
Hawaii’s Kona-Kohala coast is shockingly beautiful, with turquoise water set off by black lava
fields, and palm-tree lined lagoons filled with green sea turtles. Celebrities, billionaires and the
descendants of brand-name families own luxurious homes amid the golf courses and beaches that
line this 35-mile stretch, which runs along the northwest side of the Big Island from Kona up
through North Kohala.

But beneath this paradisiacal surface lies a host of disturbances both natural and man-made. The
island is home to five active volcanoes, two of which are expected to erupt again in our lifetime,
says Carolyn Parcheta, a geologist with the Hawaiian Volcano Observatory. The 2018 eruption of
Kilauea Volcano on the other side of the island periodically covered the west side in volcanic
smog, or “vog”—air pollution caused by noxious emissions like sulfur dioxide gas. Thousands of
earthquakes occur here every year (most very small), and the threat of tsunamis is continuous. On
high-surf days, some beaches all but disappear.

“A lot of people who own properties here have no clue. They just come to play golf and leave,”
says Rick Oliver, an agent with Clark Realty who says he always mentions the lava zones to
potential buyers—even though no one ever asks him about it.

Human disputes have also accelerated in this once-remote corner the island, as the wealthy and
mega-wealthy jostle for their piece of paradise. In September, Four Seasons Hotels and the
Hualalai Resort entered into a mutually agreed upon settlement to pay $2.1 million to end a
lawsuit by a homeowner unhappy with rising guest fees and other restrictions, while the Mauna
Kea Beach Hotel is in the middle of a dispute with its homeowners over a subdivision of the
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Hawaii’s Kona-Kohala Coast
The area’s luxury real-estate market experienced a rebound in growth in 2019. But disturbances both
natural and man-made have left this once-remote corner of the Big Island on shaky ground
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property.
A recent
ban on
short-
term
rentals in
many
areas of
the Big
Island is
causing
havoc
for some
vacation

homeowners outside the resort areas who had anticipated rental income from their hefty
investments.

WHERE LAND MEETS WATER

For Mansion’s annual waterfront issue, a look back at stories centered on islands.

Click here
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Despite all of this, after a dip in 2018 that real-estate agents believe was in part a reaction to
Kilauea’s eruption, the high-end home market came roaring back. While most homes on the Big
Island are modest in scale, reflecting its primarily working-class population, the Kona-Kohala
coast is a different planet: 29 properties sold for over $5 million last year, up from 17 in 2018,
according to Jake Chancer, an agent with Mauna Kea Realty. The strongest demand is for new
and newly renovated houses, says Tom Loratta, a broker with Pinkert & Loratta Hawaii Luxury
Properties. Gregg Todd, president of GM Construction, says that, after only building three new
homes in 2018, he is currently working on 10 new home projects.

1 of 26

Luxury Homes in Hawaii’s Priciest Paradise

These houses on the Big Island’s Kona-Kohala coast feature ocean views and lots of
amenities.

In November, Doug Prevost, an orthopedic surgeon from Anchorage, bought a 3,500-square-foot, fully

furnished house in the Mauna Lani resort. JOSHUA FLETCHER FOR THE WALL STREET JOURNAL
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Of the seven Kona-Kohala coast properties that sold for around $10 million or more in 2019,
public records indicate that the most expensive was a $25 million purchase in November by a
trust connected to Ron Fowler, executive chairman and co-owner of the San Diego Padres, of a
six-bedroom, six-bathroom, 7,876-square-foot house at Kukio. He declined to comment. In
December, Japanese businessman Hideki Tomita paid $16.5 million for a two-story, four-
bedroom, 9,250-square-foot villa with a private pool right on the beach next to the Westin Hapuna
Beach Resort.

Here is a rundown of what is happening at the resorts along the Kona-Kohala coast:

Kukio Resort
LLaavvaa  ZZoonnee::  44

Privacy and exclusivity are paramount at this gated, member-owned residential community and
equity club just south of Hualalai. There is no hotel, which limits exposure to outsiders. Renters
are barred from accessing the Golf & Beach Club.

Kukio currently has 282 members, with a membership cap in the low 300s, and home prices start
at around $5 million. Home buyers can apply for acceptance in the Golf & Beach Club when they
buy a house; membership includes access to a golf clubhouse, beach club, bars, restaurants, ocean

According to the United States Geological Survey, the lava zones on this map, ranked
from 1 through 9, represent a scale of decreasing hazard as the numbers increase, based
on the probability of coverage by lava flows.
ILLUSTRATION: JASON LEE
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sports, a full-service spa, and two Tom Fazio-designed courses. If owners don’t apply at the onset,
acceptance isn’t guaranteed. Cost to enter the Club includes a $300,000 membership deposit,
along with annual dues of $64,000.

Like many other Kukio residents, David Boschwitz lived in Hualalai first. Now that home—a
7,612-square-foot contemporary with a bathtub carved out of a single piece of marble–is for sale
for $11.495 million while he builds a home here. Mr. Boschwitz, an attorney, says he likes
Kukio’s restaurants better; he also likes that Kukio is member-owned, which gives homeowners
more of a voice.

Last September, Michael LaFetra bought a seven-bedroom oceanfront home for $15.99 million.
Mr. LaFetra, who lives in Los Angeles and owns a film-production company and an architectural
restoration firm, said the risk of tsunamis and volcanic eruptions didn’t impact his decision at all.
“That would be like worrying about an earthquake happening in L.A.,” he says.

It was among members of Kukio that the idea arose for what is called the Kona Shuttle, a private
flying club that runs from the Oakland Airport. Members in resorts along the coast get 60 twice-
weekly first-class, round-trip flights, and agents say there is a waiting list.

Hualalai Resort
LLaavvaa  ZZoonnee::  44

Hualalai is one of the island’s most coveted resorts—with the fights over its amenities to prove it.
Adjacent to the spot where a tsunami decimated nearby Kona Villages in 2011, Hualalai includes
a Four Seasons hotel and is owned by Michael Dell of Dell Technologies and Rob Walton, former
chief executive of Walmart. Mr. Dell, whose 18,500-square-foot home is in Kukio, is often

This house is listed for $11.495 million.
PHOTO: HANS KLETT
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spotted on the golf cart path between the two areas, according to homeowners and real-estate
agents. Messrs. Dell and Walton didn’t respond to requests for comment.

Ana Eschenbach and her husband Carl Eschenbach, a partner at Silicon Valley venture firm

Jeff Werner built this home for $5 million in 2016.
PHOTO: JOSHUA FLETCHER FOR THE WALL STREET JOURNAL

AROUND THE BLOCK

Some of the wealthiest people in the world own houses on the Kona-Kohala coast. Here
are a few owners at three of the resorts.

Hualalai

Charles Schwab, founder and chairman of the Charles Schwab Corp.

George R. Roberts, co-founder of leveraged buyout firm Kohlberg Kravis Roberts & Co.

Roberta Buffett Bialek Elliott, Warren Buffett’s sister, established the Berkshire Foundation

Kukio

Godfrey Sullivan, former CEO of Splunk

Lawrence Probst, chairman of Electronic Arts

David L. Anderson, managing director of Sutter Hill Ventures.

Mauna Kea

Sanford Robertson, founder of Francisco Partners

•

•

•

•
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•
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Sequoia Capital, bought a recently built, 5,000-square-foot home here for $7.5 million last March.
Ms. Eschenbach says she knows five families from the Bay Area who also have homes there,
which can be “good and bad.” “People always want to talk about work here. It’s the nature of the
beast. It impedes on family time,” she says. The couple chose Hualalai because there was more to
do for their three teenage children. Plus, owning a house with its own pool gives them a place to
hide when they want to.

Homeowners who belong to the Hualalai Club get access to several private clubs, a private golf
course, a sports club and spa, a tennis club—for a $250,000 initiation fee and a $47,000 annual
fee. The fees don’t end there: In 2016, a homeowner sued Hualalai’s owners after the resort raised
certain guest fees for unaccompanied guests, which includes renters, to $250 a person at peak
times. There was also unhappiness about rules blocking renters from chaise lounge chairs at
certain swimming pools and requiring advance dining reservations. In the settlement announced
in September, the resort agreed to pay $2.1 million in fees and to reduce the daily peak-time guest
fee to $200 for a three-year period.

Jeff Werner, a designer from San Francisco, built his 5,000-square-foot home for $5 million four
years ago and rents it for $4,500 to $7,500 a night. He didn’t participate in the lawsuit because he
says he understands the resort needed to protect space for its hotel guests. He says he finds it
amusing that the status question at Hualalai is “Do you rent?.”

Steve Boone, a retired Ford dealership owner from Olympia, Wash., bought a 2,600-square-foot
villa with sweeping ocean views for $3.55 million in November, 2018, and then renovated the 22-
year-old unit for about $600,000, including putting in a new kitchen. “We feel so fortunate to be
here,” he says.

Mauna Kea Resort
LLaavvaa  ZZoonnee::  88

Built by Laurance S. Rockefeller in 1965, this was the first resort on what was once a vast stretch
of lava fields. One big draw is its natural beach—some others are man-made—which is a perfect
crescent of white sand.

Last May, Thomas Ryan paid $1.65 million for a 1972 ranch house—one of the original ones—
and is replacing it with a 4,100-square-foot contemporary that will cost about $4 million and
should be done in two years. Mr. Ryan, an interior designer from Los Angeles, says he was turned
off by Hualalai’s lawsuit and an atmosphere he described as “too rarefied.” He says Mauna Kea
felt more old school. His neighbors range from people in their 80s, who have been going to the
Mauna Kea since they were children, to couples in their 40s.

Membership in the Mauna Kea Resort, which includes the neighboring Westin Hapuna Beach
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Resort, ranges from $7,000 to $25,000 a year for homeowners and allows access to the beach
chairs, the pool, the golf course and the tennis and fitness center. Club members don’t have to be
homeowners, which makes this resort less exclusive than others. Mauna Kea owners can rent their
homes, and renters have access to the club facilities (and don’t pay extra fees) as long as the
homeowners maintain a certain level of membership.

Mauna Kea isn’t conflict free: A recent move by the resort to subdivide a prime piece of land led
the Mauna Kea Community Association to appeal the county planning board’s approval of the
subdivision. The homeowner’s association President John Pedicini says the latest development
plan he saw included 9 new homes in an area called the luau grounds, between the hotel and the
tennis courts. He says homeowners, many of whom grew up on the resort, cherish the area. “We
are just looking for information. We want to have a seat at the table,” says Mr. Pedicini.

Craig Anderson, the resort’s vice president of Operations, says there is no confirmed plan to share
with the homeowners. “It’s not us who would build something,” he says. “It would be a
developer.”

Sandy Robertson, founder of Francisco Partners who bought a lot right on the ocean in Mauna
Kea for $3 million and built a house in 2004, says development there is inevitable, but that he
thinks “they will get it right.”

Kohanaiki Community
LLaavvaa  ZZoonnee::  44

One of the newest entrants is Kohanaiki, an invitation-only private club community on 450 acres
that markets itself as “at the foot of the lava flows.” It launched sales in 2013.

It was the 67,000-square-foot clubhouse which includes a movie theater, bowling alley, spa, sushi
restaurant and lap pool, along with the “comfort stations” on the golf course that offer drinks and

The Mauna Kea Resort was built by Laurance S. Rockefeller.
PHOTO: MAUNA KEA BEACH HOTEL
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ice cream, that drew Debbie Dennis. She and her husband, Douglas Dennis, a Denver-based
reconstructive orthopedic surgery specialist, bought an acre for $5 million and built a 6,500-
square-foot home with five bedrooms and a pool for another $4.7 million. “We know everyone
here,” she says, adding that her grandchildren love the activities.

Social interaction—but not networking—is the atmosphere Kohanaiki wants to project, says
Chuck Cary, the resort’s vice president for sales and marketing. He says the activities staff and the
organized events, such as the New Year’s Eve party, are particularly popular. What also makes
Kohanaiki different from other Big Island resorts is that owners can only rent to other owners,
reducing the incursion of outsiders. It is also the area’s newest super high-end resort, which means
buyers can get just-built houses from $2.95 million to $20 million. (They can also buy lots and
condos.) Kohanaiki’s membership initiation fee is $150,000, yearly annual membership dues are
$35,000 and there is a homeowner’s association fee of $12,000 a year.

There is a drawback to being so new; the landscaping hasn’t had time to grow lush enough to hide
the resort from the main highway, and there are many undeveloped lots, allowing (in some areas)
sweeping views of the Costco located 5 miles north of the property. “We will develop those
away,” says Mr. Cary.

A spokesperson for Kohanaiki says Costco isn’t viewable from a majority of the property.

Mauna Lani Resort
LLaavvaa  ZZoonnee::  RRaannggeess  ffrroomm  33  ttoo  88

This 3,200-acre resort, which includes two hotels—the Fairmont Orchid and the newly renovated
and rebranded Mauna Lani Auberge—is known for being a low-key, family area and a hub for
destination business meetings.

‘We know everyone here,’ says Debbie Dennis, adding that her grandchildren love the
activities.
PHOTO: JOSHUA FLETCHER FOR THE WALL STREET JOURNAL
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Of the roughly 1,800 homes and villas, less than 2% of the owners are full-time occupants. The
priciest property here sold for $10.5 million in 2017. Entry level condos start at around $400,000,
according to Clark Realty’s Mr. Oliver.

In November, Doug Prevost, an orthopedic surgeon from Anchorage, bought a 3,500-square-foot,
fully furnished house here with a pool and an ocean view location for $5.1 million; he rents it out
when his family isn’t there for $1,750 to $3,000 a night, depending on the time of year. Also in
November he sold the first house he bought, a 2,500-square-foot detached house in a gated
community, for $1.5 million. Dr. Prevost, who plans on retiring in his new house with his wife
Marcie Prevost, says the volcanoes don’t worry him.

Anthony Giuffre, his wife and four children made 15 visits to the Mauna Lani area, staying in a
different condo each time, before they bought three places last year: a four-bedroom, three-
bathroom bungalow with a swimming pool for $1.8 million; a three-bedroom, three-bathroom
townhouse for $1.1 million and a 1,100-square-foot, one-bedroom condo for $850,000. Mr.
Giuffre says he knows a good value ratio for real-estate investments when he sees it: He runs
multiple real-estate funds with a total of 10,000 units in Canada. When his family isn’t staying
there, he rents out the homes for $400 to $800 a night, depending on the season and the house. As
of now, the townhouse is rented for all but six weeks in 2020, and the bungalow only has 10
weeks available. Mr. Giuffre says he’s already getting rental inquiries for 2021.

As for the lava zone issue? “I didn’t even consider it,” he says

Doug Prevost bought a 3,500-square-foot, fully furnished house here with a pool and an
ocean view location for $5.1 million.
PHOTO: JOSHUA FLETCHER FOR THE WALL STREET JOURNAL
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Write to Nancy Keates at nancy.keates@wsj.com
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SHARE YOUR THOUGHTS

Would a home’s proximity to volcanic activity dissuade you from buying it, even if it was
surrounded by paradise? Let us know in the comments below.
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