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If you have visited Fiji, you’ve likely come across 
a particular souvenir: a rectangular block of wood 
etched with the words, “I’m on Fiji time. No hurry, 
no worry.” Those few words sum up the spirit 
of the islands, where a relaxed feeling reigns 
and a sense of community, of inclusivity, invites 
guests to experience its traditions and customs 
first-hand. Indulging in lovo, a traditional feast 
cooked in an underground barbeque, tastes a 
treat; presenting an island chief with kava root—as 
is customary upon visiting Fijian villages— is an 
honour; participating in Fijian dance, and later, a 
kava ceremony bonds. So, it is little wonder that 
years ago this ethos rubbed off on visitors to the 
South Pacific and Polynesia who, upon returning 
home, used it as inspiration to launch the concept 
of a “tiki” bar, which we’ve come to know is based 
more on island kitsch than anything authentic. And 
that’s okay, because we can’t all escape to paradise 
on a whim, and if retreating into an illusion filled 
with colourful cocktails served in a bar covered 
with exaggerated maritime motifs is all in good fun, 
what’s not to love?  

Legend has it that back in the 1930s an Ernest 
Raymond Beaumont gantt (apparently a bootlegger 
in the months before Prohibition ended) had set 
off from America to explore Asia and the South 
Pacific. He returned home inspired by the island 
culture and opened a bar in Los Angeles, near 
Hollywood Boulevard, which he called Don the 
Beachcomber. To re-create that tropical feel, he 
sheathed it in bamboo, strung it with glass baubles 
and fishing nets, and filled the space with rattan 
furniture, hanging plants, and wooden carvings. 
The word “tiki” comes from the terminology used to 
describe a Polynesian god, the first man on earth, 
usually carved into wood or stone, observed as a 
form of worship. In the context of tiki bars, however, 
his namesake has come to encompass everything 
from the colourful porcelain cocktail mugs to the 
colourful concoctions they are filled with.

It’s still unclear who came up with the signature 
tiki cocktail—the Mai Tai. Some say it was Don the 
Beachcomber, who created the “Zombie,” and 
others attribute it to the founder of tiki bar chain 
Trader Vic’s, Victor Bergeron, who is said to have 
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switched a few of the Zombie’s ingredients and 
revamped the drink to a “Mai Tai.” In his 1947 book, 
The Trader Vic’s Bartender’s guide (Revised), 
Bergeron went on the record about the origins of 
the cocktail, writing: “In 1944, after success with 
several exotic rum drinks, I felt a new drink was 
needed. I thought about all the really successful 
drinks—Martinis, Manhattans, Daiquiris, all basically 
simple drinks… I took down a bottle of 17-year-old 
rum. It was J.Wray & Nephew from Jamaica—
surprisingly golden in colour, medium bodied, but 
with the rich pungent flavor particular to Jamaican 
blends… I took a fresh lime, added some orange 
curacao from Holland, a dash of rock candy syrup, 
and a dollop of French orgeat for its subtle almond 
flavor… I added a generous amount of shaved ice 
and shook it vigorously by hand to produce the 
marriage I was after. Half the lime shell went into 
each drink for colour and I stuck on a branch of 
fresh mint.” That night in his Oakland bar, he served 
the cocktail to a couple of friends—friends from 
Tahiti—Eastham and Carrie guild. “Carrie took one 
sip and said, ‘Mai tai roa ae.’ In Tahitian, that means, 
‘Out of this world, the best.’ Well, that was that. I 
named the drink Mai Tai.”

Although the identity of the drink’s maker is up 
for debate, what cannot be disputed is that the Mai 
Tai has since taken over cocktail menus around the 
world. You can order it at Don the Beachcomber, 
which has existing locations in Huntington Beach, 
California and Kailua-Kona, Hawaii, or Trader Vic’s 
Emeryville, California. Sadly Trader Vic’s closed 
its last remaining location in Los Angeles, in the 
Beverly Hilton, in 2017. But don’t despair, those 
traveling to Los Angeles can still jump on the tiki bar 
trend, which is enjoying a resurgence. Our picks of 
places where you can enjoy a laid-back afternoon 
sipping on a Mai Tai with a side of island kitsch are 
as follows.
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CLIFton’s CAFEtERIA
This multi-storey restaurant and bar is exactly the type of tropical 
escapism one welcomes after pounding the pavement of that 
urban jungle otherwise known as downtown LA. Its lower level 
features a fabulous buffet reached by first walking through a 
store filled with tiki mugs, tiki glassware, and other curiosities. Of 
an evening, head to level 3, home to the Pacific Seas, for a tiki bar 
immersion filled with fish tanks, Polynesian paraphernalia, and 
thatched everything.
648 South Broadway, Los Angeles, CA 90014. Open Thurs through 
Sunday. The various bars keep different hours. Check cliftonsla.
com

kAHUnA tIkI
Located in the NOHO Arts District, this sushi and tiki bar was 
created to share the aloha spirit of Hawaii. Come for the island 
ahi poke, stay for a few Mai Tais.
11026 W Magnolia Blvd, Los Angeles, CA 91601. kahunatiki.com 

tIkI no
Described as a Valley staple for those in need of a tiki fix, Tiki 
No is neighborhood watering hole that makes cocktails in an 
“environment that will take you back to the origins that Don the 
Beachcomber and Trader Vic envisioned decades ago.” Try 
their version of a Zombie cocktail, made with aged Jamaican 
rum, Puerto Rican golden rum, guyanan overproof rum, fresh 
grapefruit, fresh lime, falernum (a sweet syrup with flavours of 
almond, ginger, vanilla), cinnamon and a dash of grenadine. 
4657 Lankershim Blvd, North Hollywood, CA 91602. tikinola.com

Lono
This chic tiki bar takes its tropical interiors to Instagram levels. 
Come with a group of friends and share the Scorpion Bowl, a 
grand mix of rums with a hint of cognac, lemon, orange & orgeat. 
Order the Kauai fried chicken for good measure. 
6611 Hollywood Blvd, Los Angeles, CA 90028. lonohollywood.com  


