
Santa Claus Returns to Honolulu Hale
Honolulu City Lights will once again brighten the streets of downtown. 

Picture
Pear-fect

Contemporary cuisine matches modern 
mood at Chef Chai at Pacifi ca

CHOIR BOYS
Young voices perform 

holiday concert 

KAILUA LIVING 
New shop showcases  

chic local designs 

OAHU

Honolulu City Lights will once again brighten the streets of downtown. 

OAHU

DECEMBER 2013



City
Create your own family traditions 
and memories at one of Hawaii’s 
most treasured and beloved 
Christmas celebrations.
By Kristen Nemoto | Photos by Ron Slauson

FROM THE TOWERING monkeypod trees to the stoic facades of 
bland office buildings, the longtime tradition of the Honolulu 
City Lights will transform and bring back fond memories to 
those who have visited throughout the years.

Since its humble beginning in 1985, the Honolulu City 
Lights has attracted thousands of onlookers, who gather to 
not only see Shaka Santa and Tutu Mele dip their feet in the 
fountain one more time, but to revive a sense of a community 
that many look forward to all year round.
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Created in 2007 by 
the Honolulu Parks 
Department’s Alex 

Ching, this 10-foot-
tall, 40-foot-long 

train is inspired by 
Queen Lili‘uokalani’s 
locomotive: Lanakila.
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“I would have people come eight in the morn-
ing with their lawn chairs and sit right outside my 
window,” laughs Sheri Kajiwara, the City’s direc-
tor of customer services and coordinator for the 
Honolulu City Lights. “I would go outside and 
remind them that it all doesn’t start for another 10 
hours but they just smiled and said, ‘We know.’”

As a former volunteer and member of the 
Friends of the Honolulu City Lights, Kajiwara is ec-
static to see people continue to come each year. “Just 
like when my kids look forward to our camping trip 
in the summer, people get excited about the Hono-
lulu City Lights,” Kajiwara says. “It gives something 
for the family to all come out and enjoy together.”

Retired Honolulu City Lights coordinator 
Carol Costa credits former Mayor Frank Fasi for 
his idea to create “something special” for locals to 
attend and appreciate, and it didn’t require them to 
have to spend “an arm and a leg.”

“He really was a visionary,” says Costa, who 
lauds Fasi for bringing light to the once dark and 
dreary streets of downtown Honolulu. When Fasi 
was re-elected in 1985, Costa was assigned to help 
organize the first year of the Honolulu City Lights, 
which consisted of a “simple” 50-foot Norfolk tree 
decorated with golden balls, white doves and flood-
lights. Next the lights began to grow along King 
and Bishop streets, and soon created a mile and a 
half drive of pure Christmas bliss. It was an idea 
that Costa says was “intentional” since Fasi loved to 
take his children out to Fort Street Mall to see the 
Christmas lights during the holiday season. 

“He really wanted to bring Christmas 
back to downtown,” Costa says. “And today it’s 
become a place where families go and take their 
Christmas pictures by the tree or the Shaka 
Santa. It’s amazing how many families I’ve seen 

grow throughout the years and their kids are now 
bringing their own children to the sights. It’s re-
ally a great tradition.”

While nearly 80,000 people will be expected 
on the opening night of Dec. 7, Honolulu City 
Light’s designer and ornament creator Owen Ho 
looks forward to seeing the individual faces of kids 
who will walk through the Honolulu Hale to see 
all the lights and decorations for the first time.

“For them it really is like a fantasy,” beams Ho, 
who was the original creator of the Shaka Santa 
and snowman family. “I just love seeing the herds 
of families with their kids trailing behind looking 
at the lights. It makes you really appreciative of the 
hands that went into make this event possible.”

From firemen stringing up lights from their 
bucket trucks to policemen directing traffic for 
Shaka Santa and Tutu Mele to get delivered 
safely to Honolulu Hale, the success of the 
Honolulu City Lights has been made possible 
by the efforts of many selfless city employees 
and volunteers.

“Every city department does something to 
help with the whole project moving forward,” 
Kajiwara says. “I think that the Honolulu City 
Lights helps break down silos and is very invalu-
able for our city. It’s one element that pulls our 
city together and keeps us cohesive so when we do 
our jobs for the rest of the year we have contacts, 
we’ve built relationships and we have resources 
that we can turn to if need be.”

Although the event runs from Saturday, Dec. 
7 through New Year’s Eve, Kajiwara insists for 
everyone to come down during the opening tree 
lighting ceremony in front of Honolulu Hale with 
special guest Danny Kaleikini as the emcee.

“It’s almost magical when they count down 
and then turn the switch on for all the lights,” 
Kajiwara says. “That only happens that one time so 
I urge people to come and see it.”  

Following the tree lighting ceremony, there will 
be a concert at the Sky Gate stage, an electric light 
parade that will feature the City’s vehicles and a free 
picture-taking session with Santa; it’s a highlight that 
many of the keiki and parents look forward to.

“Oh the kids just love it,” Kajiwara smiles. 
“They have the best time in the spirit of Christmas 
and creating their own memories to remember 
and share. That’s the most important part of the 
Honolulu City Lights.” 
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BRIGHT LIGHTS (Clockwise from top) Visitors check out Shaka Santa and Tutu Mele outside of Honolulu Hale; local musician Anuhea entertains the 
Honolulu City Lights crowd during the 2012 festivities; and one of many City vehicles participating in the Honolulu City Lights parade.
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