
Each major Hawaiian island seems 
to have its niche for visitors. Oahu may 
be the best known, featuring world-class 
shopping, iconic sites like Diamond Head 
and Waikiki Beach. Maui, with its long 
stretches of resort beaches in Kaanapali 
and Wailea, is a nice fit for families and 
couples. Kauai, with its quiet, relaxed 
backdrop, is a haven for honeymooners. 

Then there’s Hawaii Island. Hawaii 
Island is most commonly referred to as 
The Big Island to avoid confusion with the 
state name and, well, it’s big. The nick-
name is a literal one — it’s twice the size 
of all the other Hawaiian Islands com-
bined, and has a fairly small population 
for its size. As such, you won’t find many 
tall buildings on the Big Island, most of 
its roads are only two lanes and there is 
a long-standing outdoor light ordinance 
that is meant to minimize light pollution, 
allowing astronomers a better look at the 
night sky. 

Yes, you can find your fair share of 
green golf courses, azure blue swimming 
pools and resorts where you can put your 
feet up and enjoy a mai tai or pina colada. 
But nature rules on Hawaii Island. And 
there are few things more raw and pow-
erful in nature than an active volcano. 
Kilauea has been continuously active since 
1982, and it’s considered by many experts 
to be the most active volcano in the world. 
Your best bet to explore all Kilauea has 
to offer is by way of Hawaii Volcanoes 
National Park (nicknamed HAVO by the 
National Park Service), which is about 
45 minutes outside Hilo, Hawaii Island’s 
largest city. A $10 fee will get you, your car 
and your passengers access to the park for 
seven days. The park is more than 200,000 
acres, so at the very least, you will want to 
carve out an afternoon to visit. 

Here are some tips to help you plan 
your visit:

PLAY 
Hiking options abound at HAVO. Make time for the Kilauea Iki trail, 
which starts with a fairly easy downhill trek through tropical rain 
forest. At the bottom, the landscape opens into a gigantic crater featur-
ing stark black lava and budding signs of recovering fauna. Occasional 
pockets of steam throughout the crater clue you in to the lake of lava 
settling far below the surface. 

Explore Thurston Lava Tube. The brief 20-minute hike goes through 
a perfectly formed lava tube and fern forest. 

Join a ranger-led program. HAVO rangers will help you discover the 
natural beauty and cultural significance of the park. 

Taste wines at Volcano Winery. It offers a standard tasting ($5) and 
premium tasting ($8) of its grape, fruit and honey wines. 
volcanowinery.com
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EAT
There are only two options within the park for dining — a snack 
bar and dining room at the Volcano House. 

Stop at one of Hilo’s tasty okazuya (similar to a Japanese deli) 
options on the way to the park. Order a picnic lunch with items 
like SPAM musubi (a kind of SPAM sushi; don’t knock it till 
you’ve tried it), tempura, fried chicken and cone sushi (inari, a 
type of sushi that’s wrapped in fried tofu). Hilo Lunch Shop (421 
Kalanikoa St.) and Kawamoto Store (kawamotostore.com) are 
great options. 

Local tip: If you happen to be on the east side of Hawaii Island 
on a Wednesday night, make your way out to Uncle Robert’s. You 
won’t find pamphlets about this place in your travel agent’s office. 
The party starts around sunset — try to arrive early if you want to 
find parking. Uncle Robert’s is a mix of incredible food vendors, 
local art and jewelry, an awa bar (awa is the Hawaiian name for 
kava, a drink that is claimed to have sedative and anesthetic 
properties) and some of the best people-watching you’ll ever 
encounter. Admission is free, but bring cash for food and vendors.

For more details about Hawaii Volcanoes National Park,  
visit nps.gov/havo.

STAY
There are a few options for lodging 
within the park. The Volcano House 
(hawaiivolcanohouse.com) offers 33 historic 
guest rooms, plus 10 restored camper 
cabins. It also offers a campsite ($15 a night 
for cars, $10 a night for walk-ins). There’s 
also a free campsite that is first-come, 
first-served. 
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