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The coffee house Kope Kope in the Hilo Shopping Center lists `awa on its menu. At Hilo’s recent Slack Key Guitar Festival, one could buy a bottle of `awa to go with his or her chili and rice from the snack bar. Quietly, Hawai`i’s traditional `awa drink is becoming easier to find on the Big Island.

`Awa, or Piper methysticum, is a large pepper plant grown throughout much of the Pacific. In Polynesian Herbal Medicine, ethnobotanist Arthur Whistler writes that in sufficient quantities, “[`awa] is mildly paralyzing and creates a euphoric but clear-minded state in which the drinker cannot be annoyed.”

Called kava, `ava, or `awa in the various islands, it’s still drunk regularly in Tonga and Fiji. In Samoa, it is still used for ceremonial occasions.

In old Hawai`i, ali`i drank `awa for pleasure, kahuna used it in ceremonies, and workers drank it to relax. Historian Samuel Kamakau (1815-1876) described how tired fishermen and farmers in old Hawai`i used `awa after a hard day’s work. “….The weary man grasps the `awa cup, gulps it down, reaches out for the water gourd to rinse out his mouth, spits out the mouthful of water to remove the bitter taste, reaches for a section of sugar cane to cool his throat….He is seized by the intoxication of the `awa….He sleeps until morning, and the pains and soreness are gone.”

Nothing has changed: in the 21st century, people still describe `awa’s taste as bitter. Some say it tastes like mud. Even `awa enthusiasts cheerfully admit the drink tastes bad.

Ed Johnston, project coordinator for the Hamakua-based Association for Hawaiian `Awa, says, “You could certainly call it bitter, but I don’t drink `awa for its taste. It gives me an excellent night’s sleep. It relaxes me, and I wake up bright and fine the next morning.”

Its pharmaceutical qualities are why kava (`awa’s name in the herbal world) is garnering so much attention lately. Kava—dried and processed into capsules, teas and other compounds readily available at health food stores—is now the 8th best-selling herb worldwide. Johnston points to new research to be released soon from Duke University, Columbia Presbyterian, and Harvard, which will show kava eliminates stress and anxiety and even aids in chronic pain.

“It’s a healthy thing,” says Johnston. “It’s good for you. We know culturally in Hawai`i it was used at many different levels, including just drinking a little `awa at the end of the day. I don’t want to compare it to cocktails, but it was almost the same sort of thing. And it’s not bad for you. If anything, it improves the blood flow to the brain; it’s not going to kill any blood cells.”

C. Brewer believes sufficiently in the plant to have created a subsidiary company called the Hawaiian Pacific Kava Company (HPKC). Located on the Hamakua coast, the two-year-old company has 20 acres planted in `awa at about 2000 plants per acre. HPKC grows `awa, dries the root in a dehydration facility it has built on the Hamakua coast, and supplies the dried product to pharmaceutical companies which process the raw material into herbal products. “We are selling a bulk, dried commodity,” says production supervisor Matthew Archibald. “Dried kava root.

The company also buys `awa root from local growers. “We’ve been developing production techniques for kava over the past 2 years,” says Archibald, “most of which were not known prior to us starting the company. So we’ve actually developed a lot of the modern kava growing techniques right here at Hawaiian Pacific Kava Company. Farmers who sell their fresh kava to us use these techniques.”

Archibald describes the goals of HPKC. “Our goal here is to produce the highest quality kava in the world to supply the stable pharmaceutical market in Germany, and also to satisfy a lot of the nutraceutical demand on the mainland.” Nutraceuticals are how the FDA classifies all herbs marketed for so-called medicinal purposes, he explains.

Archibald says conditions on the Hamakua coast are perfect for `awa. “There’s high rainfall, and a reasonable amount of cloud cover throughout the year. It’s a plant that likes wet, moist and shady environments.”

Hawai`i is also ideal for other reasons. Pharmaceutical companies are looking for high levels of the active ingredient kavalactone in the `awa they buy, and due to careful cultivation, research and development, Hawaiian `awa is strong in kavalactone.

Johnston from the Association for Hawaiian `Awa estimates around 50-75 farmers are growing `awa statewide. He says perhaps ten are large farms, and the rest are smaller growers such as the Puna Backyard `Awa Growers. That’s a hui of about 40 backyard farmers in Puna who joined together, got grants, and harvest and sell their `awa collectively.

Even the King of Tonga, bizarrely enough, is growing `awa in Hawai`i. Johnston says the Tongan government is planting about 200 acres on O`ahu, quite a bit of it in `awa. “I thought it was a rumor, but then Skip Bittenbender, the UH extension agent for O`ahu who is in charge of `awa, went out there and saw it,” he says. Apparently the king chose Hawai`i for its infrastructure, close proximity to airports, and its drying facilities.

An old Hawaiian saying is “E hanai ‘awa a ikaika ka makani.” Feed with ‘awa so that the spirit may gain strength.

Nowadays in Hawai`i, it’s getting easier to do that.

