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Big Island in a Day: Volcanoes, Waterfalls, Sightseeing, and History

The Big Island of Hawaii is a treasure trove of natural beauty, rich history,
and cultural experiences. For those with limited time, exploring the island
in a single day can be an exhilarating yet daunting challenge. This article
will guide you through the must-see attractions, including volcanoes,
waterfalls, and historical sites, while also providing tips to maximize your
visit.

Overview: The Big Island

The Big Island, officially known as Hawaii Island, is the largest island in
the Hawaiian archipelago. It is renowned for its diverse landscapes, which
range from lush rainforests to volcanic deserts. The island is home to Mauna
Kea, the tallest mountain in the world when measured from its base on the
ocean floor, and Kilauea, one of the most active volcanoes on Earth.

Planning Your Day

When planning a day on the Big Island, it’s essential to start early and have
a flexible itinerary. Here are some tips to help you make the most of your
day:

1. Start Early: Begin your day at dawn to maximize daylight hours and avoid
crowds.

2. Rent a Car: Having your own transportation is crucial for getting around
the island.

3. Pack Essentials: Bring water, snacks, sunscreen, and a camera to capture
the stunning scenery.

Morning: Volcanoes National Park

Your adventure begins at Hawaii Volcanoes National Park, a UNESCO World
Heritage site that showcases the island's volcanic activity and unique
ecosystems.



Visiting Kilauea

Kilauea is one of the most active volcanoes in the world and is the
centerpiece of the national park. Here’s what you shouldn’t miss:

- Kilauea Visitor Center: Start your visit here to gather maps, information,
and safety tips about current volcanic activity.

- Crater Rim Drive: Take the scenic drive around the Kilauea Caldera,
stopping at viewpoints like the Thomas A. Jaggar Museum for a panoramic view
of the volcano.

- Halema‘uma‘u Crater: This crater is sacred to Hawaiian culture and is often
filled with lava activity, creating a mesmerizing sight, especially at dusk.

Hiking Trails

If time allows, consider embarking on one of the park’s hiking trails. The
Kilauea Iki Trail is a popular choice, leading you through lush rainforest
and across a solidified lava lake.

Midday: Waterfalls and Scenic Drives

After exploring the volcanoes, head towards Hilo for stunning waterfalls and
scenic vistas. Hilo is known for its lush vegetation and beautiful water
features.

Akaka Falls State Park

Just a short drive from Hilo, Akaka Falls is a must-see:

- Akaka Falls: This stunning 442-foot waterfall cascades into a gorge
surrounded by tropical rainforest. There’s a short, well-maintained loop
trail that takes you to the falls, where you can enjoy breathtaking views.

- Kahuna Falls: A less visible but equally beautiful waterfall, Kahuna Falls
can be seen along the trail to Akaka Falls.

Scenic Drive Along the Hamakua Coast

After visiting the falls, take the scenic Hamakua Coast drive. This route
offers breathtaking views of the coastline, lush valleys, and the Pacific
Ocean. Stop at:

- Waipio Valley Lookout: A stunning viewpoint that offers a glimpse into the



valley below, known for its towering cliffs and rich history.
- Laupahoehoe Point: A beautiful coastal area with picnic spots and great
views of the ocean waves crashing against the cliffs.

Afternoon: Historical Sightseeing

As you continue your journey, make time to explore some historical sites that
reflect the rich Hawaiian culture and history.

Pu‘uhonua o Honaunau National Historical Park

Also known as the Place of Refuge, this park offers insight into ancient
Hawaiian culture:

- Historical Significance: This site was a refuge for those who broke kapu
(ancient laws) and sought forgiveness. It illustrates the social structure
and spiritual beliefs of early Hawaiians.

- Cultural Demonstrations: Visitors can often witness traditional Hawaiian
practices, including hula, canoe-making, and more.

Kealakekua Bay

Next, visit Kealakekua Bay, known for its historical significance and
stunning beauty:

- Captain Cook Monument: This bay is where Captain James Cook was killed in
1779. You can kayak or take a boat tour to see the monument and enjoy the
bay's excellent snorkeling opportunities.

- Cultural Significance: Kealakekua Bay was revered by Hawaiians and is a
protected marine area rich in marine life.

Evening: Sunset and Local Cuisine

After a day filled with adventure, it’'s time to unwind and enjoy an authentic
Hawaiian dinner.

Sunset at Mauna Kea

If time permits, drive to Mauna Kea for a breathtaking sunset:

- Mauna Kea Visitor Information Station: Stop here to acclimate to the



altitude and gather information about the best viewing spots.
- Stargazing: After sunset, Mauna Kea is renowned for its stargazing
opportunities, with clear views of the night sky.

Dinner in Hilo or Kona

Cap off your day with dinner at a local restaurant. Here are a few options:

- Hilo: Try local favorites at Cafe 100 or Ken's House of Pancakes for a
casual meal.

- Kona: For a more upscale experience, visit the Kona Brewing Company for a
taste of local craft beer and delicious pizza.

Conclusion

Exploring the Big Island in a day is an ambitious undertaking, but with
careful planning, it’s entirely possible to experience its incredible
volcanoes, waterfalls, and rich history. From the dramatic landscapes of
Hawaii Volcanoes National Park to the serene beauty of Akaka Falls and the
cultural richness of Pu‘uhonua o Honaunau, the Big Island offers a unique
glimpse into Hawaii’s natural and cultural heritage. Remember to immerse
yourself in the local culture, respect the land, and most importantly, enjoy
every moment of your adventure on this breathtaking island.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the must-see volcanoes on the Big Island of
Hawaii?

The must-see volcanoes include Kilauea, which is one of the most active
volcanoes in the world, and Mauna Loa, the largest volcano on Earth by
volume.

How can I experience waterfalls on the Big Island in
one day?

You can visit Akaka Falls State Park to see the stunning 442-foot Akaka Falls
and also check out Rainbow Falls near Hilo for a beautiful view and photo
opportunities.

What are some key historical sites to visit on the



Big Island?

Key historical sites include Pu'uhonua o Honaunau National Historical Park,
which was a sanctuary for ancient Hawaiians, and the historic town of Kailua-
Kona, known for its coffee farms and King Kamehameha's birthplace.

Can I see both volcanoes and waterfalls in one day
on the Big Island?

Yes, it's possible to see both by planning a route that includes visiting the
Volcanoes National Park in the morning and then heading to the waterfalls in
Hilo in the afternoon.

What is the best time to visit the Big Island for
sightseeing?

The best time for sightseeing is during the dry season from April to October,
although the island can be visited year-round.

Are there guided tours available for volcanoes and
waterfalls on the Big Island?

Yes, there are numerous guided tours available that focus on both volcanic
landscapes and waterfall experiences, often led by knowledgeable local
guides.

What should I pack for a day of sightseeing on the
Big Island?

Pack comfortable walking shoes, sunscreen, a hat, a reusable water bottle, a
rain jacket, and a camera to capture the stunning landscapes.

Is it safe to visit active volcanoes on the Big
Island?

Yes, as long as you stay within designated safe areas and follow the
guidelines provided by the National Park Service, it's safe to visit active
volcanoes.

What is the significance of waterfalls on the Big
Island?

Waterfalls on the Big Island, such as Akaka and Rainbow Falls, are not only
beautiful natural attractions but also hold cultural significance in Hawaiian
mythology and provide vital habitats for native species.
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