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S oothing color palettes. Imaginative furnishings. 
Fresh paint and new ceiling fans. Beautiful 
artwork. Plush linens. Creative design touches. 
And most of all, love, warmth and generosity. 

This is the story of how several interior designers, and 
volunteers from the Big Island community, came together to 
redecorate five sparse rooms to assist in the healing mission 
of Kokolulu Farm and Cancer Retreats in Hawi.

Like many great collaborative efforts, the passionate 
project started on a whim and a prayer. When at the beach one 
day, Diane Bobek, project designer for Fine Design Interiors, 
in Waimea, met the founders of Kokolulu, married couple 
Karin Cooke and Lew Whitney. She asked them what she 
could do to help their retreat. They invited her to tour the 
guest rooms, where Diane perused the “before” look of the 
five rooms. A seasoned designer, she knew she could really    

Healing Décor 
in Hawi

Cancer retreat gets Zen makeover by volunteer designers 

The all-volunteer design teams celebrated the grand unveiling of the 
new rooms on June 30, 2013. From left to right on staircase: Delphina 
Dorrance, Diane Bobek, Bernie Moore and Greg Dewar (not pictured, 
Christie Cash). Front: Karin Cooke and Lew Whitney, of Kokolulu.

Delphina Dorrance, owner of Blue Dragon in Kawaihae, led the redesign of one of the five 
rooms at Kokolulu Farm and Cancer Retreat in Hawi, decorating it with “upcycled” furnishings, 
stylish linens and original art.

An antique dentist’s chest is topped with Balinese 
pots filled with bamboo stalks from the property.

Kokolulu Farm and Cancer Retreats hosts guests 
from all over the world. A meditation temple and 
yoga room facilitates the practice of qigong, Reiki, 
meditation and more. 

Bamboo harvested from the property, which dries to a soft wheat color, enhances the organic ambience 
of the room. Designer Bernie Moore took photographs of plants at Kokolulu and asked her friend Lisa 
Remeny, of Florida, to apply the watercolor filter. They were enlarged by Office Max in Hilo, which 
offered a deep discount on the printing. 
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help give the rooms a lift. But where to begin?
“When I first saw the rooms, I wondered if 

I may be getting in over my head,” says Diane 
with a laugh. “I knew I couldn’t do it alone, but I 
thought of all the ways I could maybe make this 
work. That’s when I came up with the idea to make 
it a group effort with other designers and creative 
individuals.”

Almost immediately, the idea of creating healing 
aesthetics to help cancer patients attracted a cadre 
of creative professionals eager to donate their 
time and talents to improve the recovery spaces. 
Not only did they contribute their talent, they also 
donated new items, time, money, discounts and 
cast-offs that could be repurposed.

One team featured the talent of Bernie Moore, 
the charismatic owner of the former Local Color 
furniture boutique in Waimea, who was joined 
by Greg Dewar, general manager at Martin 
& MacArthur and retired Hollywood interior  
designer. They named their newly refurbished,   

side-by-side rooms the “Sweet Suites.” Blue Dragon 
Coastal Cuisine & Musiquarium owner, Delphina 
Dorrance, volunteered to remake another small 
room, while Diane took on the room adjoining 
Delphina’s. 

Christie Cash, innkeeper at Puakea Ranch, 
adopted the suite off the main residence.

“My goal was to create a simple, earth-toned, 
relaxed atmosphere for guests to unwind and feel 
peaceful in the rooms,” said Christie, who enlisted 
the help of Puakea Ranch staff for the makeover. 
“It’s a ‘less is more’ effect.”

 Adds Bernie Moore: “We aimed to create 
serenity, in a light and airy style. We ‘up-cycled,’ 
which means taking something old and making it 
better.” 

Despite the varied approaches and styles of 
the design teams, the final look of all five rooms 
somehow flows perfectly together. 

“We worked on the rooms in our spare time, so 
we didn’t really know what each of us were   

Laughter therapy is practiced at Kokolulu Farm 
and Cancer Retreat. This whimsical wood 
sculpture is one of many artworks donated by 
area artists.

The Aloha spirit abounds at Kokolulu Farm and 
Cancer Retreat in Hawi.

The design team of Bernie Moore and Greg Dewar asked friend Rick DeLorey to transform ordinary 
bunk beds through the simple art of paint. Fabric artist Susan Steinbeck of New York, a longtime 
colleague of Bernie’s, contributed the hand-painted bedding and textiles. 

Diane Bobek’s room features contributions from Loretta Johnston of Lormax (cushions/pillows); Shirley 
Wagner, ASID, (linens and furnishings); Kona Coast Upholstery (Sumbrella fabric); Window World O‘ahu 
(sheer draperies); Peggy Chesnut (woven window coverings); and Plantation Interiors (bolsters).

Hilo artist Fred Sorriano 
donated carved stone 
sculptures for the garden. 

Visitors at the grand unveiling were invited to name the 
guest rooms.

The revamped entry porch of the main residence, with 
Buddha statue, welcomes those seeking a respite from 
the demands and stress of living with cancer.  

Bernie Moore’s 
husband, 
Scott Knowles, 
painted the 
walls with 
paint provided 
by Home 
Depot of Hilo. 
Steve Real, 
Jonathon 
Brooke, Cal 
Sushi and 
Don Bobek, 
of Mauna Kea 
Screens, also 
pitched in 
with the room 
remodels.

Diane’s clients, Rita Parker and Linda and Marty Ellison, made possible the purchase of the 
armoire. Puako resident Raymond Schmidt contributed his photo art. Randy Ring of Red Water 
Construction built the platform beds “on a moment’s notice and while he was on vacation” says 
Diane Bobek.
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Name: RAILING SYSTEMS OF HAWAII 
Width: 4.7383 in 
Depth: 5.25 in 
Color: Black plus three 
Ad Number: 000077595r1 

Name: LAMBRECHT WOODWORKING INC 
Width: 4.7383 in 
Depth: 5.25 in 
Color: Black plus three 
Ad Number: 000077632r1 

Name: James E. Vecchio 
Width: 4.7383 in 
Depth: 5.25 in 
Color: Black plus three 
Ad Number: 000077376r1 

Name: Island Plaster & Drywall 
Width: 4.7383 in 
Depth: 5.25 in 
Color: Black plus three 
Ad Number: 000077612r1 

creating,” reveals Diane. “We were terrifically  
surprised when the rooms were unveiled and 
we saw how nicely they blended, even though 
everyone did their own thing.” 

The teams had only a one-month window to 
complete their design work, she adds.

Lew and Karin credit the hands and hearts 
of many contractors, helpers and interior 
designers, plus discounts and gifts from clients, 
local businesses and generous individuals, all 
of whom contributed to a successful result. 
The designers believed they achieved the goal, 
which was to lighten, declutter, “Zen-ify” and 
make peaceful the surroundings that would help 
enhance healing for the cancer retreat guests. 

Everyone involved felt the rewards of giving. 
“We were honored and humbled to be a part of 
the project,” Bernie says. 

Situated on seven acres, Kokolulu is an 
organic enclave where guests with a cancer 
diagnosis can learn research-based, integrative 
techniques that help them take a role and  

responsibility in their own process and recovery. 
Qigong, breathing techniques, Reiki, biofeedback, 
exercise, laughter therapy and nutrition (“food as 
medicine”) are among the practices offered. 

The guest rooms accommodate four to eight 
people for a five-day, residential retreat that is 
available at no charge to Island residents. 

Additionally, the Dorrance Family Foundation 
has committed to match half the cost of the 
$25,000 temple renovation if Kokolulu can 
raise the other half. The temple is offered 
to community groups free of charge. (For 
information, contact Lew@kokolulu.com).

Karin, an RN for 45 years, is thrilled with the 
new guest rooms. 

“What’s been done here in the rooms is 
palpable; you can feel the calm,” she says. “The 
energy, mana, and chi manifested from the 
physical efforts of so many people working 
together will bring healing and tranquility 
for those affected by cancer. That’s beyond 
wonderful.” AH

The soothing palettes and warm ambience echo the vibes of healing and recovery. Window World Hawai‘i 
provided and installed blinds and draperies in all rooms. Flowers came from Jean Hallingstad, of Island Style 
Interior Plants and Flowers, in Kailua-Kona.

The design teams worked with old items already present on the property. The armoire was Delphina 
Dorrance’s brainstorm: Old wood cabinet doors are stacked and assembled horizontally to create the sides 
and back of the piece built by Mike Faust.
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