
Kanile‘a ‘Ukulele Celebrates 20 Years Of Handcrafted Music
B Y  PA I G E  TA K E YA

K anileʻa ʻUkulele’s 
staff of 21 produc-
es between 2,400-

3,000 handcrafted instruments 
each year. That’s no small 
feat — so as the company 
celebrates its 20th anniversa-
ry, it’s strange to realize that 
it all began as, well, a hobby. 

Kailua-born Joe Souza had 
loved singing and perform-
ing with the ʻukulele since 
childhood. But in his teens, 
he started to wonder how the 
instrument actually worked. 
He took building lessons 
from luthier Peter Bermudez 
in 1991, and maintained the 
hobby after marriage to wife 
Kristen (also of Kailua). 

“They opened their first 
shop at their home, in the 
garage,” said Lina Langi, who 
runs public relations and mar-
keting for Kanileʻa. Joe was 
the builder, and Kristen man-
aged finances.  

Things have grown quite a 
bit since then — the company 
now operates out of a factory 

in Kāneʻohe (and the couple 
now live in Heʻeia). But Souza 
has always been good about 
maintaining his roots while 
still looking to the future.  

“He keeps one foot in 
Hawaiian tradition,” explained 
Langi, who detailed how 
Souza will fly to Hawaiʻi 
Island or Maui to inspect the 
responsibly sourced wood, and 
air-dry wood instead of using 
a kiln.

“He has his other foot in 
technology,” Langi continued. 
“What is another way to bend 
these sides? What is the better 
way to create a fret bar?” 

She adds that rival build-
ers sometimes will attend 
Kanileʻa’s weekday tours 
(which start at 10:30 a.m.) to 
get a glimpse of Souza’s brac-
ing system — and he’s happy 
to share what he knows with 
anyone interested. 

“(Tour attendees) learn 
everything: from how we 
acquire our logs, the milling 
process, the drying process, 
how we cut, how we create 
— they meet all the different 

craftsmen at their particular 
stations — how we apply fin-
ish,” Langi said. “We’re com-
pletely transparent when we 
come to our build because we 
want (people) to know what 
it takes to make this ʻukulele.

“When you’re seeing an 
ʻukulele as a toy, people don’t 
understand that this is a viable 
instrument that artists around 
the world, not just in Hawaiʻi, 
make their living playing and 
teaching.” 

To celebrate 20 years in 
business, Kanileʻa ʻUkule-
le has a slate of activities 
planned, culminating in a 
blowout concert in September. 

Up next, the company is a 
sponsor of the seventh annu-
al ʻUkulele Contest and Hula 
Show, and ʻUkulele Picnic 
in Hawaiʻi, coming up Feb. 
10-11. Kanileʻa ʻUkulele 
also launches its first KU 
Competition for talented ̒ uku-
lele players age 18 and under. 

For more information about 
the company or contest, visit 
kanileaukulele.com or call 
234-2868.

(Above) Dwight Kaleohano, Frank 
Bortmas, Keenan Kawamata, Peter 
Santos and co-owner Joe Souza show 
off the assembly area of Kanile’a 
Ukulele’s factory in Kāne’ohe. (Left) 

Kaiko‘o Victor installs a nut on the 
neck of a new Kanile’a ‘Ukulele 
during the final stage of construction. 
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Kailua Glass – Richard’s Shop
779-7264 (c)

261-1476 (f)
201 Kapaa Quarry Pl.

Bldg. 30-D
Kailua
www.kailuaglass.com

GLASS & MIRRORS
FOR ALL YOUR NEEDS!

(custom sizes – cut to order)

Lic #BC-27653 • Lic #BC-14660

Over 15,000 Satisfi ed Customers
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Serving Hawaii for 
Over 30 Years

Over 150,000 Windows 
Installed in Hawaii

19%OFF
in All Styles ESTIMATES

FREE

263-1252 / 456-4892 / 396-0971 • 593-2000
tropicalwholesale@hawaii.rr.com • www.twoahu.com

Windward Leeward Honolulu

Visit Our Showroom:
1351 S. BERETANIA 
HONOLULU 96814

Hawaii’s Only Locally Owned Window Company

Your Source for Camping
and the Backyard

• Tent • Tarps • Stakes • Tables
• Grills • Stoves • Torches • Lanterns

• Charcoal • Propane and Fittings
• Coolers • Repellants

45-552 Kamehameha Hwy., Kaneohe
247-2175, ybs.hi@hawaiiantel.net

Open 7 days a week

For Quality Service & Repair
at a Price That’s Fair

HOURS: MONDAY-FRIDAY:  8-11AM & 1-5PM

ELECTRICAL • BRAKES • A/C • ENGINE REPAIR
DIAGNOSTIC

AUTO REPAIR

DAMAGE FREE TOWING
LOCK OUTS • GAS DELIVERY • FLAT TIRES
RECOVERY SERVICE • LIGHT TO MEDIUM

DUTY TOWING

46-167 Malina Place • Suite #2 • Kaneohe, HI 96744

247-2544 (REPAIR)  |  235-2544 (TOWING)


