Living Culture at Mauna Kea Resort

@ em.gohawaii.com/mtr40/images/hvch/2025/September/24/ihvb/index.html

The Heartbeat of Hawai‘i Island

Where the people, the place, and culture thrive.

Photo Credits: Mauna Kea Resort (hula), Hawai‘i Tourism Authority - Anna Pacheco
(Kauna‘oa Bay)

Meet Director of Culture Grayden Ha'‘i-Kelly and his team as they share
traditions, stories, and the true essence of aloha.
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The voice that carries tradition. At seven years old, Grayden Ha'i-Kelly learned the
haunting beauty of leo ki‘eki‘e (Hawaiian falsetto) from his father. This style of singing
became the foundation for everything that followed — a deep immersion into the culture of
his kipuna that he now shares as director of culture at Mauna Kea Resort.

Knowledge and responsibility for ‘aina education must transfer to future generations to
preserve Hawaiian identity. Initiatives promoting ‘aina education for residents and
visitors are essential.

Coming home to purpose. Living in Las Vegas for a few years showed Grayden how
easily people can drift from their island roots. “| never wanted to be that disconnected
person,” he reflects. When he returned to Hawai'i, hospitality became his bridge — a way
to weave cultural understanding into every guest experience.
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Creating something new. In 2016, Grayden joined Mauna Kea Resort. A few years later,
he envisioned creating a dedicated cultural department spanning both Mauna Kea Beach
Hotel and The Westin Hapuna Beach Resort. Working alongside the vice president of
operations, he transformed this vision into reality, becoming the department’s director.

Culture as conversation. His team approaches cultural sharing as storytelling. ‘Ukulele
lessons become windows into Hawaiian history. Hula movements carry the weight of
stories. A team member who designs Hawaiian fashion brings tradition alive through
fabric and form.

Beyond guest programs, they infuse authenticity throughout the resort — opening
conferences with a traditional chant, consulting on culturally-informed menus, and
currently designing a garden featuring lei, medicinal, and canoe plants. Canoe plants are
species brought by early Polynesian voyagers.
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Aloha provides entry, reciprocates through mindful observation and preservation, and
manifests in conscious practice.

Living the values of aloha. Grayden says his Mauna Kea Resort team operates from a
foundation of aloha as passed down by their kdipuna (elders). He explains the word
through five core Hawaiian values:

o A - akahai (gentleness and kindness)
o L —Iokahi (unity and oneness)
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¢ O -‘olu‘olu (pleasantness). “Think pleasant things and you’ll say pleasant things,
and receive pleasant things,” he says.

* H - ha‘aha‘a (humility)

o A - ahonui (patience). “That one is probably the hardest,” he admits, “but patience
helps us succeed and persevere.”

Observation cultivates heightened awareness essential for all. Understanding place
and its characteristics holds paramount importance for residents and visitors alike.

Sacred, not secret. Grayden addresses the delicate balance between sharing and
protecting. When guidebooks promote “secret” beaches, he gently corrects: “It is secret to
you, but sacred to us. It is where we grew up. All we ask is that you treat it as sacred, as
we do.”

This responsibility as steward drives everything he does — helping visitors understand not
just what to see, but how to see it.

Aloha travels. The ultimate measure of success? “If a visitor takes some of the aloha
spirit back home with them, it will make the world a better place, for sure.”
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