Ho‘opono Farms owner David
Horsman (left) with Chef
Wesley Holder in a field
of sunn hemp.

A chef makes the
rounds in search of
the island’s best bounty
By Bonnie Friedman
Photographs by Ron Dahlquist
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t’s the modern culinary mantra: Buy the
best, freshest ingredients available—
local, when possible—and keep the preparations simple. Every chef chants it. Chef
Wesley Holder does it. The executive sous
chef at Pulehu, an Italian Grill, at the AAA Four
Diamond Westin Ka‘anapali Ocean Resort
Villas has cultivated relationships with West
Maui farmers and other trusted vendors to get
the best of the fresh. “Classic Italian ideas with
modern twists” is how he describes his food.
And he’s proved that Italian plays well in paradise, serving more than 4,000 dinners a month
at his sleek, modern 130-seat restaurant.
Like many Maui chefs, Holder works
directly with large-scale purveyors—his ingredients come to him. He agreed to take AAA
Hawai‘i on a shopping trip for restaurantquality ingredients at his local farmers market, a specialty store, and Maui’s “island-size”
local warehouse store.
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Open Wednesdays, 8–11 a.m.
Honoapi‘ilani Highway and Napilihau Street, Lahaina.
facebook.com/napilifarmersmarket
pened for business just a year and
a half ago, this small market—a few
tables with goods from independent
vendors put together by operator Steve
Phillips—packs a powerful punch for
its size. At the Ho‘opono Farms table,
Holder examines an Heirloom Noire, a
small black-and-green tomato, chosen
from a box of small rainbow-hued orbs.
“The part that faces the sun is black,”
Holder explains. “When the tomato
ripens, the green part turns bright red—the part that doesn’t face the sun. Amazing!” He
then carefully cuts open the tomato to reveal a membrane surrounding what looks like
caviar. “It has that full-on solid mouthfeel like uni [sea urchin],” he says excitedly.
Ho‘opono supplies a few West Maui restaurant chefs with carrots, peas, eggplant,
arugula, and, of course, tomatoes. The farm, located above the Ka’anapali Beach Resort
area, is also a living, hands-on laboratory for schoolchildren to learn where their food
comes from and about sustainable agriculture. Ho‘opono is closed to the public, but its
produce is often available at the Napili and Launiupoko farmers markets.
Next, Holder stops by Phillips’ tables, which are brimming with kale, bok choy, collard
greens, herbs, papaya, even duck eggs. Holder’s chef’s attire, big personality, and
awesome handlebar mustache attract a small following at the farmers market. Several
folks seek his advice. “How do you tell if this is ripe?” asks a tourist holding an avocado.
“It should be slightly soft to the touch,” Holder answers. “How do you know when this is
ripe?” inquires another, holding up a green pineapple. Holder takes the green fruit from
him and, in his other hand, holds out a golden yellow one. “Nature pretty much tells you.”
He has another suggestion: “Talk to the farmers. They grow it. They pick it. They’ve got
the inside track.” And then there’s common sense: “If it smells like it should taste, if its
color is the color it’s supposed to be, that’s pretty solid evidence.”

142 Kupuohi Street, #F-7, Lahaina. (808) 661-4912; mauiprime.com
small, well-appointed store filled with
fish, shellfish, imported meats, poultry,
cheese, dressings, sauces, pasta, and wine,
all in home-cook sizes, it’s as retail “gourmet”
as it gets on Maui. Attentive, knowledgeable
service is also a hallmark. William Hawkins,
the director of operations, welcomes Holder
with a sample of bright green Castelvetrano
olives. “I use them in one of my mahimahi
preparations,” Holder says. “I get my
chickens and ducks here, too, and mussels,
clams, oysters, and all kinds of specialty food items like quail, bison, and pork cheeks. You
could also make a fine antipasto or charcuterie platter from what they sell here.”
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