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At the National Tropical Botanical Garden on the Hawaiian island of Kauai, nature's hand print 
is everywhere, from the brilliant blooms of the dendrobiums to the intoxicating aroma of the 
ylang-ylang tree. In September 1992, however, Hurricane Iniki invaded the island, her winds 
uprooting this sanguine garden paradise. But now, after much reconstruction, the task of clearing 
nature's wrath is complete and the gardens are once again open. 

Geographically secured between the cerulean Pacific and jungled hills, Kauai's Lawai Valley has 
always attracted royalty and wealth - and a healthy interest in gardening. In 1871, King 
Kamehameha IV's widow, Queen Emma, resided there and introduced several new plant species 
to the area, including lauae ferns, thornless kiawe, bougainvillea, tamarinds, and mangoes. In 
1937, Chicago millionaire Robert Allerton purchased a large estate and helped clear the land by 
hand in order to protect its natural slope. Allerton's concern for the land blossomed into a dream 
of establishing a tropical botanical garden to preserve the local plant life. Twenty-seven years 
later, just four months prior to his death, the National Tropical Botanical Garden was issued a 
Congressional charter. Allerton's 100-acre gardens are now managed and maintained by the 
neighboring NTBG. 

Today, the nonprofit NTBG acts as both collector and conservator to the world's tropical future. 
More than 700 different species of native plants, the largest living collection in the world, grow 
here. 

Led by trained volunteers in open-air touring cars, prearranged tours of the NTBG begin near 
Spouting Horn in Poipu. The two-hour trip takes visitors along the scenic coastline, past huge 
banyan trees and natural rock walls trickling with water, to the valley floor. Here visitors set off 
on foot, walking among the fuzzy ferns, tangled philodendrons, broad-leafed banana trees, and 
groves of slender bamboo. 

Another stop along the way is a visit to  Lawai’s national research center, where guides point out 
that the world's tropical forests are being destroyed at an alarming pace. At NTBG alone, 
approximately fifty percent of the endemic vegetation is endangered. But hope grows here as 
scientists confer, cuttings propagate, and medicinal remedies bear promise. 

National Tropical Botanical Garden, Box 340, Lawai, Hawaii 96765; (808) 742-2623. Tours are 
limited to twelve people.


