Growing Palms in Kona


No other plant evokes the beauty and allure of the tropics more than a palm tree. The Coconut Palm is the quintessential image of island life and yet it is only one of close to 3,000 species (and 280 or so genera) of palms found worldwide. Here in West Hawaii, where we have an almost unlimited choice in  palms we could grow, most of our commercial and residential landscapes consist of selections from a limited list of a dozen or so members of the Palm Family (Order: Principes; Family: Palmae). 


The commonly grown palms found in Kona, aside from the Coconut, include: the small, manageable but ubiquitous Manilla palm, wind tolerant with recurved leaves and decorative red fruit; the tall Alexander palm which can be seen to great effect growing in the valleys of Hamakua; the misnamed Areca palm (it’s really a Dypsis lutescens) which is used widely for screening (note that this palm grows to 40 feet or more); the Fijian fan palms (Pritchardia pacifica and thurstonii) with their large, dark green fan shaped leaves; the stately, tall Royal palms with unmistakable swollen light grey trunks. Other staples to the list are the Solitaire palm, the MacCarthur palm, our local native Loulu palm (Pritchardia affinis), the Winin palm which lines Henry Street and the Rhapis palm used all over the world as an interior plant and seen in many gardens in Hawaii. Palms that have been added to the palm palette in the last ten to fifteen years include: the Foxtail palm, wind and salt tolerant with beautiful plumose leaves; the tall and fast growing Carpentaria palm; the striking, red stemmed Sealing Wax palm and the clumping Cabadae palm with its bamboo-like grey green slender trunks.


One might think that this list is quite enough. How much of a difference can there be between one palm and another? But consider that the Palm Family boasts two world records in the Plant Kingdom. The Raphia palm produces the largest leaf grown by a plant, measuring an average of 82 feet, and the Lodoicea (you can see this one at the Foster Botanical Gardens in Honolulu) produces the largest seed of any plant, attaining a length of 20 inches and weighing in at 40 pounds. In contrast to these two behemoths, there are many palms from the floors of rain forests as well as from some of the worlds most brutal desert climates that are very diminutive of stature. 


Let’s consider a few palms that fall between the extremes and note the unusual characteristics that would make them great additions to a Kona garden. The Pritchardia palms are the only true native palms in Hawaii (they arrived here completely on their own and can claim status as endemic plants). Pritchardia schattaueri was discovered on the old Jimmy Stewart ranch by Kona native son George Schattauer in the 1970’s and is the tallest of all Pritchardias attaining a height of 90 feet. There are only fourteen of these trees left in the wild. The Pritchardia beccariana can be found on the road to the Kulani Prison and has the largest leaves of any Pritchardia. Not a seashore plant, it would love a more sheltered garden setting at a slightly higher elevation (1,000 feet or more). The Teddy Bear palm (Dypsis leptocheilos) has a light chalky green trunk topped by a very fuzzy reddish brown crownshaft (the area right below the leaves where the leaf bases wrap around the trunk) with long graceful light green leaves. The Neoveitchia storkii from Fiji has a dramatic black crownshaft, which contrasts wonderfully with the light grey trunk and very dark green pinnate (coconut-like) leaves. The Bismarckia nobilis is a highly dramatic fan palm with immense blue leaves, which grows slowly but eventually achieves great heights. 


Selecting a palm for your landscape can be as adventurous and rewarding as you want to make it. There are some excellent books to browse through. An Encyclopedia of Cultivated Palms by Riffle and Craft, Palms Throughout the World by Jones and the ‘Bible’ of palm literature, Genera Palmarum by Uhl and Dransfield to name a few. A trip to the International Palm Society (IPS) web site would be well worth the visit at www.palms.org or you can contact them by mail at International Palm Society, P.O. Box 1897, Lawrence, Kansas 66044. There is also a very active chapter of the IPS, the Hawaii Island Palm Society. To contact HIPS, call Karen at 961-5023.


The best place in Kona to look at palms is the Sadie Seymour Botanical Garden; in Hilo, check out the Hilo Zoo, which has an outstanding collection; and on Oahu the three best gardens for palm viewing would be the Foster Botanical Garden or the Ho’omaluhia Botanical Garden or the Lyon Arboretum.

Once you have made your selection, whether common or rare, make sure to provide your planted palm with good drainage; plant in soil well amended with organic material, and fertilize regularly with a complete palm fertilizer. Palms enjoy a good mulch and most species are hardy enough that you can grow them without an arsenal of chemicals! 


Happy Palm Planting!

Garrett Webb is the owner of the wholesale palm nursery, Kalaoa Gardens LLC, located at the Leaping Bulldog Farm in the Keahole Agricultural Park. Appointments for viewing palms can be made by calling 325-6251.

