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Aloha, Hawaii!
Submitted by Brigitte Clarke

Exhausted by Calgary’s never-

ending winter, my husband and I 

gratefully escaped to Hawaii last 

April. We spent three days in 

Honolulu, and then island-hopped to 

Hawaii, where we rented a car and 

explored the Big Island for a week. I 

came prepared with my usual
supply of gluten-free energy bars 

and snacks: I’d done some research

about  gluten-free dining in Hawaii 
beforehand, and I was excited! But I

was in no way prepared for the way 

this beautiful island state would 

completely enchant me. 

Our hotel in Honolulu, the Hyatt Place, was clean

and modern, and only a block from Waikiki Beach. 

Our stay included complimentary continental 

breakfast, so I supplemented the gluten free 

bagels I’d brought with me with heaps of fresh 

fruit, yoghurt, and scrambled eggs. 

For the most part, we ate our lunches ‘on the run’. 

Luckily, there is a chain of convenience stores on 

virtually every street corner, called “ABC”, which 

is even more numerous than Starbucks. I could

buy fresh fruit as well as deli items. I even picked 

up a 6-pack of sushi, clearly labeled ‘gluten-free’ 

at an ABC store near my hotel. Of course, 

macadamia nuts are ubiquitous, and they’re

perfect for quick energy after a swim or before a 

hike up Diamond Head (an extinct volcano with 

fantastic views of downtown Honolulu). 

For the record, Hawaii is not a cheap place to 

visit. State sales tax is 4%, and as a tourist you 

can expect to have an extra 9% added to your 

restaurant and hotel bills. That being said, I didn’t 

really find dining out in Honolulu was that much 

more expensive than it is in Calgary. 

We ate at Jimmy Buffet’s in Waikiki two out of our 

three nights in Honolulu. Both times I had the 

grilled ahi (tuna) on a gluten-free bun. The first 

night I was assured that the accompanying french

fries were also gluten-free, but I suspect that were 

probably fried in gluten-contaminated 

oil because I didn’t feel well the next 

day. The next time we returned, I 

ordered salad instead and I felt fine 

afterwards. 

By day three, we were exhausted by 

noisy, touristy Honolulu. We were 

ready for some peace and quiet and 

lots of pretty scenery. Much to our 

delight, the Big Island provided much 

more than that. It was full of surprises, 

the first of which we discovered is that

Kona-Kailua airport' is situated in the

midst of a lava field!

We booked our car online but there were so many 

rental outlets at the airport that we probably didn’t 

need to. While we toured the island we stayed 

mainly at Bed & Breakfasts, all of which were able 

to accommodate my diet without any problems, 

and I never felt sick once. 

For our first two nights in Kona we stayed at 

Mango Sunset, which is also a working coffee 

plantation. The expat German owner, Hans, loves 

to show guests around his little piece of paradise. 

And as luck would have it, the young lady who 

prepared the breakfasts also worked in a health 

food shop in town (Island Naturals). I had gluten-

free banana pancakes with bacon and eggs the 

first morning; the next, she brought the most 

monstrous, delicious ginger-raspberry scones you 

could imagine. I made sure to stock up at Island 

Naturals the next day and take some with me as 

we drove south. 

I said at the beginning of this article that I was not 

prepared to fall so hard for Hawaii’s charms, and I 

have to reiterate that. Maybe it was because we 

were visiting in the shoulder season—I’m not 

sure—but the Big Island felt delightfully non-

touristy. The locals were friendly and the 

roadways were spanking clean. And it’s really not 

that ‘big’ at all. Distances between sights are 

short, and every time we drove around the corner 

it was like Nature had a new and beautiful surprise 
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in store. We snorkeled with rainbow coloured 

fish at Kahalu; we watched green sea turtles 

bask on a black sand beach at Punalu'u; and we 

ourselves frolicked on a 

green sand beach (yes, 

green!) at Papakaloa, 

on the south coast.  By 

the time we reached 

the active volcanoes at 

K i l a u e a ,  I  w a s 

b e g i n n i n g t o 

understand why Mark Twain had become so 

enamored with the Sandwich Islands, as they 

were formerly called. 

Volcano Village is nestled into the side of the 

Kilauea volcano. We certainly lucked out with 

our accommodation there: the cottage we had 

all to ourselves, quaintly named The Maid’s

Quarters (as it was just that when the place was 

a sugar-plantation a hundred years ago), was 

larger and equipped with a more modern kitchen 

than our condo in Calgary! We self-catered most 

of our meals, splurging for breakfast at the 

nearby Kilauea Lodge once, where I was able to 

order gluten-free toast with my omelets for an 

extra two dollars. 

As we explored the volcanoes on foot and by 

car, it was amazing to think that the entire south-

east corner of the island had virtually been 

obliterated by eruptions as late as 1983. The 

rangers we spoke to believe that another major

eruption is due any day. 

The east coast of the island is somewhat cooler 

and a lot wetter than the west. It’s also 

extremely earthquake-prone. In fact, the town of 

Hilo has experienced more tsunamis than 

anywhere else in Hawaii. 

We stayed one night in Hilo, 

at the Old Hawaiian Bed & 

Breakfast, which is a 

colonial house situated in 

the hills near Rainbow 

Falls. The proprietress 

kindly baked gluten-free 

scones, and those I didn’t 

eat for breakfast, she 

insisted I take with me as 

snacks for the day!  We also had dinner at 

Naung Mai Thai Kitchen. I was surprised to find 

authentic Thai curry in Hawaii, but maybe I 

shouldn’t have been. Hilo is an old port and Hawaii 

is a real melting pot of Pacific nations. 

All too soon, our journey drew to its end. With only 

two days left, we drove west again, through high, 

hilly country with fields so green I expected it to be 

populated by the Hobbits from Tolkien’s Shire—if 

you can imagine those hills interspersed with 

purple-blossomed Jacaranda trees, that is. 

We spent the last of our holiday back in Kona. We 

sampled the offerings at the Hamakua macadamia 

factory a little north of town and discovered that 

chili-flavoured mac nuts are THE BOMB. We also 

found some fantastic white sand beaches where 

sea turtles practically swam up to shore and posed 

for our cameras. 

We had dinner twice, and 

a l so  b reak fast ,  a t 

Splasher’s Grill in Kailua. I 

recommend the fish tacos, 

(grilled ahi tuna, lime and 

avocado, enfolded in white 

corn tortillas). Husband enjoyed grilled mahi mahi. 

As in most American restaurants, the portions were 

extremely generous. 

Finally, I can’t finish this piece without paying 

tribute to Hawaiian coffee. I recommend Café Kona 

de Pele in Kailua-Kona. There’s quite an art to the 

way they pour and serve their brew. The owners 

have a plantation nearby and I believe they ship 

their beans to Canada. This is a good thing 

because Tim Horton’s coffee will never, ever taste 

the same to me again. 

It was very hard to leave the Big Island. In fact, I 

think it has spoiled us for the rest of the Hawaiian 

chain.  We definitely intend to return. My advice to 

celiac snowbirds traveling to the fiftieth state is this: 

self-catering in a time-share or condo is probably 

the most economic way to visit. You also have more 

control over what you eat. Yes, Hawaii can be an 

expensive, but not any more so than going to 

Europe (and I’ve been to both London and Rome 

recently). Many restaurants offer gluten-free menu 

items but it doesn’t necessarily mean that the staff 

understand about cross-contamination. Don’t be 

afraid to ask questions. And don’t be afraid to try 

something new!   Aloha! 




