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Everyone knows the Big Island of Hawai‘i has beaches and sunshine. But the island is so much more than its unbelievably good weather. It’s not hard to get off the beaten path here: the majority of the Big Island offers seclusion and adventure with easy access.


The Big Island of Hawai‘i is the newest island, geologically speaking, in the chain of islands that make up the state of Hawaii. While lava formed the island’s physical structure, it is the sugar plantation industry, established in the mid-1800s, that is credited for creating the Big Island’s culture, through bringing numerous immigrants to work the island’s land. Much of the island’s modern-day customs, from language (Hawaiian pidgin, or da‘ kine) to food (like the loco moco or Spam musubi) to clothing (the classic aloha shirt), reflect this merging of Chinese, Filipino, Japanese, Polynesian, Portuguese, and Mainland American cultures.


It’s sometimes hard to tell locals from visitors—the only real way to confirm a true local is by checking for the Locals brand slippahs (flip-flops) on someone’s feet. These preferred shoes, which anyone can pick up for $3.99 at nearly every grocery or drugstore, embody the Hawaiian notion of aloha, the laid-back way of life in Hawai‘i that attracts new residents and visitors every year. (Your first order of business when arriving to the island should be picking up a pair yourself.)
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large green sea turtle
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wooden statues of idols





Many visitors are beckoned by the Big Island’s warm weather and well-known spectacular landscape—including pristine Hapuna Beach, picture-perfect Waipi‘o Valley, and the lava flow jumping out of the crater at Hawai‘i Volcanoes National Park. Of course the island provides an array of activities for outdoor lovers, from horseback riding through paniolo (cowboy) country to surfing the popular Honoli‘i Beach Park; from night snorkeling with the manta rays in Keauhou Bay to stargazing at the Mauna Kea Observatory. And you’re never more than 10-20 minutes from a gorgeous beach.


The Big Island offers more than just one kind of experience: When the weather gets too hot seaside, drive upcountry to Waimea, the cool interior part of the island, where a fireside meal will be waiting for you. Or spend an early Sunday morning at one of the island’s numerous farmers markets adorned with tropical fruits, malasadas (Portuguese doughnuts), and food carts with mouthwatering huli huli chicken and kalua pork.


When your visit is over, say “a hui hou” (until we meet again). You’ll want to come back.
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view from inside a lava tube in Hawai‘i Volcanoes National Park
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Punalu‘u Black Sand Beach.
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swimming with dolphins









Planning Your Trip



What makes the Big Island so great is also what makes it so difficult for trip planning. Every nook and cranny of the island is unique, and it’s hard to not want to experience it all. The Big Island isn’t the kind of place where you can say, “Well, the beaches on the east side are probably the same as here.” They aren’t. And the interior part of the island is worlds away from the coast, while actually only being 15 minutes away. Don’t worry, though. Just take a deep breath—you can see it all.


Where to Go


Kona


Kona is dry, sunny, and brilliant—most visitors’ introduction to the island. When watered, the rich soil blossoms, as in the small artists’ enclave of Holualoa and South Kona, renowned for its diminutive coffee plantations. As the center of this region, Kailua-Kona boasts an array of art and designer shops, economical accommodations, great restaurants, and plenty of historical and cultural sites like Moku‘aikaua Church, a legacy of the very first packet of missionaries to arrive in the islands, and Hulihe‘e Palace, vacation home of the Hawaiian royalty. Kealakekua Bay, one of the first points of contact with foreigners, is also one of the best snorkel sites that Hawai‘i has to offer. Nearby is Pu‘uhonua O Honaunau National Historical Park, the location of a traditional Hawaiian safe refuge.
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The sun sets along Ali’i Drive in the beach town of Kailua-Kona.





Kohala


North of Kailua-Kona, otherworldly black lava bleeds north into Kohala. Up the coast is Hapuna Beach, one of the best on the island. In 1965, Laurance Rockefeller opened the Mauna Kea Beach Hotel near there. Since then, other expansive resorts have been added, making this the island’s luxury resort area, barren lava turned into oases of green. Peppered among these resorts are petroglyph fields left by ancient Hawaiians. As you travel north on Highway 19 it becomes Highway 270 and you’ll find yourself in the hilly peninsular thumb at the northern extremity of the island. The Kohala Mountains sweep down to the west to a warm and largely uninhabited coast, and to the east tumble into deep valleys cut by wind and rain. Several isolated beach parks dot the coast, and here and there are cultural sites, including a modern-day ruin at Mahukona Beach Park. The main town up this way is sleepy Hawi, holding on after sugar left. At road’s end is the overlook of stunning Pololu Valley.


Ka‘u


One of the best scenic drives on the island, the “underdeveloped” southernmost region of the island is primarily an arid coastal region with a few towns at the base of Mauna Loa and the recognizable Ka Lae, also known as South Point, the southernmost piece of real estate in the United States. Below the ranches, macadamia nut farms, and coffee fields are lovely beaches, some of which can only be reached by harsh four-wheel-drive roads like the Road to the Sea. Or skip the four-wheel driving and take an hour-long stroll to the Green Sand Beach, which truly has green-tinted sand (caused by olivine), or an easy paved drive to the Punalu‘u Black Sand Beach, where you’re almost guaranteed to see turtles lounging in the sand.
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Green Sand Beach





Hawai‘i Volcanoes National Park


The great lava fields that have spewed from Kilauea dominate the heart of Hawai‘i Volcanoes National Park. While miles of hiking trails crisscross the park, most visitors see it by car (but some by bike or by foot) along the rim drive that brings you up close to sights like the impressive Halema‘uma‘u Crater, the mythical home of Madame Pele, the fire goddess. Chain of Craters Road spills off the pali through a forbidding yet vibrant wasteland of old and new lava to where this living volcano fumes and throbs. Nights in Volcano Village can be cold, but you’ll be so distracted by watching the lava glow from the Thomas A. Jaggar Museum and then singing karaoke alongside park employees at Kilauea Military Camp that you’ll hardly notice the drop in temperature at all.


Puna


Puna lies south of Hilo and makes up the majority of the southeast coast. It is one of the last bastions of tropical old Hawaii, a place of independent-minded people willing to live on the edge and off the grid. While it once grew sugarcane, it’s now best known for anthuriums, orchids, and papayas. Recent lava flows cover this region. One embraced a forest in its fiery grasp, entombing trees that stand like sentinels today in Lava Tree State Monument. Another formed Cape Kumukahi in 1868, becoming the easternmost point in Hawaii. The Kapoho tide pools anchor the eastern end of this coast, and from there a string of ebony-black beaches dot the shoreline, including Kehena Beach, where on Sundays locals come to beat drums and sun their naked bodies. The coastal road dead-ends where it’s been covered by lava at the small village of Kaimu, and the more recent work of Pele can be seen behind the Pahoa transfer station where the lava flow of 2015 amazingly stopped just short of entering the town.


Hilo


Hilo is the oldest port of entry and the only major city on the island’s windward (east) coast. This is where it feels like old Hawaii. The city is one tremendous greenhouse where exotic flowers and tropical plants are a normal part of the landscape. The town boasts Japanese gardens, Honoli‘i Beach (the best place to watch surfing), the Lyman Museum and Mission House, the Pacific Tsunami Museum, and a profusion of natural phenomena, including Rainbow Falls and Boiling Pots as well as black-sand beaches on the east side of town. Drive 20 minutes west of town to the mesmerizing ‘Akaka Falls. As the focus of tourism has shifted to the Kona side, Hilo has become a place where there are deals to be had.
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Hamakua Coast, Waimea, and the Saddle Road


Hamakua refers to the northeast coast above Hilo, where streams, wind, and pounding surf have chiseled the lava into cliffs and precipitous valleys. The road north from one-street Honoka‘a dead-ends at the lookout at Waipi‘o Valley, the most spectacular and enchanted valley on the island. Upcountry is Waimea, the heart of Hawaiian cowboy country and home to the Hawaii Regional Cuisine movement. From Waimea one can traverse the island via the Saddle Road separating the mountains of Mauna Loa and Mauna Kea. Along the Saddle Road are long stretches of native forest, barren lava flow, and rangeland, plus a number of worthy spots for a stretch. From the Saddle Road, a spur road heads up to the top of Mauna Kea, where, at 13,796 feet, observatories peer into the heavens through the clearest air on earth. Heading south, another road zigzags up the slope to an atmospheric observatory, from where a hiking trail for the hale and hearty heads to the top of Mauna Loa.



When to Go



As with all of the Hawaiian Islands, the prime tourist season for the Big Island starts two weeks before Christmas and lasts until Easter. It picks up again with summer vacation in early June and ends once more in late August. Everything is more heavily booked and prices are higher. Hotel, airline, and car reservations are a must at this time of year. You can generally save substantially and avoid a lot of hassle if you travel in the off-season—September to early December and mid-April (after Easter) until late May. Recently, the drop in numbers of tourists during the off-season has not been nearly as substantial as in years past, indicating the increasing popularity of the island at all times of the year, but you’ll still find the prices better and the beaches, trails, activities, and even restaurants less crowded.


The weather in Hawaii is moderate all year round, and any time can be pleasant. Rains come and go—more so in winter—and are seldom sustained, so usually you can move a few miles down the coast to a sunny spot or wait for the warm breezes to blow away the clouds and dry things up.


While nearly all activities are available throughout the year, there are some exceptions. For instance, if you intend to see humpback whales, you must visit from late winter through spring, as these lovable giants of the sea are in Hawaiian waters only from December through April. Plenty of coffee is grown on the Big Island, and if you intend to view its harvesting and processing, it’s best to go from September through January when the bulk of that job is done.



The Best of the Big Island



The Big Island is big—at least in relation to the other Hawaiian Islands. While it’s possible to “do” the island in a few days, it is preferable to go at a more leisurely pace. The average visitor from the Mainland spends nine days on a vacation in Hawaii, and this time frame is a good choice for an all-encompassing Best of the Big Island tour. If you like to take it slow or build some beach time into each day, you can easily expand this itinerary to 10 or even 14 days.


Day 1


Fly into Kona, knowing that the bleak, black lavascape that you come in over will not be how the entire island looks (though it does appear as if you’ve landed on the moon). Pick up your rental car and, if you are staying in Kailua or Keauhou, head into town and take the shoreline route down Ali‘i Drive to your hotel. Settle in, have a look around the property, and take a leisurely stroll along the beach or on Ali‘i Drive after dinner in Kailua.


Day 2


Prebook a morning kayak tour of Kealakekua Bay and spend a few hours cruising around watching the dolphins or viewing (via snorkel or diving) a spectacular underwater world. Dry off and head to Pu‘uhonua O Honaunau National Historical Park and try to catch an extremely informative tour with a ranger. If you want to get back in the water, snorkel Two Step, located next to the national historical park, or the quieter Manini Beach. In the later afternoon travel uphill to the quaint town of Holualoa to peruse the galleries and eat dinner. Serious water lovers will want to book themselves on a night manta ray snorkel tour in Keauhou Bay. Those who want to remain dry can watch the manta rays (and the snorkelers) from happy hour at the Sheraton Kona Resort and Spa.


Day 3


Head to Ka‘u, where you’ll take a quick morning tour of the private lava tubes at Kula Kai Caverns. Then drive to the southernmost point in the United States of America, Ka Lae, also called South Point, where you can try out your amateur cliff-diving skills (it’s quite the drop to the ocean) or just GoPro others jumping into the ocean. From South Point, walk to Green Sand Beach—because where else are you going to see a beach with a green tint? Then drive to the Punalu‘u Bake Shop, the southernmost bakery (you’ll also pass the southernmost restaurant and southernmost bar), to fill your belly with multiple malasadas. Leave a little room and time for your visit to the Ka‘u Coffee Mill to sample coffee and macadamia nuts. Then get to Punalu‘u Black Sand Beach for a sunset you’ll share with a bunch of turtles hanging around the beach. Consider spending the night at one of several unique lodgings in Ka‘u (like a Buddhist temple or a vacation rental in Wood Valley) or drive back to your hotel in Kona.


Day 4


Wake up early! This is the day for Hawai‘i Volcanoes National Park. From Ka‘u it’s a 30-minute drive, from Hilo it’s an hour’s drive, from Kona it’s perhaps twice that. Make your first stop at the Kilauea Visitor Center for a quick introduction to the wonders of the park. For the best overall tour, travel the open sections of the Crater Rim Drive, stopping at all the marked sites. Be sure to spend time at the Thomas A. Jaggar Museum to learn more about the geology of the park. Pay your respects at Halema‘uma‘u Crater, the home of the Hawaiian goddess Pele, before heading down the Chain of Craters Road to experience the ever-changing landscape at the shore. Spend the night in Volcano Village so that you can come back at night for stargazing and to watch the lava glow (you’ll never forget it).
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If you’re lucky, Pele will be putting on a show while you’re at Hawai‘i Volcanoes National Park.





Day 5


Finally, a day at the beach. Travel to the southern part of Puna (about an hour from Volcano Village or Hilo) and leave your worries (and cell phone reception) behind. Follow the Red Road as it curves around the southeast part of the island, stopping for top-notch snorkeling at the Kapoho tide pools. Then warm up at the Ahalanui Beach Park warm ponds or the semisecret warm pond secluded in the trees of Isaac Hale Beach Park. If it’s a Saturday visit the SPACE market to catch an authentic glimpse of lower Puna’s culture while munching on raw vegan treats. If it’s a Sunday you’ll hear the drumming (and see the cars lined up) down the road from Kehena Beach. You’ll know you’ve reached the end of the road because it’s covered with lava (and your cell phone reception has magically returned). Take a leisurely walk out to Kaimu Beach to get a sense of what the area was once and to see how locals are replanting it to transform it back to its original glory. If it’s a Wednesday, end your day at Uncle Robert’s Awa Bar, home to a pop-up market and live music. Drive back to Volcano Village to sleep.




Historical Sites


While the entire island was inhabited by the Hawaiians, most of the readily accessible precontact and early postcontact historic remains are found on the Big Island’s dry side. The island is also home to unofficial modern archaeological sites—discarded machinery and buildings from the plantation days, mainly located on the Hamakua Coast.


KEALAKEKUA BAY STATE HISTORICAL PARK AND CAPTAIN COOK MONUMENT


Kealakekua Bay was the site of the first significant and sustained contact between Hawaiians and Europeans. While it started off well, the relationship deteriorated, ending in the death of many Hawaiians, Captain James Cook, and several of his crewmembers. Across the bay is a white obelisk memorial to Cook, marking the spot where he fell (click here).


KALOKO-HONOKOHAU NATIONAL HISTORICAL PARK


Just north of Kailua, this park contains many relics of an old Hawaiian community and is one of the largest concentrations of such relics in the state. Points of interest include a heiau, home sites, petroglyphs, and fishponds (click here).




[image: image]


Kaloko-Honokohau National Historical Park





HISTORICAL KAILUA


King Kamehameha lived his last years at Kamakahonu Beach, using Ahu‘ena Heiau for governing purposes. Later rulers built Hulihe‘e Palace, an escape from the affairs of state in Honolulu. Land was given to the first missionaries to put up Moku‘aikaua Church across the street from the palace (click here).


PU‘UHONUA O HONAUNAU NATIONAL HISTORICAL PARK (PLACE OF REFUGE)


South of Kealakekua Bay is the state’s best-known temple of refuge, a safe haven for wrongdoers, kapu-breakers, and defeated warriors in ancient times. Outside its walls is a reconstructed royal village site (click here).


PU‘UKOHOLA HEIAU NATIONAL HISTORIC SITE


In a prophecy regarding his domination of the islands, Kamehameha I was told to build a temple to the war god Ku. Sitting high on the hill overlooking Kawaihae Harbor, this commanding stone structure was the last large heiau built before the dissolution of the Hawaiian religious system (click here).


HAKALAU BAY


This untouched modern-day archaeology site is filled with the plantation-era ruins of Hakalau Mill, destroyed in the tsunami of 1946 (click here).






Day 6



Spend the morning on a walking tour of downtown Hilo. Visit the Lyman Museum and Mission House and don’t miss the Pacific Tsunami Museum, which tells the story of the two deadly tsunamis that wreaked havoc on this city in the mid-20th century. Stroll along Banyan Drive, walk through the bayside Lili‘uokalani Gardens, and then watch the surfers do their thing at Honoli‘i Beach Park or snorkel and people-watch at Richardson’s Beach Park. Natural sites only a few minutes from the center of town are Rainbow Falls and Boiling Pots. Hilo is a foodie town, so make plenty of time (and space) to eat at least several meals there (even if you just have one day). Excellent options include Paul’s Place Cafe, Ken’s House of Pancakes, Puka Puka Kitchen, and Sombat’s Fresh Thai Cuisine. Stay in Volcano Village or book a room in Hilo (they’re a great deal).
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Lili‘uokalani Gardens in Hilo





Day 7


The Hamakua Coast is deeply cut by “gulches,” and many waterfalls and scenic points abound along the shoreline. As you leave Hilo, turn off the main highway and take the Onomea Scenic Route, stopping at the Hawaii Tropical Botanical Garden or hiking down to Onomea Bay. Soon after, back on the highway, you’ll pass the turnoff for ‘Akaka Falls, which is really two falls, and a must-see sight for even non-nature lovers (it might convert you). Continue on Highway 19 toward Honoka‘a enjoying the top scenic drive on the island, but you might have to hurry to ensure that you get to Waipi‘o Valley in time for your afternoon horseback riding or ATV or carriage tour of the valley. If you’d rather do it yourself without the tour, take the nearly vertical hike down to the beach. Bring plenty of water and a good spirit. If you make it back up, travel 20 minutes to the “upcountry” of Waimea for dinner. The hardest part of your day will be deciding at which excellent restaurant to dine. If you still have energy, take yourself (and your loved one) dancing at the open-air Blue Dragon Coastal Cuisine & Musiquarium. It’s one of few places on the island where people get dressed up for a night out. Spend the night in Waimea or on the Kohala Coast.
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petroglyphs





Day 8


You probably need some rest by now so pick any one of the stunning beaches on the Kohala Coast and enjoy the morning basking in the sun. If you need a little adventure with your beachgoing, walk the Ala Kahakai National Historic Trail, sections of which are part of the historical King’s Trail linking together several beaches (some hidden because they don’t have easy access). Make a quick trip to the Hamakua Macadamia Nut Company on your way to the artist towns of Hawi and Kapa‘au. Make sure to eat at least a lunch or dinner (or both) in Hawi. This small town is a culinary mecca. Sweet Potato Kitchen is a real treat for the health-conscious eater. Where Highway 270 ends you’ll find yourself at Pololu Valley (the other side of Waipi‘o Valley). Hike down to the beach at the bottom if you have time (the hike down isn’t so bad, but the hike up is another story). In the later afternoon, take a self-guided or prearranged guided tour to the top of Mauna Kea for a sunset spectacle and for stargazing after sundown. Spend the night in Waimea or on the Kohala Coast.
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Mauna Kea





Day 9


This will be your last day on the Big Island and your last chance for another dip in the ocean or to pick up gifts before heading to the airport for your trip home.



Best Beaches



This is why you came to the Big Island: the fabulous beaches. Some of these beaches do take a little work to get to (either by a short walk or rough four-wheel-drive road), but to find such sheer beauty, sometimes you have to do a little work.


MAKALAWENA BEACH (click here)


It’s a bit of walk over a desolate lava field to the Makalawena Beach part of Kekaha Kai State Park, but the payoff is worth it: a nearly uninhabited white silky-sand beach, with truly nothing around you but sun and ocean.


MANINI‘OWALI BEACH (click here)


If a sweltering walk isn’t your idea of a vacation, no worries—Makalawena has a sister beach, Manini‘owali Beach, in the Kua Bay section of Kekaha Kai State Park. Remember, though, when you’ve got it this good (beautiful white-sand beach, great snorkeling and bodyboarding, close parking, bathrooms), it can get very crowded.


HAPUNA BEACH STATE RECREATION AREA (click here)


Locals swear that Hapuna Beach is ranked one of the top 20 beaches in the world. A smooth and wide white-sand beach that’s welcoming to swimmers, bodyboarders, and snorkelers, Hapuna draws huge weekend crowds—a good indication of just how nice this beach really is.


MANUKA BAY (click here)


The rough drive on the unmarked road to Manuka Bay will take you almost 45 minutes, but when you finally arrive, you’ll think that you’ve transported yourself to a desolate beach in Mexico. You’ve got a small beach shack behind you, crabs strolling around, and blue water all to yourself.



PUNALU‘U BLACK SAND BEACH (click here)



Easy to access, this black sand beach is popular with both tourists and animals—you’re almost certain to see turtles lolling in the sun here. Remember just to look and not touch.
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Halape beach
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Turtles are almost a guarantee at Punalu‘u Black Sand Beach.








HALAPE (click here)


Although the park borders the ocean, there isn’t very good access to it now, thanks to the lava flow that has essentially covered this area. One exception is Halape, an unspoiled beach with swaying coconut trees on the southern coast of the park. The bad news: The hike there is grueling. The good news: The park limits the number of visitors (you have to get a permit to camp there), guaranteeing that the beach will retain an untouched feel.


SECRET BLACK-SAND BEACH (click here)


If basking in the sun on a towel perched on the sand is your delight, then head to this small black-sand beach with hidden tide pools set behind a coastal forest. (It’s only a few minutes’ walk from the road, so this beach likely won’t remain a secret for long.)


RICHARDSON’S BEACH PARK (click here)


There are drive-up beaches galore on Kalaniana‘ole Avenue, all with something different to offer the beachgoer. This is one of the favorites for its shade, full facilities, and clear blue water perfect for swimming and snorkeling.


WAIPI‘O BEACH (click here)


You have to hike down a nearly vertical road before you arrive at the beach at Waipi‘o Valley, but with black sand and a waterfall (far) behind you, you can’t really argue with its appeal. Stay the whole day and explore the valley.


Best Outdoor Adventures


Surfing


KAHALU‘U BEACH PARK (click here)


Just a couple miles south of Kailua in Kona, this beach park is the ideal setting for the vacationing beginning surfer. Kids and adults practice their moves side by side without pressure to show off.


PINE TREES (click here)


Pine Trees is a classic surf spot that is a favorite among locals. Inexperienced surfers need not apply, but feel free to come watch. You’ll need four-wheel drive to get to this spot located behind the Natural Energy Laboratory of Hawaii Authority.


HAPUNA BEACH STATE RECREATION AREA (click here)


With an exposed beach break, which offers both lefts and rights, Hapuna Beach State Recreation Area is a reliable surf spot (though it can get crowded on weekends). The winter season offers the best time to surf here. Watch out for the riptide.


ISAAC HALE BEACH PARK (click here)


There is no sand at this rocky beach on Pohoiki Bay. The long rides and consistent wave size make this surf spot perfect for moving into and out of the break.


HONOLI‘I BEACH PARK (click here)


Even if you’re not planning on riding the waves, this is one of the best places to watch classic surfing. This is a hangout spot for locals, but they are friendly to non-locals, especially if you are a mindful paddler (watch out for others). Grab your shortboard and look out for the sharp rocks.


Hiking


CAPTAIN COOK MONUMENT (click here)


While it’s only a round-trip four-mile hike, this dirt trail is not an easy jaunt: It’s a steep, rocky moderate hike. A great trail run or sprint hike, you’ll know you’ve arrived at your destination when you see the white obelisk standing in front of Kealakekua Bay. Fun fact: The land surrounding the monument is technically British sovereign soil.


POLOLU VALLEY (click here)


This switchback trail is about three miles round-trip, but those miles are fairly vertical. The hike isn’t technically difficult and plenty of kids and those with bad (or new) knees have happily completed this journey. You’ll want to have your camera handy; the views of the valley are jaw-dropping and keep you inspired the entire way down (and back up again).
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Pololu Valley Lookout





KAHUKU SECTION OF HAWAI‘I VOLCANOES NATIONAL PARK (click here)


Filled with large old trees, native forest birds, and rare yellow-flowering ohia lehua trees, this section of the national park looks completely different from the park’s main section. Hike on your own or sign up for one of the free semi-monthly guided hikes.


KUMUKAHI LIGHTHOUSE (click here)


Kumukahi in Hawaiian means “new beginnings” or “the source”—it’s the easternmost point of the Hawaiian Island chain and the first place that air hits after it has traveled thousands of miles across the ocean, making for some of the purest air in the world. Walk east from the lighthouse over uneven lava to the ocean to find a tide pool with a lava roof.


WAIMANU VALLEY (click here)


The hike down to Waipi‘o and over the pali to Waimanu Valley is considered by many one of the top three treks in Hawaii. Come fully prepared for camping and in excellent condition to attempt this two- (or more likely three-) day hike.


LAKE WAIAU ON MAUNA KEA (click here)


Although this hike is short (less than 2 miles), make sure to acclimate to the altitude before embarking on this trek. At close to 13,000 feet above sea level, this sacred site is one of the highest lakes in the United States. If you time it just right, head back to the summit to watch the sunset above the clouds.




Underwater Exploration


The Big Island offers a range of snorkeling and diving experiences, from those that begin inches from your car door to those that require a hired boat to take you a little farther offshore. No matter how you arrive to your snorkel or dive spot, you won’t be disappointed by what is on display below.


MANINI BEACH


This is paradise: a grassy park, picnic tables, some shade, and views of the Captain Cook Monument in the distance—but that’s not even the highlight of a visit to Manini. This beach is a neighborhood favorite for its wide underwater spaces teeming with colorful fish. It’s the kind of spot that you’ll want to visit more than once (click here).
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Manini Beach is a prime snorkeling and kayaking location.





TWO STEP


It’s called Two Step because of the lava shelf that requires you to take two steps down into the ocean, which is filled with brightly speckled marine life. A great pick for the first-time snorkeler, the access to this spot is located right next to Pu‘uhonua O Honaunau National Historical Park. Bring your own snorkel equipment and lose your sense of personal space, as it can get crowded here underwater (with both people and fish) (click here).


PUAKO TIDE POOLS


One of the most developed fringing reefs on the island, this underwater nirvana offers some of the best snorkeling and diving on the island and it’s a bit off the beaten path. Bring your own equipment and look for submerged lava tubes and garden eels (click here).


KAPOHO TIDE POOLS


It’s like swimming in your own personal aquarium. This is the ultimate spot for beginners because the water is shallow here, but the more experienced swimmer/snorkeler can swim out to greater depths for more viewing opportunities. Wear water shoes and bring Band-Aids: the coral and lava rocks will cut your feet if you don’t pay attention (click here).


CHAMPAGNE POND


This crystal-clear, naturally occurring warm pond, heated by the volcano underneath, offers one-of-a-kind views of sealife. It doesn’t get too crowded here—it most likely will just be you lounging around with some sea turtles (click here).






MAUNA LOA (click here)



One of the most extreme hikes on the island (if not the most, due to altitude and weather) is the hike to the summit of Mauna Loa. This hike has two access points (the other is in Volcano near the park); however, it’s a shorter hike if you begin from near the Mauna Loa observatory on the Saddle Road.


Best for Families


You thought of leaving them behind on the Mainland, but in the end you were nice and brought the keiki (children) with you. Many resorts have keiki programs that occupy children throughout the day, but if you want to keep your kin close the Big Island offers numerous family-friendly adventures that will delight everyone involved (but no guarantees for that snarky teenager).


Lu‘au


It’s like a Lady Gaga concert meets a Broadway show. Yes, they are for tourists and are kitschy, but that doesn’t mean they aren’t fun. For the adults there is often an open bar and for the kids, craft-making activities, hula lessons, and that crowd favorite, temporary tattoos. The buffet dinner offers an opportunity to try local foods like lau lau (usually pork wrapped in taro leaves), but the menu also offers foods like french fries and chicken nuggets to satisfy even the pickiest of eaters. There is also a separate dessert buffet.
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lu‘au dance





Waterslides


Nope, there are no height limitations. Anyone can go on a waterslide—even if you’re six foot two. Not all the hotels have them, but the ones that do are in an informal competition with one another. The Sheraton Kona Resort and Spa boasts one of the best slides, and even better, it’s claustrophobe friendly. The same can’t be said for the slide at the Hilton Waikoloa Village—that one is enclosed.




Hotspots for Honeymooners


SUNRISES AND SUNSETS


Wake up before dawn and drive to the Green Sand Beach (click here) for sunrise—there is nothing more spectacular than watching the pink hues of sunrise spread across the greenish sand. Stop at Ka Lae (South Point) (click here) and make the literal big leap off the cliff together.


Watch the sun set at the Black-Sand Beach (click here).


Pack a picnic, blankets, and lots of warm clothes and drive the Saddle Road to Mauna Kea (click here)—sunset on top of the summit is mystical.


ON THE WATER


Take a sunset cruise, complete with a champagne toast, with Ocean Sports (click here).


IN THE WATER


Book a manta ray night dive/snorkel trip (click here) and hold hands underwater as you (and 30 other people) try to stay afloat in order not to accidentally kick a manta ray (much harder than you’d think).




[image: image]


manta ray night dive





Book a room at The Mauna Kea (click here), a midcentury modern paradise. Or play house (really upscale house) at Puakea Ranch (click here) and relax in the antique copper tub or your private pool.


Visit Kehena Beach (click here), where clothing is optional, or the secluded, jungle-like warm ponds in Isaac Hale Beach Park (click here), where you should definitely keep your clothes on (there are kids around!).


ROMANTIC CUISINE


For dinner and swing dancing, put something nice on and head to the Blue Dragon Coastal Cuisine & Musiquarium (click here).


Share a slice of macadamia nut pie at Hana Hou (click here).


Stop at the Volcano Winery (click here) for a tasting or private tour, and purchase a bottle of wine or mead.


Make a reservation at the Volcano House (click here) for a table near the window. Watch as the sun sets, the stars come out, and the night sky is set ablaze with the glow from the volcano.





Lapakahi State Historical Park


For an educational interlude, this site contains numerous stone remains that have been partially restored to better give a sense of this ancient coastal settlement. The self-guided tour is set up for families, and during the winter migrating humpback whales can be viewed from the park.


Ziplining


Swing through a tree canopy and then swim in a waterfall with Kohala Zipline. Tours range from three hours to a full day depending on how long you think you want to be strapped into a harness.


Eating Malasadas


Nothing brings a family closer together than sugar and, more specifically, doughnuts or malasadas as these Portuguese delights are called in Hawaii. Visit the Punalu‘u Bake Shop, the southernmost bakery in the United States, to satisfy your craving or become addicted to one of their many sweet breads.


Jumping Off a Cliff


Families that jump together, stay together. Travel to Ka Lae (South Point) and get your adrenaline going when you GoPro yourself leaping off the point 50 feet into the ocean. The jump and subsequent climb back up will surely be cause for some high fives, hugs, and possibly even kisses.


Kilauea Iki Hike


Start the day by getting your little one deputized as a junior ranger at the national park visitors center and then drive or bike to Kilauea Iki where you can walk across a once-molten lake of lava. It feels like you’re on the moon or the set of Game of Thrones. This four-mile route is rated moderate but well maintained and can by done by both keiki and grandma alike.


Thurston Lava Tubes


Continuing on the path from the Kilauea Iki Trail, you’ll arrive at these well-maintained open lava tubes. At twilight the tubes have a creepy, almost spooky feel to them. It’s a great place to tell a ghost story.


Maku‘u Market


From live music to food trucks to local food vendors, the atmosphere at the Maku‘u Market is always joyous. If you ever wanted to try a mangosteen or rambutan or buy old Nintendo games while listening to Hawaiian bluegrass, this Sunday market will become your happy place.


Plant a Tree


Ever since it was safe to return to this area after the Kalapana lava flow, locals have planted coconut trees into the earth in an effort to regenerate the landscape. Purchase a tree on your way to Kaimu Beach and leave the right kind of trace behind.


Pana‘ewa Rainforest Zoo


You can pretend that the petting zoo is only for kids, but really, adults love it too. The only tropical rain forest zoo in the United States, the spider monkeys are a crowd favorite.


Waipi‘o Valley Tour


The hike down an incredibly steep road isn’t for everyone—but getting in a van and riding down the very same vertical road is not only thrilling, but also suitable for everyone regardless of ability. The Waipi‘o Valley Shuttle tours the back of the valley, an area that most tourists don’t get to see, while the driver shares stories of Hawaiian folklore and life in the valley.


Horseback Riding


Sometimes family activities can happen at the same place, but separately. At the Dehana Ranch, you can drop the little ones off for Kids Camp at the ranch, while better-trained (in horseback riding) family members can pick from various rides through the ranch with photo-worthy views of Mauna Kea and the ocean below.
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public beach at the Four Seasons Resort
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surf rental shop on Kona beach.





Kona can feel like the hottest place on the island—and not just because of its warm temperatures.


There is always something going on in Kona, from frequent festivals celebrating everything from coffee and chocolate to beer and fishing, as well as serious nightlife, which locals will tell you means anything open later than 9pm. It’s no wonder that most visitors spend the majority of their time on the Kona side. Although Kona is talked about as if it were a city, it is actually a large district. From national historic sites to some of the best white-sand beaches on the island to nearly every ocean activity possible, Kona is a microcosm of what the larger island has to offer.


ORIENTATION


North of the Airport: North Kona


This is what you were imagining when you booked your trip to Hawaii: turquoise waters beside long stretches of white-sand beaches. Amazingly, there are several of these types of beaches within 20 minutes of Kona International Airport—and they are all open to the public! What might surprise you the most is that parts of this area look like a desolate moonscape. The landscape is made up of lava fields, and in recent years, the black rocks have become dotted with white stones that spell out names of favorite teams and loved ones. Don’t be thrown off by the lack of infrastructure in the area: The ocean and beaches lurking behind the lava fields are some of the most magical the island has to offer for those looking for white sands and astonishing underwater life.


South of the Airport


The small area south of the international airport looks a lot like anywhere else in suburban America. When giving directions locations in this area are referred to as near or around Costco, which is a beacon of light up above Hina Lani Street, or Target in the Kona Commons shopping center. You’ll likely use this area to get from one place to another and for its resource-laden shops, but don’t miss out on Pine Trees, one of the best surfing spots on the island.


Ali‘i Drive: Kailua and Keauhou


The heart of Kona, Ali‘i Drive is the north-south thoroughfare stretching from the Keauhou resort area (the south end) through downtown Kailua and ending in the north near where Highway 11 becomes Highway 19 (and the counting of the mile markers starts all over again—actually, it starts backward). Starting at the south end of Ali‘i Drive are a few larger resorts, like the Sheraton Keauhou Bay Resort and Spa and Outrigger Keauhou Beach Resort. Keauhou is one of only two big resort areas on the Big Island (the other is the Kohala Gold Coast). Since Keauhou is designed as a resort area, it is constructed so that a visitor never really has to leave its environs. The beach access here from the hotels and Keauhou Bay is rocky and the water can get rough. Most visitors use their hotel’s or condo’s pools and save a dip in the water for an evening excursion to view the manta rays that hang out in the bay.




Highlights


Look for S to find recommended sights, activities, dining, and lodging.


S Pu‘uhonua O Honaunau National Historical Park (Place of Refuge): Get a glimpse of ancient Hawaii at this safe haven for defeated chiefs and kapu-breakers. It’s especially magical at sunrise (click here).


S Kiholo Bay: Get off the beaten path at Kiholo Bay where a short 30-minute walk will take you to this pristine, rarely busy beach, a guaranteed turtle viewing spot, with great access to swimming and snorkeling (click here).
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S Kikaua Point Park Beach: Bring a picnic to this uncrowded beach—the water remains calm here, making it a perfect spot for kids (click here).


S Makalawena Beach: a favorite beach of many locals, this unspoiled beach is picture perfect with its white sand and turquoise water. There’s not much shade here, so bring your sunscreen and get ready for a day cooling off in the water (click here).


S Diving and Snorkeling: Because its reef is so close to the shoreline, nearly the entire coast presents ideal snorkeling conditions. The best spots are Kealakekua Bay and Pawai Bay during the day and Keauhou Bay at night for the manta ray sightings (click here).
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As you drive north you’ll pass by vacation rentals and crowded urban beaches. The downtown area, which is Kailua, is a combination of New Orleans and Key West. This is the area where the cruise ships dock (usually on Wednesdays), and you’ll see passengers running ashore to shop. At night there is street life on Ali‘i, so if you’re looking to go out on the town, this is where you go. Especially on the weekends there is music blasting from the bars overhead, local kids cruising and parking in their rigged-up trucks, and tourists strolling from shop to shop. There are many stores in the downtown Ali‘i section—but it’s a lot of the same T-shirt shops, jewelry stores, and tour agents hawking luau and kayak adventures.


Captain Cook Area: South Kona


Captain Cook is an actual town, named for the explorer James Cook, who in 1778 was the first European to have contact with the Hawaiian Islands. An obelisk dedicated to Cook adorns Kealakekua Bay at the spot where he was killed. There are several other little towns in the area, like Kainaliu and Kealakekua (all off Highway 11), but the area generally is referred to as Captain Cook or South Kona.


A visit to Kona would not be complete without spending as much time as possible in this area, where kayak trips and snorkeling adventures are plentiful and the beaches are easily accessible. If you are waterlogged and looking for some drive time, head to the main road for antiquing or to try one of the area’s several excellent restaurants.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


There is probably more to do in the Kona district than any other place on the Big Island, and the good news is nothing is actually that far from anything else. If there is no traffic, you can make it from the airport to the town of Captain Cook in about 40 minutes.


It’s best to treat the Kona region like a mini road trip starting in either the north or the south. Kealakekua Bay to the south should not be missed. The water here is perfection for nearly every aquatic activity, and there are abundant tours to choose from that will assist you in exploring the underwater grandeur. If you feel like staying dry for a bit, there are several nearby historic sites well worth exploring.


The bulk of your day’s activities will occur before lunchtime; early morning is great for kayaking, snorkeling, dolphin-swimming, and deep-sea fishing tours. The warm afternoons are a perfect time to relax on a nearby beach, such as Kikaua Point Park Beach or Manini‘owali Beach in north Kona. If it’s too hot out, head north up the hill to Holualoa, where the weather is cooler and the street is lined with art galleries. The late afternoon is the best time to hike to one of the beaches, like Makalawena, which requires some walking—usually over an open lava field.


Kona is one of few places on the island with nightlife. Many first-time visitors arrange to see a luau at one of the hotels or take a stroll on Ali‘i Drive to people-watch and enjoy live music.
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A Road by Any Other Name


Highway 11 and Highway 19 are the main routes in the Kona region. Highway 11 has several names: Kuakini Highway, Hawai‘i Belt Road, Queen Ka‘ahumanu Highway, Mamalahoa Highway. These names are sometimes used in addresses, but occasionally businesses simply use Highway 11. Highway 19 on some maps and in some addresses is also called Hawai‘i Belt Road, Queen Ka‘ahumanu Highway, and Mamalahoa Highway when it runs through Waimea. Remember that in Kailua town, Highway 11 and Highway 19 merge, and thus it is important to note which highway you are on when looking for the mile marker (i.e., there is a mile marker 100 on Highway 11 and another on Highway 19). Using the mile markers is a great way to gauge how far you must travel.





Sights


SOUTH OF THE AIRPORT


Kaloko-Honokohau National Historical Park


Looking to learn more about the lives of ancient Hawaiians? Kaloko-Honokohau National Historical Park (Hwy. 19 between mile markers 97 and 98, 808/326-9057, www.nps.gov/kaho, 8:30am-4pm daily, free) houses fishponds that highlight the engineering skills of ancient Hawaiians. These fishponds are home to birds migrating south for the winter as well as endangered Hawaiian stilts and coots. Take a walk around the fishponds to Honokohau Beach, where on any given day you’ll see plenty of sea turtles lounging in the sand. If you’re lucky you might also see a monk seal. Continue on the sand and visit the heiau (temple) that sits on the south end of the beach and then follow the well-marked trail back over the lava field to the visitors center near the restrooms and parking lot.
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Honokohau Beach





The park is serious about locking the gate at 4pm. Another option for accessing the park is through the Honokohau Harbor (on Kealakehe Pkwy. off Hwy. 19 between mile markers 97 and 98), where there is a parking lot and restroom area. Although this is a national historical park, quite a few people use it solely as a beach spot. It’s a nice enough beach, usually not that crowded and with calm waters, but it is at the small boat harbor and next to the airport, making the water a bit murky.


ALI‘I DRIVE: KAILUA AND KEAUHOU


Historic Kailua


In reality, Kailua proper extends farther than Ali‘i Drive, but commonly Kailua refers to the historic area, which is the north end of Ali‘i Drive with the shops. For instance, Ali‘i Drive is the location for the Hulihe‘e Palace—the last royal palace in the United States of America and where King Kamehameha spent his final days. If historic Kailua is truly what you are seeking, contact the Kona Historical Society (808/323-3222, www.konahistorical.org, khs@konahistorical.org). The society’s 90-minute tours are given only to groups of 10 or more, but if you are not part of a big group you can order online their Kailua Village Walking Map book ($10), which then must be picked up in person.


Body Glove Cruises offers historical lunch (800/551-8911, www.bodyglovehawaii.com, 1pm Wed., $98 adults, $78 children 6-17, under 5 free) and dinner cruises (4pm Sun., Tues., Thurs., Sat., $118 adults, $88 children 6-17, under 5 free) that will take you to some of the coastal historic sites; part of the proceeds from the two-hour cruise go to the Kona Historical Society. The price includes lunch or dinner, dessert, and complimentary cocktail (dinner only). It’s sort of a luau on the water—combining food, entertainment, and education with the promise of seeing dolphins and/or whales, depending on the season—and a good way to check lots of must-do activities off your list at once. Booking online through their website can save you 15 percent.


AHU‘ENA HEIAU


Directly seaward of Courtyard King Kamehameha’s Kona Beach Hotel (75-5660 Palani Rd.), at the north end of “downtown” Kailua, is the restored Ahu‘ena Heiau. Built on an artificial island in Kamakahonu (Eye of the Turtle) Beach, it’s in an important historical area. Kamehameha I, the great conqueror, came here to spend the last years of his life, settling down to a peaceful existence after many years of war and strife. The king, like all Hawaiians, reaffirmed his love of the ‘aina and tended his own royal taro patch on the slopes of Mount Hualalai. After he died, his bones were prepared according to ancient ritual on a stone platform within the temple and then taken to a secret burial place, which is believed to be just north of town somewhere near Wawahiwa‘a Point—but no one knows for sure. It was Kamehameha who initiated the first rebuilding of Ahu‘ena Heiau, a temple of peace and prosperity dedicated to Lono, god of fertility.


The tallest structure on the temple grounds is the ‘anu‘u (oracle tower), where the chief priest received messages from the gods while in deep trance. Throughout the grounds are superb kia akua (temple image posts) carved in the distinctive Kona style, considered some of the finest of all Polynesian art forms. The spiritual focus of the heiau was humanity’s higher nature, and the tallest figure, crowned with an image of the golden plover, was that of Koleamoku, a god of healing. Another interesting structure is a small thatched hut of sugarcane leaves, Hale Nana Mahina, which means “house from which to watch the farmland.” Kamehameha would come here to meditate while a guard kept watch from a nearby shelter. The commanding view from the doorway affords a sweeping panorama from the sea to the king’s plantations on the slopes of Mount Hualalai. Though the temple grounds, reconstructed under the auspices of the Bishop Museum, are impressive, they are only one-third their original size. The heiau itself is closed to visitors, but you can get a good look at it from the shore.


KAILUA PIER


While in the heart of downtown, make sure to visit Kailua Pier, which is directly in front of Ahu‘ena Heiau. Tour boats and the occasional fishing boat use this facility, so there is some activity on and off all day. Shuttle boats also use this pier to ferry cruise ship passengers to town for land excursions. More of these large ships make Kailua a port of call during the late spring and fall months than during the rest of the year, while interisland cruise ships make regular stops here throughout the week. When periodic canoe races and the swimming portion of the Ironman Triathlon competition are held in the bay, the pier is crowded with onlookers.




Your Best Day in Kona


• Visit Pu‘uhonua O Honaunau National Historical Park in the early morning when you’ll have the place to yourself.


• Join a guided kayaking tour of Kealakekua Bay, where you’ll be side by side with the dolphins and experience some of the best snorkeling on the island.


• After a busy morning, relax at the white-sand Manini‘owali Beach/Kua Bay in Kekaha Kai State Park (or any number of gorgeous white-sand beaches north of the Kona airport).


• In the late afternoon, cool off by heading up the mountain to gallery-filled Holualoa, also home of the fabulous Holuakoa Gardens and Café, where a dinner reservation is a must.


• Finish this long day with some bar-hopping or dancing on Ali‘i Drive.


RAINY-DAY ALTERNATIVE


It doesn’t often happen in Kona, but every once in a while you’ll catch yourself in less-than-perfect weather. If so, visit the Natural Energy Laboratory of Hawaii Authority (NELHA) for an indoor talk on natural energy technology and the efforts to generate such energy in Hawaii. A visit here includes a tour and tasting at an abalone farm.





MOKU‘AIKAUA CHURCH


Kailua is one of those towns that would love to contemplate its own navel if it could only find it. It doesn’t really have a center, but if you had to pick one, it would be the 112-foot-high steeple of Moku‘aikaua Church (75-5713 Ali‘i Dr., www.mokuaikaua.org, dawn-dusk daily). The highest structure in town has been a landmark for travelers and seafarers ever since the church was completed in January 1837. The church claims to be the oldest house of Christian worship in Hawaii: The site was given by King Liholiho to the first Congregationalist missionaries, who arrived on the brig Thaddeus in the spring of 1820. Much thought was given to the orientation of the structure, designed so the prevailing winds blow through the entire length of the church to keep it cool and comfortable. The walls of the church are fashioned from massive, rough-hewn lava stone, mortared with plaster made from crushed and burned coral that was bound with kukui nut oil. The huge cornerstones are believed to have been salvaged from a heiau built in the 15th century by King Umi that had occupied this spot. The masonry is crude but effective—still sound after more than 170 years.


Inside, the church is extremely soothing, expressing a feeling of strength and simplicity. The pews, railings, pulpit, and trim are all fashioned from koa, a lustrous, rich-brown wood that begs to be stroked. Although the church is still used as a house of worship, it also has the air of a museum, housing paintings of historical personages instrumental in Hawaii’s Christian past. The crowning touch is an excellent model of the brig Thaddeus, painstakingly built by the men of the Pacific Fleet Command in 1934 and presented to the church in 1975.



HULIHE‘E PALACE



Go from the spiritual to the temporal by walking across the street from Moku‘aikaua Church and entering Hulihe‘e Palace (75-5718 Ali‘i Dr., 808/329-1877, www.huliheepalace.com, Mon.-Sat. 9am-4pm, except major holidays). You can look around on your own or ask the staff for a tour, which usually lasts 45 minutes. Admission is $8 adults, $6 seniors, $1 students under 18. This two-story Victorian structure commissioned by Hawaii’s second royal governor, John Kuakini, dates from 1838. A favorite summer getaway for all the Hawaiian monarchs who followed, especially King Kalakaua, it was used as such until 1914. At first glance, the outside is unimpressive, but the more you look the more you realize how simple and grand it is. The architectural lines are those of an English country manor, and indeed Great Britain was held in high esteem by the Hawaiian royalty. Inside, the palace is bright and airy. Most of the massive furniture is made from koa. Many pieces were constructed by foreigners, including Wilhelm Fisher, a German. The most magnificent pieces include a huge formal dining table, 70 inches in diameter, fashioned from one solid koa log. Upstairs is a tremendous four-poster bed that belonged to Queen Kapi‘olani, and two magnificent cabinets built by a Chinese convict serving a life sentence for smuggling opium. King Kalakaua heard of the man’s talents and commissioned him to build the cabinets. They proved to be so wonderfully crafted that after they were completed the king pardoned the craftsman.
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Hulihe‘e Palace, dating back to 1838, is full of period furniture and artifacts from the early 1900s.





Prince Kuhio, who inherited the palace from his uncle, King Kalakaua, was the first Hawaiian delegate to Congress. He decided to auction off all the furniture and artifacts to raise money, supposedly for the benefit of the Hawaiian people. Providentially, the night before the auction each piece was painstakingly numbered by the royal ladies of the palace, and the name of the person bidding for the piece was dutifully recorded. In the years that followed, the Daughters of Hawai‘i, who now operate the palace as a museum, tracked down the owners and convinced many to return the items for display. Most of the pieces are privately owned, and because each is unique, the owners wish no duplicates to be made. It is for this reason, coupled with the fact that flashbulbs can fade the wood, that a strict no photography policy is enforced. The palace was opened as a museum in 1928. In 1973, Hulihe‘e Palace was added to the National Register of Historic Places.




Cooling Off in Holualoa


Want to get away from the beach for a few hours? The village of Holualoa (www.holualoahawaii.com), on the mountainside above Kailua-Kona, is quaint, and the panoramic view of Kona below is unbelievable. Plan to visit Holualoa, where the weather is cooler, for a couple of hours—or overnight in one of the choice bed-and-breakfasts here—to stroll the upscale galleries (not too upscale) and to have a meal at Holuakoa Gardens and Café. Holualoa is on Highway 180, which breaks off from Highway 11 to the south and connects to Highway 190 to the north.


Holuakoa Gardens and Café (76-5901 Mamalahoa Hwy., 808/322-2233, www.holuakoacafe.com, brunch Mon.-Fri. 10am-2:30pm Sat.-Sun. 9am-2:30pm; dinner Mon.-Sat. 5:30pm-8:30pm; café Mon.-Fri. 6:30am-6pm, Sat. 8am-6pm, Sun. 8am-2:30pm) is a restaurant where people actually do dress up (but you don’t have to). The seating is all outdoors (but covered) in a lovely garden, and the waitstaff is attentive. The menu changes daily, the meat and greens are local when available, and the choices aren’t the same old dishes seen on most menus in Hawaii. There are vegetarian and gluten-free options (including a very tasty flourless chocolate cake) and the wine list is extensive.


If you’re in Holualoa during the day, be sure to check out Holualoa Ukulele Gallery (Hwy. 180, 808/324-4100, www.konaweb.com/ukegallery, Tues.-Sat. 11am-4:30pm). The building was the original town post office, and the current store owner refurbished the building’s exterior with original postal boxes (not from the Holualoa post office, just from the same era). If you’re thinking about buying a ukulele, but not sure what to get or how one would learn to play, Sam Rosen, the shop’s owner, will patiently answer all your questions. Contact Mr. Rosen to learn more about his private workshops (from a few days to a week), where you can make your own ukulele.


Also in town is the Donkey Mill Art Center (78-6670 Hwy. 180, 808/322-3362, www.donkeymillartcenter.org, Tues.-Sat. 10am-4pm); check the website to see what one-day or weekend workshops the center is offering. The selections range from painting to woodcarving to silk-screening.





Historic artifacts are displayed in a downstairs room. Delicate and priceless heirlooms on display include a tiger-claw necklace that belonged to Kapi‘olani. You’ll also see a portrait gallery of Hawaiian monarchs. Personal and mundane items are on exhibit as well—there’s an old report card showing a 68 in philosophy for King Kalakaua—and lining the stairs is a collection of spears reputedly belonging to the great Kamehameha himself.


CAPTAIN COOK AREA: SOUTH KONA


H. N. Greenwell Store Museum


It’s Little House on the Prairie meets Hawaii. Constructed in the 1870s to make supplies available to the Euro-American immigrant community, the H. N. Greenwell Store Museum (Hwy. 11 between mile markers 111 and 112, 808/323-3222, www.konahistorical.org, Mon. and Thurs. 10am-2pm, $7 adults, $3 children 5-12) is the oldest surviving store in Kona and one of the oldest buildings in the area. A great experience for kids or history buffs, the volunteer-led tour of the building filled with historical pictures and relics of the area takes about a half hour and occurs on demand. Foodies will want to visit around 10am on Thursdays, when you can assist in baking Portuguese bread in the stone oven located behind the building. If you’re just passing by on a Thursday, stop and pick up a loaf—but know that they are usually sold out by 2pm.



S Pu‘uhonua O Honaunau National Historical Park (Place of Refuge)



If you are going to do one historical activity while on the Big Island, do Pu‘uhonua O Honaunau National Historical Park (off Hwy. 11 on Hwy. 160, 808/328-2326, www.nps.gov/puho). The gate is open daily 7am-7pm, while visitors center hours are daily 8:45am-5:30pm. Admission is $5 per car, $3 to walk in, free with a national park pass, or included in the $25 pass for three national parks on the Big Island. To get there from Highway 11, between mile markers 103 and 104 turn onto Highway 160 and travel down the hill a few miles to the entrance on the makai side.
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Pu‘uhonua O Honaunau National Historical Park features original structures.





This is where you see the true old Hawaii, circa the 1600s. A park ranger explains that there is a calming feeling here because it is a religious site dedicated to the god Lono. No killing or wars occurred at Pu‘uhonua O Honaunau; it was, as it is sometimes called, a place of refuge. During times of war, women and children would seek safety on the grounds, and if defeated chiefs or those accused of sins could make it to the shore by swimming across the bay, they would be absolved of their sins and given a second chance. There were 30 such places like Pu‘uhonua O Honaunau across the islands, but this site is the only one that remains.


Some of the structures at the park are original, but many are replicas. Kids tend to be particularly impressed by the imposing structures and sculptures of ancient times. The best time to visit the park is early morning—even before the gate opens. There is a wonderful sense of peace just after sunrise. Tours with the knowledgeable staff are free and offered daily at 10:30am and 2:30pm, and are highly recommended. Pamphlets are also provided for self-guided tours, which would take a half hour if you just walked straight through, or you can do a self-guided audio cell phone tour by calling 808/217-9279.


The majority of tourists head straight to Two Step (turn makai off Hwy. 160 where you see the Pu‘uhonua O Honaunau park sign, and instead of driving straight into the gate turn right onto the road directly before the gate), called such because of the lava shelf that requires you to take two steps down into the water. The area offers great snorkeling and is shallow, making it popular with non-experts and kids. There are no facilities, so it is recommended that you park in Pu‘uhonua O Honaunau’s lot, where there are bathrooms, and from where it’s a two-minute walk to Two Step.




Coffee Farm Tours


The upland Kona district is a splendid area for raising coffee, and Kona coffee has long been accepted as gourmet quality and is sold in the better restaurants throughout Hawaii and in fine coffee shops around the world. It’s a dark, full-bodied coffee with a rich aroma.


There are a lot of options for tours of working coffee farms, and many include quick coffee tastings followed by a brief nudge for you to buy their product. One of the better, non-pushy tours is at Greenwell Farms (81-6581 Mamalahoa Hwy./Hwy. 11, Kealakekua, between mile markers 111 and 112, 808/323-2275, www.greenwellfarms.com, daily 8:30am-4pm, last tour at 4pm). They offer a free 30-minute walking tour through their coffee farm, discussing the roasting and processing of coffee and ending with some coffee sampling. If you’re going to take just one coffee tour, this one is a good option because the tour experience is not only quirky and fun, but also very laid-back.





Beaches


Many of the best Kona beaches require some work to get to them. Keep in mind that it’s often the destination, not the journey. The majority of routes to the beaches can be accomplished in a good pair of sandals, but the walk, which is usually over uneven lava, can be difficult for some. There are an equal number of beaches that don’t require any walking beyond from the parking lot to the sand, so don’t fret if you opt out of the beaches that require more effort to reach.


NORTH OF THE AIRPORT: NORTH KONA



S Kiholo Bay



If you stop at the scenic viewpoint near mile marker 82 you get a great panorama of Kiholo Bay (Hwy. 19 near mile marker 81 and also between mile markers 82 and 83, gate open 7am-7pm), and chances are you’ll want to get closer to it to see what looks like completely untouched paradise: a deserted beach with turquoise water and what appears to be an island off in the bay. If you start your journey at the south end of the beach, you’ll find a cold freshwater lava tube bath called the Queen’s Bath (Keanalele Waterhole). It is a sacred site, so please be respectful. A sign there asks people to refrain from using the site for bathing—but you can get in the water and peek around. As you continue along the shoreline you’ll see fancy homes with Private Property signs. If you continue walking north on the beach, you’ll see turtles nesting nearby. Feel free to jump in and take a dip with them, but be careful not to touch them. This also is a good place for snorkeling when the water is clear. The beach ends and then you need to walk over the lava rock around the bend to a wonderful little shaded cove. From here you can swim out to that “island,” which is actually attached to the landmass on its north side.




[image: image]


Turtles are frequent visitors to Kiholo Bay.





To drive to the south end of the bay, look for the stick with the yellow reflector on it on the makai side of the road between mile markers 82 and 83. If you’re driving north on Highway 19 and you pass the blue Scenic Point sign, you have gone too far. The road you turn onto is gravel, but a rental car can make it to the end, where there are portable bathrooms. If you decide to walk all the way from Highway 19 to the beach, the makeshift parking lot is right before mile marker 81. Usually there are other cars parked on the side of the road. The trail, which will take you about 20 sweaty minutes to walk, starts to the left of the parking lot and veers left as you walk. The benefit in walking and not driving down is that the walk will get you much closer to the bay. If you drive, you end up on the south side of the bay and need to walk around it for about 15 minutes. I recommend wearing hiking shoes—not because the walk is challenging, but because the rocky terrain makes it a bit difficult to do in flip-flops.




Scenic Drive


This scenic drive is definitely a full, fun-packed day. Begin at the junction of Highway 11 and Highway 160 by turning onto Ke Ala O Keawe Road (Hwy. 160) toward Honaunau. Your first stop will be at Pu‘uhonua O Honaunau National Historical Park as early as you can manage to get up (hopefully before the crowds get there). Either snorkel at Two Step or leave the park and turn left back onto Highway 160 and travel about 10 minutes (enjoying the ocean views) to Manini Beach for snorkeling.


[image: image]


Your next stop should be Kealakekua Bay for kayaking to the Captain Cook Monument. Afterward, backtrack to the intersection (right before the Dead End sign) and head left (or mauka) on Highway 160, which is also called Napo‘opo‘o Road. Travel up the hill until you see the Kona Pacific Farmers Cooperative (82-5810 Napo‘opo‘o Rd., 808/328-8985, www.kpfc.com, Mon.-Fri. 10am-4:30pm). Stop in for a treat and a self-guided coffee tour and tour of their fruit orchard. Save enough room in your belly (there are lots of free samples to be had here) and continue around the corner to Big Island Bees (82-5780 Napo‘opo‘o Rd. #100, 808/328-1315, www.bigislandbees.com, Mon.-Fri. 10am-4pm) for a honey tasting and beekeeping tour. You’ll see their products in nearly every store around the Big Island—but taste them and purchase them at the source for a bit of a discount.


When you leave, continue up the hill (north) and make a right turn onto Middle Ke‘ei Road (it’s where the road forks). From Middle Ke‘ei Road make the next right onto Painted Church Road. Look for Paleaku Gardens Peace Sanctuary (83-5401 Painted Church Rd., 808/328-8084, www.paleaku.com, Tues.-Sat. 9am-4pm, self-guided tours $10 adults, $7 seniors, $3 children 6-12). One local innkeeper described these gardens as a “mishmash of shrines dedicated to different traditions.” It’s actually seven acres of manicured gardens with the highlight being the Galaxy Garden, the world’s first walk-through model of the Milky Way formed by flowering plants. It truly is peaceful there, with a grand view of Kealakekua Bay—an ideal place to sit and eat lunch or meditate or practice yoga (which is offered Tues. and Fri. 9:30am-11am for $14).


Farther along Painted Church Road you’ll arrive at the Painted Church (84-5140 Painted Church Rd., mauka side, 808/328-2227, www.thepaintedchurch.org, daylight hours) itself. The church, erected in 1899 by Father John Velghe, offers beautiful, detailed paintings of scenes from the Bible painted onto wood (there are some bits of Hawaiian words intermixed). It’s not a must-see, but it’s worth spending a few minutes investigating the photos and the small church. From the Painted Church you are less than a mile from Highway 160 where you started; when you get to the intersection of Painted Church and Highway 160, turn left to get back to Highway 11.






Kuki‘o Beach (Four Seasons Resort Beach)



The wonderful thing about Hawaii is that the entire shoreline is public—so even when the beach is at a five-star hotel, as it is in the case of Kuki‘o Beach (Hwy. 19 between mile markers 86 and 87), the public must have access to it. Kuki‘o usually offers calm water for swimming and has a pleasant, unshaded, narrow white-sand area off a paved path that extends into an excellent oceanfront jogging trail—an ideal place to get your steps in. The path is part of the historic ala loa (long path) route that islanders would use for a nightly procession. The beach is maintained by the Four Seasons Resort, and since they don’t want “the public” sneaking off into the hotel to use facilities, they have provided bathrooms, showers, and drinking water for the public here, and those facilities are nice (I mean, it is the Four Seasons). There is no lifeguard on duty. This bay is a fisheries management area, which means that you can fish here but a board alerts you to how many fish you can catch of each type.


To get to Kuki‘o Beach, you are required to stop at the Four Seasons Resort gate and notify the guard that you are going to the public-access beach. Note: The resort itself is open to the public, so you can also say you are visiting it and go take a peek if you want. Follow the signs that read Public Access and park in the lot where the road ends.



S Kikaua Point Park Beach



Kikaua Point Park Beach (Kuki‘o Nui Dr., off Hwy. 19 between mile markers 87 and 88) is perfect in so many ways. Entry is limited (passes are handed out at the security gate), so it’s never as crowded as you’d expect it to be. The water is glorious. Even when there are waves at other places on the same shoreline it remains calm here, making it a perfect spot for kids (although there is not a lifeguard on duty). Pack a picnic—locals tend to bring pizza from Costco—and head to the grassy area shaded by coconut trees. Bathrooms, showers, and drinking water are available, and these privately maintained facilities are lovely.


To get to Kikaua Point Park Beach, turn makai onto Kuki‘o Nui Drive and proceed to the security booth. The guards only hand out 28 passes per day, but the turnover is pretty high, so if you wait around long enough, and people do, you’ll likely end up with a pass (however, the earlier you arrive the better your chances are at getting a pass quickly). Another option is to park at the Kuki‘o Beach parking lot near the Four Seasons Resort and walk south to Kikaua—it’s only a 10-minute walk. Don’t get tricked in the parking lot with the Beach Access sign pointing to the left—this is only the tide pool area. Take the paved path straight back, about a five-minute walk, to the sandy portion. When you’re done with the best beach day ever, don’t forget to return your access card to the security guard so that someone else can enjoy the beach.


Manini‘owali Beach (Kua Bay)


Until about 15 years ago there wasn’t a road to get to Manini‘owali Beach (Hwy. 19 between mile markers 88 and 89, daily 9am-7pm) in the Kua Bay section of Kekaha Kai State Park. One had to really want to get there by hiking or finding a four-wheel-drive route. And even with all those barriers, people still went—so you know it has to be good. It’s a smallish white-sand beach with turquoise water that is excellent for bodyboarding and snorkeling. There is not much shade, but if you’re aching for sun this is a perfect place to spend the day absorbing some rays. Nowadays, the state has made it easier to get here. A lovely paved road reaches a parking lot and full facilities. It’s getting so crowded that now there is sometimes a security guard at the entrance to the beach itself (he doesn’t seem to do much besides protect the beauty of the place). To get there from Highway 19, look for the Kehaha Kai Park sign and turn makai across from West Hawaii Veterans Cemetery.



S Makalawena Beach



In the state beach section of Kekaha Kai State Park, Makalawena (Hwy. 19 between mile markers 90 and 91, daily 9am-7pm) is a favorite beach of many locals, probably because it’s an authentic Big Island experience given that it requires a little bit of hiking to get there. If you make the 30-minute trek to the beach, you’ll be rewarded with isolated white sand and turquoise water. Given the walk, Makalawena is often fairly deserted (it has no facilities). The beach itself is made up of three crescent-shaped white-sand areas that are backed by trees (although there isn’t much shade). Bodyboarding and snorkeling are possible.


Before you get excited about coming here, you should know that while you can do it in a standard rental car, it’s a slow-going 20-minute drive and then there is a 30(ish)-minute walk over a lava field. From Highway 19, look for the Kekaha Kai Park sign and turn makai. The initial road starts off as paved but then quickly becomes uneven lava.


To get to Makalawena, walk from the parking lot through the first beach, Mahai‘ula, where the bathrooms are located, and then through the lava field. When you reach sand again, you’re close. You might want to wear good shoes on the walk, as the lava field can be tricky to navigate.


SOUTH OF THE AIRPORT


Pine Trees


Although famous among surfers and the site of many competitions, Pine Trees (Hwy. 19 between mile marker 94 and 95, access road gate open daily 7am-7pm) is not a good swimming beach, nor are there any pine trees. There are a few one-towel coves along the rocky shoreline where you can gain access to the water, but mostly it’s a place from which to observe the action. To get to Pine Trees, turn makai where you see the sign for the Natural Energy Laboratory of Hawaii Authority (NELHA). Follow the road toward the NELHA facility a short way to Wawaloli Beach, a small public beach of sand and crushed coral that is used mostly by locals for relaxing and barbecuing. There are a few restrooms and some picnic tables. To continue to Pine Trees from here you’ll need a four-wheel-drive vehicle. When you reach the T-intersection, turn makai on to a dirt road (the paved part continues to the right) and continue for about a mile. There is no real parking lot here—just park near the trees where other cars likely are parked.


Old Airport Beach Park and Pawai Bay


We should thank whatever politician decided to take this old abandoned airport and turn it into Old Airport Beach Park (Hwy. 19 between mile markers 99 and 100). To reach it, turn makai on Makala Boulevard. Go to the end of the road, and then turn right on Kuakini to the dead end. There are nicely kept picnic areas that get busy, and the facilities are placed between the parking lot and sandy area, which doesn’t make for an ideal beach. The former runway is now a jogging area, but if you’re looking for some beach jogging, head north on the sand toward Pawai Bay. Since you are near a reef here, the little bay with sand is the best place to get in the water for some excellent snorkeling. Locals will tell you that you can camp here, but I don’t recommend it.


ALI‘I DRIVE: KAILUA AND KEAUHOU


Kahalu‘u Beach Park


With a large covered picnic pavilion, barbecue pits, a guy sitting around playing ukulele on a bench, and locals drinking from the backs of their trucks in the parking lot, Kahalu‘u Beach Park (Ali‘i Dr. between mile markers 4.5 and 5, daily 6am-11pm) has all the makings of a quintessential urban beach park. Although there is a small, rocky beach area and a lifeguard on duty, it’s not so much a place to lie out. But it is a great spot for snorkeling and ideal for kids since the water is shallow and calm. Bathroom and shower facilities are available as well as a food truck that has small storage lockers for rent; it hangs out next to the big parking area. Kahalu‘u Bay Education Center, a nonprofit organization, rents gear at fair prices and uses the profits to support the local ecosystem. The beach area is smoke-free.


White Sands Beach (La‘aloa Beach Park)


Even though White Sands Beach (Ali‘i Dr. between mile markers 3.5 and 4, daily 7am-11pm, gate closes at 8pm) is also right off the road, it still retains a peaceful feel to it. Officially known as La‘aloa (Very Sacred) Beach Park and nicknamed Disappearing Sands Beach, it is popular for bodyboarding, surfing, and sunning (there is little shade here). Grab your towel and head out early because this beach gets crowded on weekends. Bathroom and shower facilities are available and there is a lifeguard on duty.




[image: image]


White Sands Beach





Parking can be tricky. Locals park on the makai side of the road or in a small lot across the street.


CAPTAIN COOK AREA: SOUTH KONA


Kealakekua Bay State Historical Park


Tourists flock to Kealakekua Bay State Historical Park (Beach Rd. off Hwy. 160, daylight hours) to kayak, go on ithkayak tours to the Captain Cook Monument, or to simply snorkel. The park is at the intersection of Beach Road and Napo‘opo‘o Road. There is a parking lot with a boat launch right at the intersection, and a few yards away is the historical park with bathrooms, showers, picnic areas, drinking water, and an ample parking area.


Given the proximity to the reef, the snorkeling here is excellent, and depending on the season, it’s common to see dolphins swimming next to you. The kayaking here is some of the easiest ocean kayaking, so it’s suitable for novices.


It is required that you obtain a permit to land at the monument across the bay. Visitors do not need to acquire their own permits when renting a kayak, but must confirm with the vessel owner that the vessel they rent possesses a valid permit for transiting the bay. There are only three companies that have valid permits (Adventures in Paradise, Aloha Kayak, and Kona Boys), so make sure you are renting kayaks from one of those companies or joining one of their tours.


You don’t need a permit if you’re just going to paddle around rather than land on the beach.


Manini Beach


Manini Beach (off Hwy. 160) is a prime snorkeling and kayaking area with great views of the Captain Cook Monument in the distance. Greatly affected by the tsunami in March 2011, which forced two beachfront homes into the ocean, the beach is now restored and even nicer than it was before, with a large, partly shaded grassy area and several picnic tables. There are very few places to park here so it may be hard to find a spot, but the good news is that the water never gets too crowded. From Highway 160, also called Pu‘uhonua Road, turn makai onto Kahauloa Road and then right onto Manini Beach Road—follow it around for 0.2 mile until you see parked cars and a bay.


Ke‘ei Bay Beach


A real locals’ place, Ke‘ei Bay Beach (off Hwy. 160) has a lovely strand, and it can get surprisingly busy given how you have to be in the know to get here. There is white sand and the water is calm for swimming or snorkeling. Since you’re staring at prime real estate you’ll likely be surprised by the small, somewhat underdeveloped homes surrounding the area: The land is owned by the Kamehameha Schools trust, and long-term leases are given for less than market value to native Hawaiians.


From Highway 160, also called Pu‘uhonua Road, turn onto an unmarked dirt road on the makai side between Ke‘ei transfer station and Keawaiki Road, which it is gated. Four-wheel drives are best for this road to the beach, but you can reach it in a standard car with some careful, slow driving. Drive toward the ocean (or you can walk about 15 minutes) until you can’t drive anymore. Park in the semi-designated lot in front of the houses.
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