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One of Hawai‘i’s most traditional local 
foods began with a dozen longhorns. 

Beyond the iconic pineapple. 

First trees were planted 200 years ago.
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Roy’s steamed 
onaga sits in a 
pool of Chinese 
sizzling soy 
with shimeji 
mushrooms.
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ours before residents wake up to start their 
day, hearty paniolo (cowboys) are saddled and 
prepared to corral thousands of first-grade 
cattle. Seemingly endless manicured pastures 
roll smoothly up and down along the foot-

hills and valleys of Waimea. Without glimpses of blue water, a 
person could easily mistake the area for grazing meadows in Texas. 
Modern day life is out of sight here and out of earshot, with only 
the cacophony of birds and sing-songy groans from cows to be 
heard. It’s hard to believe that the production of the country’s 

highest quality beef has been a two-century 
tradition on the Big Island of Hawai‘i for 
almost as long as King Kamehameha I had 
united the Hawaiian Islands. Out of the 12 
thriving ranches that produce grass-fed beef 
on this island, Parker Ranch is the largest and 
most steeped in history. 

Livestock operations manager George 
“Keoki” Wood is humbled to work for a 
company that has been at the forefront of 
cattle production since its birth.  

“When you work for a 165-year-old 
company, it’s important to think about all 
the work that has gone into it before you,” 
Wood says. “Keeping that tradition alive is 
not only critical to the ranch’s identity but 
Waimea’s identity and the beef industry on 
the Big Island.”

The tradition of Big Island beef began 
with a mere dozen longhorns. In 1793, 
British Captain George Vancouver present-
ed his gift of cattle to King Kamehameha 
I. Intrigued by his new gifts, a kapu (ban) 
was quickly placed on hunting cattle and it 

was not lifted for 36 years, allowing the herd to exponentially 
grow. It wasn’t until a young energetic ship clerk, named John 
Palmer Parker, befriended his majesty and was commissioned 
to cull the herds after showing his singular American musket. 
As he became close to the royal family, Parker soon married 
Kamehameha’s granddaughter, Kipikane, and thus the dynasty 
of Parker Ranch — and its dedication to promoting and main-
taining a sustainable environment — was born. 

“Hawaiian culture has always had an appreciation for food and 
where it comes from,” Wood says. He credits Native Hawaiian val-
ues as the central force to producing their high-quality beef com-
pared to their Western counterpart of mass-production companies 
which, Wood asserts, have since “lost their appreciation for food.”

Sprawled across 133,000 acres of land, nearly 17,000 cows 
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are carefully raised on an abundance of green grass and a sys-
tematic watershed program. Deemed to be amongst the largest 
ranches within the United States, Parker Ranch is dedicated to 
keeping their cattle grass-fed, an invaluable asset to the pros-
perity of the ranch environment.

“A happy cow is happy meat,” Wood says. “We believe a good 
habitat is good for the cows and ultimately good for the environ-
ment. It’s just part of our production process as a whole.” 

While approximately 5,300 cattle are shipped each year to 
the Mainland, the majority of them are sold “on the rail” to 
Hawai‘i Beef Producers on the Hāmākua Coast and Kulana 
Foods in Hilo.

“Hawai‘i has always participated in the farm-to-table move-
ment,” says Kulana Foods sales manager Tom Asano, who has 
seen the steady growth of the beef industry over the years and a 

recent spike in the past two. 
“Big Island beef,” he says, “is different to the 

recent ‘trends’ in the fast-paced world of the restau-
rant industry. We haven’t changed, just the popular-
ity in general has gotten out. Customers are starting 
to become more aware of what they eat.”

KTA Superstores meat department buyer Jeff Ikeda 
purchases Kulana Foods’ Hawai‘i Island Grass-Fed 
Beef and works closely with Asano in distributing 
the highest quality beef and meats. Ikeda has seen the 
popularity of Big Island beef by having to create twice 
the amount of space on his meat shelves.

“I used to buy boxes,” quips Ikeda, gesturing with 
his hands to show what the two-foot long single box of 
meat used to look like. “Now I buy carcasses.”

Ikeda says the increase in business is due to custom-
ers becoming more conscious of their health, as well as 
a conscious concern of where their dollar goes.

While continuing the legacy of producing Big 
Island beef, Wood, Ikeda and Asano are all proud to be a part of a 
tradition that remains true to Native Hawaiian culture and values. 
Those values, affirms Ikeda, means “no waste.” Especially when it 
comes to our economy and helping local businesses thrive.

“The tradition of local food in general is important,” Ikeda 
says. “It keeps our money here. (Big Island beef) helps the 
rancher, the stores and everybody down the line.”
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