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Her hands elegantly dance upon the air, 
tracing movements reminiscent of her rich 
heritage in the art and practice of hula. A revered 
international and Kaua‘i cultural presence, 
Puna Kalama Dawson epitomizes the essence of 
aloha whether formally teaching or cozy at home. 

“Aloha is the characteristic of mankind−to be 
kind−and to build relationships between one 
another. We must understand we cannot exist in 
this world alone, and find the common threads 
that we share in the global family,” Puna 
describes passionately.

Puna is a shining community figure, and is 
pivotal in supporting numerous programs, events 
and organizations that celebrate diversity and 
Hawaiian cultural values. From seed exchanges 
to surf meets and festivals to sacred ceremonies, 
Puna brings a gift of ancient Hawaiian wisdom 
and a family lineage that traces back through 
many island generations.

With what Puna describes as an “inherited 
appreciation,” she humbly acknowledges that 
her upbringing created the foundation for the 
person she is today. As one of 11 children, she 
grew up on the windward side of O‘ahu, where 
her parents were strong believers in education 
and preserving the Hawaiian culture. Hawaiian 
values, practices, language and music were a 
daily staple in their home. 

“If we weren’t doing hula, we were at the 
ocean.” Puna says smiling. 

The ocean was instrumental in her upbringing, 
and translated to an understanding of the impor-
tance of the environment in which we live. Puna’s 
father, Charlie, was committed to preserving 
his ancient Hawaiian heritage, and served as an 
influential cultural cornerstone for his children. 

As a practitioner of lua (Hawaiian martial arts), 
Charlie was ahead of his time and was especially 
avid about the food eaten by his family. 
Consequently, he grew or caught all of the 
nourishment for the household. Puna recalls her 
father saying, “the ocean is our icebox and the 
land our breadbasket−take care of both!” 

Puna explains how the core Hawaiian founda-
tions of hula, lua, and huna were instilled in her 

upbringing, and practiced in all expressions of 
life. In Hawaiian thought, all three balance one 
another−like an equilateral triangle−and serve as 
the foundation by which all things exist. Hula is 
often referred to as the feminine aspect, lua the 
duality and male counterpart, and huna the 
spiritual energy that underlies and binds all three. 

These elements are embodied in Puna’s strong 
family heritage, and she describes how her 
mother, father, and maternal grandmother are 
the embodiment of these Hawaiian principles. 
Her mother and father personified hula and lua, 
and her grandmother, the essence of huna. 

The meaningful role of family is a belief that 
Puna holds dearly. She expresses, “Family gives 
value to the life that you are, and the life that you 
lead. I was brought up to understand that we will 
always be in service to one another. True aloha 
begins at home, and being appreciative of the 
people who nurture you.”

Given the family heirloom name 
keikilaniwahinealiiopuna by her grandmother, 
Puna comes from a family lineage of strong-
willed and passionate wāhine (women). Her 
mother, Aunty Lani, was a practitioner and 
teacher of hula (Hawaiian dance), and began 
traveling internationally in 1965 to spread her 
message, In the Name of Aloha. These travels 
were initiated when Aunty Lani saw a history 
book depicting the Hawaiians in an erroneous 
fashion, which motivated her to voraciously 
represent her native culture. 

Aunty Lani continued to share In the Name 
of Aloha until she passed in 1997, and then 
Puna’s brother Kai undertook this international 
endeavor. Finally, Puna took the reigns in 2007, 
and continues to share this family kuleana 
(responsibility) today. 

With passion, Puna explains the philosophy 
that she and her mother shared: “We need to go 
out there and influence the thought. We come 
with no separation, and look for the similarities 
that align all cultures. We all need to take care 
of each other−that is mālama. In doing this we 
become ma‘a, familiar and comfortable, and 
create a global family.”

KUMU PUNA  KALAMA DAWSON
Emanating the Heart of Aloha

Written by Amber Nightingale
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Puna’s message of aloha has been shared globally−
notably in Germany, and for over 20 in Japan. One 
avenue for this sharing has been through ‘exchanges,’ 
which allow individuals (and children) 
to be immersed in another culture. Th is creates 
appreciation that builds trust and promotes global 
friendship. In 2015, In the Name of Aloha will 
celebrate its 50-year anniversary. 

“Whatever happens in one part of the world will 
defi nitely aff ect us here−we are all part of one world. 
Let us build these bridges of friendship that will 
blanket the earth,” Puna describes sentimentally. 

Serving as a dignifi ed representative of the 
Hawaiian culture, Puna has also been instrumental in 
various gatherings worldwide in the name of peace 
and reverence for the ancients. Gatherings with the 
International Council of Th irteen Indigenous Grand-
mothers, the Five Continent Gatherings of Peace 
and the Hawaiian Medicine Wheel Ceremonies are 
included among these. 

As one of the founders of Kanuikapono Charter 
School, Puna delights in her work with the keiki 
(children) and kumu (teachers), and recognizes they 
play an important role in creating this global 
family. She admits that the keiki “clean, clear hearts 
and unconditional love” brings her overfl owing 
happiness. She counts her blessings for having these 
opportunities. 

Since 1989, Puna has been an admired hula teacher 
on Kaua‘i. Always a fundamental part of her life, 
the teachings are ageless and span the range from 
novices to expert practitioners in her global hālau 
(school of hula) family. Babies in the womb 
and kūpunas alike all benefi t from her gift of hula.

Puna has been involved in spearheading numerous 
community organizations. A former president of 
both the Canoe Association and the Mokihana and 
Emmalani Festivals, she was also a founding member 
of Leadership Kaua‘i and the Kaua‘i Planning and 
Action Alliance (KPAA)− just to name a few. She 
embraces and is active with numerous community-
centered projects that benefi t the welfare of the Kaua‘i 
community at large−especially in the areas of 
sustainability, education and health. 

Puna Kalama embodies a pure, Hawaiian essence 
and delights in sharing her ancient lineage while 
infusing the message of aloha from her heart to 
humanity.

“Like our forefathers, like our parents of the past, 
let us all help each other to be good parents of the 
future.”❖

Kumu Puna Kalama Dawson continued


