The Big Island

Volcano National Park
If you like to walk or do an easy hike you could spend days at this national park. The park is laced with 1 mile, 3 mile, 5mile, or longer trails that take you to steam vents, smoldering craters, and lava tubes. Some of the easier trails, my type, is the Kilauea Iki Trail, Devastation Trail, and the Thurston lava tube.

On all our trips this has always been at the opposite end of the island and we needed a full day (at a minimum) just to drive and enjoy.  You can cheat and take a helicopter tour of the volcanoes and surrounding waterfalls if you find that you’re short on time – but there’s nothing like seeing it from the ground. 
If you get a chance, take the Chain of Craters Scenic drive where it ends at a look out – if you’re lucky you might see some lava flow off in the distance.  If you want to see hot lava, the best viewing is done at dusk. You’ll drive through towns that have been buried by the lava – even have a few stop signs and street signs sticking out of the ground – and there were a few settlers living there.  Be sure to wear tennis shoes and bring flashlights.
On our to-do list is to take one of the lava boat tours.  (See our “To Do List” at the very end.)
Mauna Kea Observatory
This leaves you breathless in more ways than one!  We took a tour with Hawaii Forest and Trail – they’ve got very knowledgeable guides that will take you to the summit (very top) where you’re over 13,000 feet above sea level.  Sunsets are beautiful with Maui’s Haleakala off in the distance.  The snow is probably gone in the summer time – when we went last winter there was snow!  The tour company provided us with dinner, parkas, gloves, hot cocoa, and an astronomy lesson.  Simply amazing!  You’ll need to block off a good part of your day – I think we got picked up at 3PM and didn’t get back until later in the evening.
You can drive (4WD) to the visitor’s center (spend some time there to acclimate to the high altitude) – and on certain days they have a caravan tour that will take you up – but it’s during the daylight hours so you won’t get the sunset at the summit – plus it can be dangerous. At the visitor’s center there are high quality telescopes that you’ll have access to – get a nice view or Saturn or the Milky Way!  See http://www.ifa.hawaii.edu/mko/visiting.htm for details.

Kohala Ditch Adventures

Flumin’ da ditch is a kayak ride for a couple of miles in an 8 foot wide irrigation canal. It drifts through many long tunnels and over a waterfall inside privately owned property inaccessible by the public. Very unique adventure that was shut down for 5 years after an earthquake but reopened this year. Watershoes required (cheap at Walmart).  Not a wild rapid type of ride.
Pololu hike and lookout

This is at the end of the road on the northwest side of the island. Go here on the same day that you flume da ditch since it’s only a few miles further down the road. The hike is steep but safe. Hike down to a black sand beach (do not go swimming there) and the entrance to a beautiful valley. Going down is a 20 minute cinch, coming up will take more than twice as long.  If you hike further into the valley, be wary of wild pigs (we’ve been told to start climbing the trees if they come after you).
Deep Sea Fishing

The Kona Bill fish tournament is one of the most prestigious in the world because of the tremendous abundance of game fish along it’s coast. Capt Alan Borowski on Hapa Laka or Anxious fishing charters will provide you with a great experience. Just tell exactly what you want or let him take you for a variety of catches. Hapa Laka (808)322-2229, Anxious (808)326-1229. Half day charters were $400 in June 2011.
Sea Quest

If you want to get up close and personal to the ocean, try the Sea Quest snorkeling and rafting adventure. Take the morning cruise (it’s better than the afternoon) on a zodiac inflatable raft to Kealakekua Bay for the best snorkeling you could wish for. Look at fishes that are undisturbed in this marine life sanctuary. Kealakekua Bay is also the home of the Captain Cook monument remembering the site where the founder of the Hawaiian Islands met his death. The cruise will also take you for a tour of the coastal caves and lava tubes accessible only from the ocean. Make sure you bring an underwater camera to record your memories. (808)329-7238.
Mauna Kea observatories and visitor center

Need a 4WD vehicle to meet park ranger at 1pm on Saturdays. They give you a 1 hour orientation to let you acclimate to the altitude. You then follow the ranger to the summit at 14,000 feet altitude. This is where it snows in Hawaii. Many countries have their national observatories up here. The ranger tour will take you into one of them. You return to the visitor center at dusk and can view the stars from large telescopes provided at the visitor center and listen to talks by Univ of Hawaii astronomy students. You really see billions and billions of stars. The Big Island street lighting is designed to minimize ground reflection of light into the sky to provide the best conditions for star gazing. Download the Starwalk app for your iphone to help identify the constellations. If you don’t have a 4WD, tours are available to take you up and give you an astronomy 101 class during the tour. You are not allowed to drive to the summit at night since headlights disturb the viewing.
Akaka Falls

Best waterfall viewing on the island. Very tall and high volume waterfall. Very easy walk on paved path.
Hawaii Tropical Botanical Garden

This botanical garden at Onomea Bay is located just north of Hilo along the 4 mile scenic route. Gorgeous varieties of many native plants are on display in a natural setting replicating old Hawaii. (808)964-5233.  You can hike down on a nearby trail that runs next to the gardens – and that trail is free.  Beautiful views – water is rough so don’t go in.
Waipio Valley

This scenic valley is at the northern end of the island. Access is by one of the steepest legal roads in the U.S. Take a four wheel drive only or take a van tour of this beautiful valley. Horsedrawn carriage tours are also available. The view from the top of the access road is spectacular at sunset. The valley is home of one of the largest waterfalls on the Big Island.
Lava viewing
Check reports if the volcano is active and if lava is flowing.

Helicopter or plane rides over the caldera and lava tubes are a great way to see the lava. A better way is to take a boat in the early morning or evening to see the lava entering the ocean from the ocean side. They get you closer to lava than any other method.
Snorkeling or Scuba Diving

If you plan on snorkeling, rent snorkel equipment at Snorkel Bobs for the week for $20 and have it with you the entire trip.

Kahaluu Beach Park south of Kona is the best place to see and snorkel with the honu sea turtles. I’ve never failed to see them whenever I go here. Please don’t touch the turtles but you can snorkel or stand within a couple of feet of them.

69 Beach is another great snorkeling beach with turtles. Take the road to Hapuna Beach north of Waikoloa. Stay on the road past Hapuna and 69 beach is a half mile further.
There are many dive areas in Kona but one of the best dives in the world is supposed to be with the giant manta rays on Keahou Bay.

Shore fishing

Fishing anywhere along the Kona Coast is good. A couple of places where we enjoyed ourselves was at Keahou Bay and at the ‘End of the World’ road. All of the coastline in Hawaii is open to the public even though the major hotels are built on the best beaches. By law, every hotel has to provide beach access to the public free of charge. Just tell the parking attendants that you are going to the beach and they will provide complimentary parking.

Fishing on Keahou Bay from the shore of the Kona Surf Hotel was very successful, everyone got a catch. We were also approached by Honu, the protected Hawaiian sea turtles. Human touch damages their sensitive immune system therefore there is a large fine for touching any of these animals.

If you follow Ali’i drive to it’s end, instead of taking a right to the Kona Surf, you will travel approximately a mile to a dead end. A hundred yards before the dead end on your left is a path through an old lava flow. Carefully drive, or walk, to the end of the path to the edge of the cliff. You can fish off these cliffs for some sizable fishes. There is also an excellent view of surf crashing into the rocks creating twenty five foot sprays.

Fishing equipment rentals can be found at Yama’s fishing supply along the road through Kona.

Macadamia Nut and Kona Coffee Farms

If you run out of things to do, we didn’t. Visit any one of the local Macadamia nut or Kona Coffee farms along the main highway for a look at how these delicacies are harvested and processed.

Punaluu Black Sand Beach
On the south point of the island, a place to stop at while driving from Kona to the eastern side of the island.  You can usually spot honu – or turtles – sunning themselves on the black sand beach.
City of Refuge

This idyllic spot was where any persecuted Hawaiian could get refuge. Learn about old Hawaii at this cultural attraction.

Manta Ray viewing at the Mauna Kea Hotel

Go to the Manta Ray Point at the hotel – they have spotlights on the water where you might be able to see manta rays.  We tried, but weren’t lucky – however, we heard that they were spotted the night before.  Just a matter of timing!  We had a nice dinner at Manta and then walked to the point.  (The Mauna Kea Hotel is an older resort and there wasn’t as much activity going on… very empty.)
Catamaran Sailing

The Kamanu takes you on a half day catamaran ride to Pawai Bay, another marine sanctuary. It leaves from Honokohau harbor near the airport. (808)329-2021.
Island Breeze Luau

I’m sure there are many great luaus but this is the only one we’ve been to and it was great. Good show and good food. Hosted at the King Kamehameha Hotel, the luau is right at the beginning of the Kona waterfront shopping area. (808)326-4969

Favorite restaurants

Beach Tree at the Four Seasons Hualalai $$$-Go at sunset, on the beach, sit at the comfy bar lounge chairs around the main seating area. Full menu served at the bar lounge chairs.
Fairmont Orchid Resort – Brown’s Beach House $$$$.  Beautiful sunset views at the beach.  They also have Norio’s Japanese Restaurant &Sushi Bar, which we didn’t get a chance to try.

Huggo’s $$$ and Huggo’s on the Rocks $$ – in Kona, next to Snorkel Bob’s.
Big Island Grill $, Large portions local food and clientele. Very casual.
Wood Shop Gallery Café $ (you’ll pass by it on your way to Akaka Falls) – great food!  Look for the lavender and blue picnic benches out front.  Homemade ice cream was delicious!  If you get a chance, look at the nearby shop – they’ve got some beautiful handprinted sarongs – makes for nice artwork.
Los Angeles Times – Hawaii:  20 Big Island meals for less than $20 

They’ve got a lot of good places listed in their article.  

http://www.latimes.com/travel/la-tr-hawaiieats-20100418,0,1522296,full.story
TO DO LIST

Still on our to do list – and highly recommended that you try:

· Snorkeling with the manta rays (in Kona)

· Lava tours – get an incredible view of the lava entering the ocean – from a boat.  You should call to see if the lava was flowing – we haven’t had much success.  Here are some companies that we’ve heard about:  Hawaii Lava Tours and Lava Roy’s Ocean Adventure Tours.
