
Types and Uses of Pōhaku
Did you know?

1. Sometimes, things that some people call progress deprive us 
of treasures that can never be replaced. There once were 
caves behind the Polynesian Cultural Center in Lāʻie on Oʻahu. 
The only way in was by squeezing through a tiny opening. 
Inside these caves were marvelous sta-lac-tites and sta-lag-
mites built of calcite that once dripped slowly, oh so slowly, 
from the ceilings. Some weighed well over 150 pounds! But 
the caves were bulldozed early in the 21st century to make 
way for new construction, so these fascinating sta-lac-tites and 
sta-lag-mites no longer exist. 

Do you know which of the 2 hangs from the ceiling and which grows from the ground? An easy-to-
remember hint is that the hanging ones are “holding on tight,” so these are sta-lac-tites! If you give 
nature enough time, the 2 will grow to meet each other and form a column. 

2. Have you ever seen a beach that wasn’t white? In Hawaiʻi, there
are boulder beaches, typically grey-black, made mostly of 
pōhaku eroded from ʻaʻā and pāhoehoe flows. Sometimes pebble 
beaches reflect their many sources: coral, lava, ocean animals, 
and more. And there are sand beaches with varying colors, 
depending upon their individual recipes. 

On Maui near Hāna, Kaihalulu is a red beach! It’s a result of iron within Kaʻuiki cinder cone eroding 
and tumbling to the coast, where waves help grind the red material into grains of sand. Also on 
Maui, a black sand beach at Waiānapanapa was created when hot lava shattered upon entering 
the ocean and then got swept ashore. Another black sand beach at Punaluʻu on Hawaiʻi island, is a 
popular hauling out spot for native honu (Hawaiian green sea turtles). Even ʻea (Hawksbill turtles) 
frequent this beach. Not far away, along the southern boundaries of the Big Island, Papakōlea is 
covered with brilliant green sand. (Actually, it’s a mixture of black, white, and green, but the green 
is really obvious even from a great distance.) Olivine crystals erode daily from Mahana cinder cone 
above Papakōlea, and being denser than other beach properties, the shiny green crystals don’t 
wash away easily. 

Never pass up a chance to visit natural wonders such as these, but be aware that some are much 
easier to access than others. And some require skill, determination, and planning. Stay safe!

3. Imagine you’re living in Hawaiʻi hundreds of years ago.
Do you go to a hardware store for a tool? No! You (or an expert) 
craft tools from scratch. On Hawaiʻi island, high atop Mauna Kea, is 
an excellent site where papakea (capping lava) is in abundance. A 
similar site is located atop Mauna Loa on Molokaʻi. Hawaiians used 
the strong, dense stone at these sites and others to make tools such 
as koʻi (adzes), used to chop, carve, and shape materials. On Oʻahu, 
if your koʻi needed re-sharpening, there was an excellent pōhaku 
hoana (grindstone) in Kailua where one could work a fresh, sharp 
edge onto a dull koʻi. 



4. Here’s something to think about. Did you know that the same
Hawaiian sand that squishes between your toes can become so 
hard that it may be used to construct gigantic buildings? Sand 
becomes hard when acid rain dissolves some of its calcium 
carbonate. The liquid calcium carbonate moves downward, and 
simply put, hardens layers of sand. If this happens over and over 
again, some beaches can become completely hardened and 
unfriendly to your feet. The same thing may happen to some sand 
dunes. 

Now, let’s shift our focus to the magnificent Saint Andrew’s 
Cathedral in Honolulu. On a trip to England, Queen Emma ordered 
pre-cut limestone blocks with which to build this church. The 1st

shipment arrived in the islands in 1867. The 2nd shipment didn’t arrive until 1882, but there wasn’t 
enough to finish the building. Using local resources, the thick interior walls of the cathedral were 
constructed from hardened sand, quarried from West Oʻahu, and plastered to a smooth finish. Do 
you know how Saint Andrew’s Cathedral got its name? King Kamehameha IV, who gave the land 
and commissioned the structure, died before it was finished on the feast day of Saint Andrew. That 
saint’s name was chosen as a way of honoring King Kamehameha IV.

In comparison, Kawaiahaʻo Church in Honolulu was built using 14,000 slabs of coral rock (each 
weighing 1,000 pounds!) quarried by divers off the southern coast of Oʻahu. The construction took 
6 years and was completed in 1842. 

5. Try imagining going anyplace in Hawaiʻi without being connected to pōhaku. You can’t do it! The
highest mountain peaks, the lowest canyon floors, and even the edges of shorelines are all pōhaku 
of one kind or another. Eroded pōhaku supports dripping rainforests, arid deserts, and upper alpine 
zones blanketed with snow. And pōhaku is alive! It has mana (power)! It is respected. And it’s 
cared for as it has been for centuries since Polynesian wayfarers adopted these islands as their 
own. Pōhaku ensures survival. Transformed into walls, foundations, tools, instruments, and toys, it 
supports human life.

Of its uses too many to count, we’re going to select just one upon which to focus. Consider a 
nation not dependent upon written language. Unique forms of communication developed. Primarily, 
oral tradition ruled. But there was more. On greatly aged boulders of 
ʻaʻā and pāhoehoe and on cooled, flattened stretches of recent flows, 
images of humans, animals, canoes, tools, and weapons were carved. 
Some kiʻi pōhaku (petroglyphs) have been described as the scribblings 
of travelers, while many have a more significant value. When you’re 
lucky enough to visit a display of petroglyphs, direct your thoughts to 
those individuals long ago patiently pecking, then carefully grinding, 
and in the end, leaving behind these awesome, lasting works of art! 
Appreciate what you see. Trace your fingers along the lines. But be 
careful not to rub, scrape, or otherwise damage kiʻi pōhaku.

And always remember, that in Hawaiʻi, pōhaku is never taken for granted. What once was 
marvelous molten rock, continues to breathe life into all aspects of Hawaiian culture.
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