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Lifetime achievement award goes to Roselani
‘Most prestigious award’: Ice cream company began in 1970s
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Roselani Ice Cream, with a three-generation Maui ice cream-making history that traces back to the 1930s, has captured the "most prestigious" 2015 TASTE Award from the Hawaii Food Manufacturers Association.
The Wailuku company will be awarded the Governor's Lifetime Achievement Award in June, according to a news release from the 38-year-old nonprofit organization that provides resources and expertise to the $900 million Hawaii food manufacturing industry.
The award is described in the news release as the "most prestigious honor" presented by the association and is given to a company, organization or individual that has an established history of distinguished service, has made a lasting contribution to the food manufacturing industry in Hawaii and has exhibited leadership and provided inspiration to others in the industry. The inaugural winner last year was Menehune Mac, a Honolulu-based chocolate and candy maker.
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Haupia is the best selling Roselani Tropics retail brand, with Kona Mud Pie right behind.
Maui Soda & Ice Works photo
Maui Soda & Ice Works is a food service beverage supplier that was formed in 1888. It is best known for the Coke line, which it once bottled, and is the parent company of Roselani, a premium ice cream. In 1932, Maui Soda Manager Manuel Nobriga began making ice cream from scratch for local ice cream parlors. He eventually became a major stockholder in Maui Soda, which today continues to be run by the Nobriga family.
Cathy Nobriga Kim, grandchild of Nobriga and general manager of Maui Soda, continues the ice cream-making tradition at Roselani. Through the years, Maui Soda has produced ice cream under the Dairymen and Meadow Gold labels.
Kim said her grandfather, who learned ice cream making from books, had a good taste for ice cream.
"For him, everything was about tasting before it went to market," making sure it was up to his standards, Kim said.
"He was good at it, and he used to smoke, too," she said.
Kim worked a couple of summers in the ice cream department and would observe her grandfather and father, David "Buddy" Nobriga, making ice cream. The family ice cream-making torch was passed to her when her father approached her one day and told her, "I want you to do ice cream."
"So, I did," Kim said.
She didn't start at the top; Kim said she learned the different facets of the business from the bottom up, beginning with sales. Eventually, she took an ice cream-making course to get the latest information on the industry. What she learned was that her grandfather and father "knew what they were doing," they just were not using the jargon of the ice cream-making industry.
"They did it in the simplest of terms, and they passed it on to me in the simplest of terms and we continue to do it in the simplest of terms," said Kim. "It's not rocket science."
Roselani was launched in the mid-1970s using flavoring houses, manufacturers of ingredients who offered a carton design. By the late '70s, the Nobrigas found that scoop shops were serving coconut, pineapple, macadamia nut flavors of Roselani - for which the flavoring houses didn't have cartons and were unable to mix.
What really cinched the decision to produce the ice cream locally was Kim finding ice cream made by another brand with the "exact same carton as me" in a store freezer.
"Gee, this is going to cause some confusion," she recalled thinking.
So, they formed Roselani Tropics in 2000. The ice cream was poured into generic rectangular brick cartons with the ingredients printed on them. They had to label the flavors by hand, placing stickers on four sides of the cartons. There was a lot of pulling off label backings and sticking, she recalled.
Roselani suffered a setback in 1989 when a fire ravaged the ice cream-processing room, which was built in 1898. The fire took four hours to extinguish and caused an estimated $200,000 damage. Flames got into the ceiling and damaged the old freezers. Kim recalled processing being down for about a week, then going back to old methods - used by her grandfather - to start making ice cream again.
In 1997, the company made a multimillion-dollar plant expansion, and two years later began statewide distribution "very, very slowly," Kim said. The company started with Star Markets; added Foodland and other independent chains, such as KTA and Times; then finally expanded to Safeway, Whole Foods and Wal-Mart.
Last year, Roselani sold 198,000 gallons of mix, which made about 250,000 gallons of ice cream, Kim said. Not all of the mix is turned into ice cream at the Roselani plant on Lower Main Street; Roselani sells a fluid mix to some hotels.
On the retail side, Haupia, described as coconut pudding ice cream, is the top seller, with Kona Mud Pie, with coffee ice cream, mocha fudge sauce and choco cookie pieces, close behind. On the commercial side for hotels and restaurants, the top seller is vanilla and Hawaiian Vanilla Bean with the vanilla provided by Hawaiian Vanilla Co. on the Big Island.
And in a nod to her grandfather, Roselani makes Poppa's Classic Chocolate. "It doesn't get any better than my Grandpa Manuel's recipe," the Roselani website says.
The company continues to look for growth in new markets and with new flavors. Roselani officials have talked about expanding to the Mainland, but they are looking for the right manufacturers. Roselani would need to be made by processors on the Mainland. That would cut shipping costs, and Roselani would not have to spend money expanding operations and shipping in more ingredients, said Kim.
Roselani is looking for a manufacturer who will make Roselani "with the same heart as we do," not just mass-produce the product, she said. So far, the company has not found the right match.
Kim continues experimenting with new flavors.
"It is the fun part," Kim said about ice cream making. "It is a never-ending battle."
Unlike larger companies, Roselani does not have a research-and-development department, she said. The company has been known to test new flavors at the Maui Fair and trade shows.
Market tastes have changed, too, with more attention paid to organic and healthy foods. Kim says it's the customer's decision whether to consume a tasty treat with high fat content or not.
"If the choice is to indulge, that is their choice," Kim said. "We are not here to do this for them. We are not putting ice cream in their mouth."
The maker of exotic varieties, such as haupia, mango 'n cream and Pauwela Sunrise, said that her favorite flavor is plain vanilla.
"You can purchase a carton of vanilla and dress it up any way you please, depending on your mood," she said.
Maui Soda and Roselani are "very honored and grateful to receive this award," she said while lauding her workers. "It inspires us to continue innovating and adding new island flavors and contributing to our surrounding community."
"We congratulate Roselani Ice Cream on this prestigious award," said Byron Goo, president of Hawaii Food Manufacturers Association's board of directors. "It's well deserved given all that the Nobrigas and their employees have contributed to our local food industry over the last century. It's also wonderful to see how the company has evolved to broaden its scope over the years and expand its business as it has passed through generations."
Roselani will receive the award June 6 at the Pomaika'i Ballrooms at the Dole Cannery on Oahu. Other products and individuals who have demonstrated exceptional performance, innovation and contribution to the manufacturing industry and the community will also be honored.
* Lee Imada can be reached at leeimada@mauinews.com.
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