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The Wayfimctres

hree and a half miles inland
from Kona International
Airpotr, I park on the roadside

at the edge of a dryland forest reserve and
am greeted by Richard Stevens. He is fit,
cheerful and dressed in several generations

of camouflage clothing, from the Vietnam
War onward. Behind his bushy white
mustache and dark sunglasses, he looks
very old and impossibly young at the same

time. If you happened to spot him along
the road as you drove by, you might think
he was a sprightly pig hunter scouting for
game. Actually he's a lecturer in history
at Hawai'i Community College's West
Hawai'i campus. He's also the school's
resident trail expert. It's not wild pigs he

hunts, it's ancient Hawaiian trails.
Today he's leading a half-dozen of his

students and me on a walk along a segment
of an ancient trail he uncovered and has

been restoring for more than a year. It's
part of the main trail that once ran six miles
through the Kau ahupua'a, one of the
traditional land divisions of pre-contact
Hawai'i. The trail connected fishponds on
the arid Kona coast with the verdant upland
breadfruit belt. The 1801 eruption of
Hualalai buried part of the original trail
and all of the fishponds in lava. Other
parts of the trail have been lost to an old

ranching operation and to modern develop-
ment. But traces of the rest of it-and of
hundreds of other lost trails all over
Hawai'i-can still be found. Or at least
they can be found by someone with an eye

for finding them.
Stevens definitely has the eye. He can

spot telltale clues in the landscape-a few
displaced "curbstones," a rock polished
smooth by thousands of footsteps-that
most of us would never notice. As a trail
expert working for the state Department of
Land and Natural Resources in the 1990s,

he documented hundreds of never-before-
mapped ancient trails on Hawai'i Island.
As the go-to guy in land-use disputes
involving Hawaiian trails, he's been called
to testify in three cases where public
access was at stake. Last year, in the most
recent case, he helped prove that the state

actually owns a historic trail to the summit
of Hale akala, even where it crosses a

ranch that claimed it was the owner.
But today Stevens is in teaching mode.

His students all have that just-out-of-
high-school look, but they're incredibly
attentive. I'm expecting a nature walk and
a history lesson, with some ecology and
geology thrown in. I'm also hoping to
gain some insight into how Stevens finds
lost trails. I brought a satellite photo of the

area we're in today, and I ask Stevens if he

can show me where we're going. He can't.
The only way to know this trail, he says,

is to walk it, from forest to lava caves.

Before we set out Stevens tells us,
"Walk, don't talk-and contemplate. This
trail is about connections, nature and love."
The students then pule (pray) before
silently following Stevens downhill from
the forest's edge toward the moonscape
of brown and black lava pocked with
fountain grass. I came expecting a nature
walk. Now I'm not sure what to expect.

This trail is nothing like the well-
marked trails in a national park. In places

it's a naffow footpath worn into the
ground. In other places it's cobbled with
black lava stones the size of your fist, or it's
a collection of ruts that twist, merge and

overlap. Some ruts veer off to destinations
unknown and are swallowed by eruptions
of fountain grass, an invasive species that
spread throughout this land during the 150

years or so that it was used for ranching.
Nearby, 725 acres of that former ranch

are slated for the Palamanui Hiluhilu
Development Proj ect, a master-planned
community that will include a business
park, shops, a small hotel and-over the
next thirty years-l,116 new homes. The
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