kapua. And so this is the one that mom 

made, but it got damaged, so they took it out of the case. This one is the one they have now, 

between the plexiglass [shows another photo on phone]. It's right up at the bar. And this one is 

done the same thing. 

 

AP: You can really see the watermark, the way that it's dyed. 

 

WS: See how the ʻohe kāpala was done, the way I told you? Yeah. 

 

AP: Wow. 

 

WS: So she did these exactly that way. Nobody has done it like that. Today, everybody's doing, you 

know, their way. I think basically, they get the wauke in the long strips, and they ferment it, and 

they're just beating it all together. But nobody's making balls [cupping sound with his hands] and 

then trying to do that way. 

 



39 

AP: I want to try that at some point in time. I feel intimidated, admittedly. I mean, it looks like a lot 

of work. 

 

WS: But that's how they made. That's how this was made. 

 

AP: Right. Yeah. 

 

WS: And also, there's some kind of sizing in it. There is a sizing in it. 

 

AP: ʻAmaʻu ferns? 

 

WS: ʻAmaʻu was one, also pia. 

 

AP: Oh, interesting. 

 

WS: Because the pia, it says in one of the records, it says, oh, they had a bowl of tacca. Tacca is... 

 

AP: The scientific [name]... 

 

WS: Arrowroot. Yeah, they had a bowl of tacca on their side. And so they would use that, and they 

would put it... And I did that once, I was beating the kapa, and... I don't know if I have that 

sample over here? But anyway, as I was beating, I got to the starch from the pia. And then I 

would go on the top like that [wiping sounds], and just coat it. 

 

AP: Okay. 

 

WS: So when it dried, it had a sizing to it. There is something in it. It's not just the bark, itself. There's 

some other kind of glue or something in it. 

 

AP: Oh, all the more reason to just do more experimentation with all of this. Because that's... I mean, 

as you're describing to me, I'm realizing even more that it is the experimentation. It is looking at 

the historic records written, or the samples. 

 

WS: Pua Van Dorpe has boxes, boxes of notes. And her husband just passed. And I don't know what 

the daughter is going to do with it. 

 

AP: Does her daughter make kapa? 

 

WS: She did. 
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AP: She did. 

 

WS: She did, she doesn't do now, but she did. So she knows, but she's just not doing it. But the boxes, 

once she actually opened them and showed us what was inside... where was that..? I was at the 

house, yes, I was at her house down Pāhoa. And I said, "I remember those, that mommy would 

get." You had to write everything, she wrote everything out. Some she typed, but didn't have 

computer yet. And she would very meticulously, meticulously, write down the steps, because she 

did make māmaki. 

 

AP: Oh, she did? 

 

WS: She did make māmaki, you have to cook it in the imu. 

 

AP: That's dedication. 

 

WS: So that māmaki is over at Kamehameha Schools. 

 

AP: Where it's grown? 

 

WS: No, where the tapa is. 

 

AP: Oh, where it's at, I see. 

 

WS: Yes, but she did make māmaki. She had all of her tapas at that golf club in Wailuku, it's up on 

the hill. But when Kapua opened up the boxes and I saw the records, I told Dalani, I said, "This 

is important. Because everything is in here. And very detailed." And Bob, the husband, when I 

was talking to him, before COVID started, and I was going over all the time to visit him, he 

knew. Even though he was advanced in his age, he said, "I know everything that's in all those 

boxes. I'm the one that packed them and I know," all that. He knew. But, what can we do? Was 

all down in Kona, and it's just sitting there.  

 

AP: Are you in touch with her daughter?  

 

WS: Yes, I do. But I mean, you know, she's busy with her life and her kids. I don't even know if she is 

ever gonna do anything about it. But she told me, too, she said she had received instructions from 

her parents to do something, and all that, but I don't know. Because when I talked to the dad, the 

dad said, "I can help, I can do that. Just bring it up here. I can show you what it is and 

everything." And that's true, because I was with them. Back in those days, I would go to her 

house in Lāhainā, we would work together. We would go out to the Keʻanae Arboretum, we 

would get different plants for dyes and stuff. We made the ʻulu, right there at her house, beat it 
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out. From there, I dyed it in ʻōlena and it had really nice... and that ʻulu can turn very white. 

Yeah, it can be very white, or it can come that color, like I showed you. Like this [shows duller 

kapa piece]. So it just depends, but I did make it where it was white, white, white. 

 

AP: Oh, that's awesome. 

 

WS: Anything else we got to cover? 

 

AP: I think the other big thing is just, are there any challenges that you see in the perpetuation of 

Hawaiian kapa? Always, right? [laughter]. 

 

WS: Money. If you had the funding, you didn't have to worry about running out and working. That's 

how, Dalani, she made it into a viable business. Teaching, making, and everything. That's how 

she supports herself. But what if you had that support? You didn't have to go out and hustle to 

make sure that you made the money to pay the rent and everything else. Which is probably like, 

in the old days, they were pretty much supported by the family. They weren't under stress to go 

make 'em, unless they were making in the old days for the taxes and stuff. Even being down in 

the Cook Islands, you can see where a lot of the culture is still perpetuated, because they still 

have the land. And the land is tied into the family. So they asked us here, do they have family 

land? I said, family land is private land. If it was passed down from kuleana lands a long time 

ago, people have to pay a tax, people have to pay the insurance. Down there, you register with 

the government, and that's your land. You go, you plant on it, you build a house on it, that's up to 

you. I think they do charge property tax. But basically, the government, it's not like here. 

 

AP: And that's just it, I think it's almost unnecessary to say this, but money is a huge issue for so 

many of us at this point in time. 

 

WS: Money has become an issue for a lot of stuff there. And that's why a lot of them go to New 

Zealand or Australia and get a job, and all that. Then they come back for Christmas, or send 

money back, or whatever. But when you're down there, if you wanted to do the crafts and 

everything, you could do it. They were selling their stuff, maybe the hats, they sell it for, they 

said $300 their money but only $180 ours. And that's, like that white one you see on the top there 

[gestures to woven hat]. So we're not gonna do that for $180 here, that's too much work to go 

make that white, very fine weave. The lauhala hats themselves, like the one over there [gestures 

to another woven hat], those go for at least $200-$300, and that's our money. Yeah. But over 

there, they told me, kept telling me $300, and it was beautifully done. They had some really 

fancy hats. And they said all of them were $300. That's good money down there. 

 

AP: Right, it's different. 
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WS: Yeah, that's $300 Australian, I mean, New Zealand. 

 

AP: New Zealand. 

 

WS: Yeah.  

 

AP: So, money, of course, is a challenge. What about any environmental challenges that you can see 

with kapa? In talking about where people are sourcing their wauke from, or their dyes, or the 

lepo, or things like that, has things changed for you? 

 

WS: If everybody had to do it because of a requirement, something, we don't have enough. And that's 

where they were bringing in from Fiji, buying from Tonga or wherever. Like Verna said, we 

bought the white Fiji tapa and then we fermented it and everything. We can start and grow it 

here. Lisa Raymond does that, and she just shows that she just harvested a whole bunch and 

everything. That's a lot of work. That's a lot of work, because she showed all the ones she 

harvested. You got to go strip all that yourself. And then, if she has classes, that's good, because 

then she'll just distribute it. But if she gotta make something herself, that's a lot of work. 

 

AP: It is. I think that's one thing that I'm really realizing is, it is a communal effort when it comes to 

these things. Nobody just does it all together. 

 

WS: We don't live in communal, not here. 

 

AP: Right. That's where, when we gather together Roen's place on... We try to gather together on 

Mondays and do all this work together. But even then, trying to get everybody together on a 

Monday, every single week, doesn't always work out, of course. 

 

WS: She showed me that little area she had, where... she was showing me something, she was beating 

or something. Where do you folks go? 

 

AP: So on her property, as you're coming in, there's her house is right there. She has an awning... 

 

WS: Right, right...  

 

AP: Where there's the roof and everything, and so we do all of our beating just in this one area, right 

there. 

 

WS: What about the one that, I went on the side and she opened the door and there was all the 

mother's tapas and stuff in that room? 
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AP: Oh, I'm not sure where that... the studio right there? 

 

WS: Is that a studio? 

 

AP: Mhm. She's got a studio right there, as well. And so she... If we're talking about the same area, 

because I mean the property, there's several buildings. 

 

WS: Yeah, because when you come in on that side road. There's a building here, then there's some 

kind of, like, a hot house right here? 

 

AP: Right. 

 

WS: Yeah. And then, right over there before the house that Marie was in, in the back. That you go 

right in here, and then there's... she had something outside, and then she opened the door and 

then there was, like, a gallery. 

 

AP: Yes, exactly. Usually she's got a lot of her kapa on display in there. Or she has some of Marie's 

kapa on display, depending. But it changes every time. 

 

WS: Yes. Yes, yes, yes. Oh, okay. That's what that is. 

 

AP: Every time I go there, there's something new and something different. I mean, sometimes week 

to week, and I'll be like, "What is going on here?" [laughs]. That's just where she keeps a lot of 

her moʻomoʻo, and... 

 

WS: Yes, she showed me that. Yeah, and then the indigo dyed stuff she was showing me. 

 

AP: Exactly, because our friend Lynn was helping with creating the indigo vats. Yeah. What would 

you feel is beneficial in perpetuating kapa? Because this is something that has been brought back 

from being dormant for such a long time. And at this point, there are more people that are 

interested in making kapa, younger people such as myself getting involved. But what are some of 

the things that you think need to happen to continue perpetuating this practice into the future?  

 

WS: Right now they have grant money to do the kapa for the iwi. And so that has really helped, 

because they went to all the different islands. I think Kona was the one just now, where they 

taught people kapa so that they could use it to wrap the iwi. 

 

AP: Right. Who's doing that work? Do you know what organization that's being put on by, or..? 
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WS: My friends, actually. I call her Debbie Chu but she goes by ʻIhilani, and her boyfriend, Lokoʻula. 

They got the grant, and it was so that they could teach the basket, to put the bones in, and then 

the tapa, and then the cordage, but now I see ipu. Because, maybe the stuff too small to put in a 

basket, I don't know, and so they're putting it in the ipu? Something like that. So they have grant, 

and they do that. Dalani was part of that, she was teaching the tapa portion. Ed Cashman is in 

charge of Kānewai and the taro patch. 

 

AP: Hiapo, yes. 

 

WS: So Hiapo was, I think he still is, taking care of the Maui iwi, down his side, Hana side. His wife 

is Dalani's student. Yeah. And making kapa for that. And I've donated some for them. I made a 

basket, too, for one of the bones. Because that kind of thing, you got to know what you're doing, 

when you're weaving. Because you got to weave the thing long, like that, and then have a cover 

on the top. That's one thing that will help perpetuate it. Another thing is, if it's used for costumes. 

Dalani said, she had a hālau contact her, and they're gonna make their costumes for Merrie 

Monarch. So that's another avenue there, that if you require them to use kapa for a performance, 

then that will give them incentive to do it. But not everybody can. Not everybody is capable of 

making a pāʻū. 

 

AP: Yeah. Those are big. That's a lot of work. 

 

WS: Well, if you do it like how Dalani showed me where you get the fresh beat and you just keep 

going at it, you will get a piece the size of this table... 

 

AP: That's true. 

 

WS: ... with one wauke, and you can just decorate it, and that's it. But if you do it like how we had to 

do with this one, that's a lot of work. 

 

AP: Right. Right. 

 

WS: That's a lot of work. That's a lot to do. This one here [pulls out kapa], I think we were juuust all 

starting to make bigger pieces. So you kind of don't know what to expect. But now, we all kind 

of know what to do, so it's a lot easier. Especially when we all did this, with the big one. Once 

you were able to do the big one, then I say you kind of graduated. 

 

AP: I like that. 

 

WS: But if you could do the big one, just like how they did this [referring to large historic kapa]? For 

sure, you graduated. 
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AP: Right. I feel like that makes sense. [laughs] I have not, I have yet to make... 

 

WS: Nobody. Nobody. Pua did. She didn't make one this big. But she made that, for the Hilton, longer 

pieces. But if they can... The thing is, there's no incentive. Verna made hers because she was able 

to take it to the gallery down in New Zealand and one of the museums bought it. But otherwise, 

it's a lot of work. What is it for? We all have our pieces, but nobody... We were thinking, at first, 

after I made mine, I said, "I don't think I want to sell it." I said, "After all that work, I think I 

want to just hang on to it." And it was COVID, we were getting paid to sit down and do nothing. 

That's probably the biggest: if you can have support, financial support, you can do all this all 

day, and don't worry about it. Yeah. 

 

AP: But I know that even for people who are selling their pieces, the work that goes into the 

negotiation with a museum or a person... 

 

WS: That's a whole 'nother thing. 

 

AP: Precisely. 

 

WS: Dalani took stuff down to sell to Te Papa and Wellington. And I gave her some things, too. And 

so she said, "Why don't you sell it to them?" I said okay, so they asked me how much it was, and 

I told them, and they did buy 'em. And so, the museums are the ones that can do that. Bishop 

Museum here, I don't know, because they got so much stuff, they don't care already. 

 

AP: They have so much stuff. 

 

WS: Yeah. 

 

AP: I did an internship in 2013 at Bishop Museum, and I just remember going into the back rooms 

and there's just boxes... 

 

WS: Tons and tons. 

 

AP: They have Yap stone money just sitting in the back and it's like, where's this gonna go? They 

don't even have room to put things on display. Yeah, so unfortunately, they're probably not... you 

know, if they're doing a show, that's one thing, but... 

 

WS: I think they turn down a lot of stuff, because once, I asked about donating something and they 

said, "Oh, we got too many already." So I said, "Oh, okay." [chuckles] 
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AP: When I did my internship, I was just a young 20-something-year-old, and I mentioned one time 

to the woman who was working the collections, I was like, "It's unfortunate that so much 

Hawaiian history is scattered throughout the world, at this point in time." 

 

WS: Oh, yes. 

 

AP: You get these kiʻi, for example. At the time, I was really interested in kiʻi, I was reading a lot 

about Sam Kaʻai and the work that he was doing. And you know, you get kiʻi all the way in 

Germany, or in Scotland. And some of these were not exactly taken in a nice way, they were 

taken from caves and stuff. 

 

WS: Yeah. 

 

AP: And I was like, "If only we could bring these things back." And the woman I was speaking with 

was like, "We don't have room for them. You know, they're almost better off in these other 

places." 

 

WS: Because they bring 'em here, they might throw them in a bag. 

 

AP: That's just it, exactly. So at least in Germany or in Scotland, they're on display... 

 

WS: They take care of them.  

 

AP: They're being taken care of. 

 

WS: Although there was one place, they said stuff was all over the place. It was, which..? Where was 

it that they told me? Oh, Pauline, Pauline Reynolds and her group, trying to revive the tapa from 

Pitcairn, because those women were Tahitian or from the islands around Tahiti. And when they 

went with the sailors to that island, they all brought with them their way of making tapa. So 

whether it was Tahiti Nui or was Pora Pora or what, they all brought their skill with them. A lot 

of them were the daughters of chiefs, so they made this kind of kapa. They made the tapa like 

that, and you could see it in what they have in the museums, because they... When the ships 

came, they would give them gifts of tapa, that was their cloth. They also wore it, because they 

had no clothes. And that's what Pauline and all of them are trying to do. Sue and all, that group 

there. They're all back on Norfolk Island. And they're making the tapa there. I think they gotta 

get the wauke over there, Norfolk. Because they have banyan, they make it out of banyan. 

 

AP: That's right. What is the name for that? 
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WS: What did they call it? Aoa? Well, in Cook Islands it's aoa [banyan, Ficus prolixa], but I don't 

know what they call theirs. But Tahiti was making it out of that. But it was sacred, because 

usually the banyan is by the marae, by the heiau. 

 

AP: Oh, I see. Okay. 

 

WS: Yeah. And then they made out of ʻulu, and they made out of wauke. So, the DNA for Pitcairn 

comes from Tahiti, but also traces to Hawaiʻi. Because my wife, when she took the DNA test, 

she came up with those people. 

 

AP: That's so funny, finding relatives out there. 

 

WS: Yeah, because one of them lives in Australia. And she said, "I think you're related to my 

Polynesian side." And she said that she just knows that Tom Adams was her ancestor, but she 

doesn't know who the Tahitian woman was. So I asked Pauline and Sue and all them; 

immediately, they went to the chart and everything, and that they found who it was. Because it's 

just a few of the original, but what happens is, you cannot say after that, because everybody 

intermarried with each other. So Fletcher Christian's kids married, you know, Tom Adam's kids, 

and so forth. And so they all got mixed up out there. 

 

AP: Of course, there were only so many people. 

 

WS: So the Polynesian could have been with any of them. But my wife's grandfather said, they had 

Tahitian. All the Hawaiians have Tahitian, but why did he say, specifically, they had Tahitian? 

So we think it's because of a more recent ancestor in their line. And that ancestor had links with 

these people. Because one of whoever they, the last name was Pora Pora, and so maybe one of 

them came from Bora Bora or one of those islands, and then they went over there and so their 

DNA connects with hers. Because that's where the family is said to have come from. So the tapa 

does resemble, some of it resembles Hawaiian. And therefore Sue asked me to train her son, he 

was with me for about a year and a half. And then when he went in June last year, he went down 

to Wellington. He and his mother demonstrated tapa, but also he showed everybody what I 

taught him. And then Dalani went down, because I didn't want to go. They asked me to go first. I 

said, "Isn't it winter over there?" I said, you know what... And COVID, you cannot go straight. 

You have to go to Australia, and then go to Auckland, and then go to Wellington. So I said, you 

know what, for now, I better not. Now, okay, because you can go direct on Hawaiian, but not 

back then.  

 

AP: But also better to go not during the winter time too, I'm sure.  
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WS: Well, Dalani said she went, her flight was delayed. She went to Australia, something happened. 

She had to wait overnight, and then she got to Auckland, and then from Auckland, she went to 

Wellington. But then it was just, the whole thing that weekend, the Matariki festival or whatever. 

And then as soon as she was done, they whisked her back to the airport, and she had to go back. I 

said, "There was no time to sit around and enjoy New Zealand or anything?" They did pay 

everything. They paid airfare, they paid her hotel, they paid her food, they gave her an 

honorarium and all that. But I said that wasn't the time to go. Not winter time. 

 

AP: Other times in the future. 

 

WS: Yeah, now is good. It's beautiful down there. Yeah, so anything else we need to cover? 

 

AP: I think that was actually everything. 

 

WS: Okay. 

 

AP: Definitely a lot for me to think about. This is where I'm so grateful that you agreed to talk story 

with me. I'm really looking forward to seeing you, what is that, next week Saturday? [referring to 

the Grow Hawaiian Festival at Amy Greenwell Ethnobotanical Garden] 

 

WS: I don't know how we gonna do that? Because it's raining. 

 

AP: I know. I know. Well, and also on top of it, they're not providing canopies. I gotta bring... 

 

WS: Oh, like before? 

 

AP: Well, they might provide for you, but when I talked with Kim, for me... 


