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It all started in the ’60s with Bob and Carol Rogers, retired teachers from San Francisco who moved to the upcountry coffee town of Holualoa, above Kailua-Kona, and started teaching children’s art classes after school. At the end of the day they drove the kids home in their colorful, old-fashioned sampan—a white, open-air vehicle with Pepto-Bismol-colored seats and trim—past the tiny rural town’s coffee farms, ancient rock walls, rusty, tin-roofed houses and trees heavy with sweet-smelling mangos.

  

Forty years later, though both of the Rogers have passed away, the seeds they planted have sprouted and the agricultural town has blossomed into a full-blown artists’ colony. Artists’ galleries and studios line both sides of the narrow old road—formerly a footpath Hawaiians used through the longtime agricultural area, later a horse and donkey trail—which passes through the center of town, right past the non-profit Kona Art Center. 

That’s the bright pink and gray former coffee mill where the Rogers taught art for so many years. To this day, their Kona Art Center stands smack in the middle of Holualoa, a little ramshackle now but still hosting artists for daily studio sessions. 

One of the neighborhood kids who studied art at the Kona Art Center back then was Hiroki Morinoue, who had just graduated from high school. Fifty-five-year-old Morinoue, now an internationally-renowned painter and Japanese woodblock printmaker, got his start because the Rogers recognized his talent and arranged a community scholarship for him to study art at the California College of Arts and Crafts. 

Now he and his wife Setsuko Morinoue, a ceramicist, are giving back to Holualoa. Nine years ago they founded the Holualoa Foundation for Arts and Culture (HFAC), which has a rather impressive 650 members.

    

“It’s returning the Rogers’ generosity,” says Setsuko. “Hiroki was helped, and we wanted to do the same thing. Children need a push, and I think we can do that. It’s Kona style—it’s our responsibility.”

Two years ago, the HFAC purchased the Donkey Mill, a former coffee mill located a couple miles down the road from the Kona Art Center, and its surrounding acre and a half. The name is reminiscent of when coffee mill workers would throw open the door of the building’s huge loading platform and unload coffee bags straight from donkeys’ backs. An aging wooden figure of a donkey still stands atop the building. 

The historic, high-ceilinged building, which previously held heavy machinery for processing coffee beans, reopened after renovations in January as the Donkey Mill Art Center. Now it’s full of clean, roomy workspaces for artists. A ceramics studio runs the width of the building, there’s a printmaking studio, and a goldsmith bench rests against long windows open to the cool breeze. Downstairs is a woodshop. There’s a gallery for the HFAC print collection, which consists of works donated by visiting artists and students.

Members with a $45 “Open Studio” card can work at one of the center’s studios (ceramics, printmaking, painting, fiber arts) for five full days or ten half days. Individual memberships in the non-profit foundation are $25 per year.

Hiroki, who remembers sitting on coffee bags there as a young boy at Cub Scout meetings, sketching, is the Donkey Mill’s artistic director and teaches printmaking and painting classes.

In addition to frequent art classes and workshops for adults and children by local and visiting artists, every March HFAC throws a free weekend event called “Project Art.” Artists and volunteers staff stations where children and their parents try their hand at paper cutting, watercolor, clay, sketching and more. 

“Creativity cannot stay up here,” says Hiroki, a slender, gentle man with kind eyes, while pointing to his head. “It has to flow through the hands.” 

Hiroki says they were stunned when the first Project Art event six years ago drew 600 participants. This year’s turnout was about the same. The weekend event has drawn as many as 800 people.    

Through HFAC, his wife Setsuko runs a five-week “Summer Art Experiences” children’s program, co-sponsored by the National Endowment for the Arts and the State Foundation on Culture and the Arts. She teaches painting, drawing, writing, papermaking, bookmaking, fiber and mural painting in the six-hour-a-day, five-day-a week program, which includes an old-fashioned component of responsibility and discipline.

After lunch at the program one day, the native Japanese woman with short hair and vibrant brown eyes gathers the twenty-four children, ages 5-10, at long tables covered with butcher paper.

“Close your eyes,” she calls. “We’re going to have lots to do, so we have to focus. Are your backs straight? Let me see your eyes closed.” The frenetic kid energy calms. 

Setsuko presents art projects through five weekly themes: self, family, community, the global community and “we are one.” 

“It’s not just the technical, the art,” she says with emphasis. “It’s very deep. Discipline through art making. Art is just a tool, to get their respect, responsibility. It makes an amazing difference in their art. You can see they get it.” 

During “family” week, the kids kick off their shoes, boots and slippers and kneel on the floor next to large clay panels, which will become a “family tree forest” mural to be installed at the Donkey Mill Art Center. At home, they have gathered information about their family history. Now, several children per tile incorporate individual family tree designs into one large pattern. 

Kaiama Naihe-Cho, a soft-spoken 10-year-old in long shorts with an easy, dimpled smile, uses a chopstick to carve a taro plant—a Hawaiian representation of ancestry—into the brown clay. His group’s tile has a curved palm tree on an island, with a dolphin and other sea life in the ocean. Next to the palm tree, eight-year-old Kira Nesser draws a totem pole with family names and faces. Kaiama draws a bold star in the sky above the mountain. 

“I’m putting my twin here,” he said. “He died.” Inside the star, he writes, “AMA’S TWIN.”

 “Connections, connections,” Setsuko sings as she walks amidst the groups. “You have to look at each other and figure out together where to put the white slip,” she says, referring to the finish the kids are painting onto the clay, and to cooperating.

Jeweler and ‘ukulele maker Sam Rosen, who teaches jewelry-making classes at the Donkey Mill Art Center, is another who has benefited from the Morinoues’ “giving back.” 

Rosen, a jeweler from Los Angeles, moved to Holualoa in the ’70’s.

“Hiroki’s the one who encouraged me to enter my first art show,” says Rosen, wearing a cream-colored button down shirt with ‘ukuleles on it and leaning on the half door to his studio. 

“Then one day he took me around the island to meet the artists that he knew. He knew everybody. We spent a day and we went to Volcano, we went to Hilo, we went to Waimea. It was a nice day. I met Chiu Leong, I met Ira Ono, Gordon Motta, some others. That made me feel like, ‘Oh, I like this company.’”

“It all started with Hiroki,” says Rosen. 

Rosen’s gallery, Hale O Kula, is the former Holualoa post office, which still has vintage, combination post office boxes on its front wall. His crowded goldsmith studio is in the rear, and the front is a beautifully decorated gallery where he sells ‘ukuleles, made by himself and five other local ‘ukulele makers, as well as locally made hats, shirts, beautiful feather leis and more. 

Inside, ‘ukulele music always plays. One day recently, Israel Kamakawiwo‘ole’s ‘ukulele croonings unexpectedly segued into those of Tiny Tim strumming and singing “Tiptoe Through the Tulips.” Every third Saturday of the month, there’s a kanikapila, or local-style jam session, at Hale O Kula. Local musicians play and pupu (appetizers) are served. Visitors are welcome. 

Tucked behind Rosen’s studio is the recently opened Dovetail Gallery, a lovely, airy gallery space where woodworker and furniture maker Gerald Ben and his wife, collage and pendant maker Renee Fukumoto-Ben, display their own work, as well as that of oil painter Lynn Capell, painters Nora Yamanoha and Glenn Yamanoha, and others. On Tuesdays, local lauhala weaver Ed Kaneko sits on the gallery’s lanai overlooking the ocean and weaves. 

Ben’s woodshop is an orderly workspace beneath the studio, with tools hanging in their places and wood stacked neatly in a corner. On a recent day, wearing shorts, a t-shirt and a carpenter’s apron, he carefully trimmed fan-shaped pieces of mango and koa veneer inlays for an elegant, 7- x 11-foot commissioned table.

“Holualoa is sort of like the artist town Mendocino, California, except on a smaller scale,” he says. “I think whenever you’re around creative people it kind of pushes you, or inspires you, to do that kind of work. We all know each other and what everybody does.  And it’s a different kind of art than you’d find downtown. I’m not trying to be derogatory or anything, but downtown is more commercial. And that’s not necessarily what it’s about up here.”

“I could be making jewelry boxes, and little trinket things, and I know they would sell, a lot. But that’s not what I want to do. It has to be satisfying, too.”

Studio 7, the Morinoues’ contemporary art gallery in Holualoa, stands on long-time family property that used to be Hiroki’s father’s pool hall and his mother’s laundry business. The gallery is a masterfully designed maze of art: you cannot see all the paintings, ceramics, prints and sculptures at a glance. All are in intimate, well-arranged spaces with tall ceilings and lots of light, some accessible across wood floors, some down pebbled paths, others over wooden steps.

Over at the Kona Art Center, where the Rogers started it all, paintings cover the walls. In every direction there are easels and kilns and looms. Half-finished baskets woven from natural fibers, and unfired pottery, wait on shelves. Art is for sale in the front gallery.

Since the Rogers passed away—Aunty Carol just two years ago—there is no longer art instruction there, but local artists continue to meet and work on their projects, learning from and helping each other. Everybody brings food and at lunchtime they stop for a shared potluck meal.

Connie Fanning of Kona attends most Fridays, natural fiber basket weaving days, and on ceramics days. One Friday, she crosses round reeds in a pattern to make the bottom of a basket. 

“We’ve done a lot of replanting at our house so I don’t have to go foraging in other people’s yards,” she explains, her well-manicured fingers flying as she ties and turns the reeds, which flay out in all directions like a sun’s rays. 

For $35 a month, artists can attend an unlimited number of Kona Art Center’s work sessions, such as ceramics, fabric art, natural fiber basket weaving, drawing, painting and more. Guests are welcome at $5 per session for up to three visits. 

Back at the Donkey Mill Art Center one morning, Hiroki smiles contentedly and extends his arms. 

“This is heaven to us,” he says. 

Perhaps he’s talking about the Donkey Mill Art Center, or the satisfying artists’ lifestyle; or maybe about the peacefulness and inspiration of lush, green Holualoa itself, the artists’ haven perched on the side of Hualalai Volcano at a cool, comfortable 1400 feet.

“There’s always a breeze,” he adds, “and it rains every day at 3:00.”

On this particular day, the gentle, nourishing rain starts at 3:02.

