
Big Break on the Big Island

Hawai’i, March 2011

Winters in Minnesota tend to get longer and longer as you get older and older so it’s not surprising that you run into a lot of old folks from the Northland when you travel early in the year.  If you happened to be on the Big Island of Hawai’i in March of 2011, you might have run into us.  We’re old.  We live in Minnesota.  We obsess about winter.  We left town in March.  For the whole month.  

For those who may be interested, here’s a brief (well, relatively) account that could come in handy if you chose to do the same.

In general
The best guidebook is Hawaii:  The Big Island Revealed from Wizard publications and widely available.  Just about every tip and recommendation was spot on.  Good blend of  useful facts and background information.  The writing is quite good and occasionally amusing.  If you know nothing, start here.

Hawai’i (with an apostrophe) is the Big Island.  Hawaii (without the apostrophe) is the whole state.  Or so I was told.

Getting there
It’s a long flight to Hawaii from the middle of the country.  We flew US Air via Phoenix and it was acceptable.  Of course, being old, I still yearn for the days when flying, especially as far as Hawaii, was a treat -- an adventure with high-end trappings, happy stewardesses, decent food and maybe a lei at the end.  Now it’s more like checking into a Greyhound terminal and riding the dog through the air.  

US Air was marginally better than other options (Delta).  Breaking up the flight is not a bad idea.  Four hour and six hour segments can be easier on the knees and psych than a straight shot nine hour flight.  Price for two tickets booked four months in advance: $1700.

Many flights go through Honolulu, but it’s better to fly direct to Kona if you can.  Saves a couple hours of travel time.  Don’t fly into Hilo unless you’re staying on the windward (and rainy) side of the island.

Tip:  seats on the right side of the plane going to Phoenix let you see the Rockies.  Seats on the left side going to Hawai’i let you see the the Baja coast as you’re leaving the mainland and a good view of Mauna Kea as you’re coming into Hawai’i.  This was impressive:  after all that time flying over empty ocean and endless cloud cover you suddenly spot the summit of Mauna Kea rising above everything with the tiny observatories at the top.  With satellites and GPS and high tech tracking it’s no big deal as a navigational feat these days.  But it used to be.  And people did it.  In sailing ships, open boats and canoes.

tip:  buy a lei at the airport.  It’s only $5.  It marks the break from real time to island time.

Lodging
We rented a house in Kona Heavens, a development that sits about 1200 feet up a mountain above and a couple miles south of the Kona airport. Just off Lna Hani street. It belongs to an acquaintance of some friends, which is how we found it, but there are more public options.  Check out VRBO vacation rentals website.

“Orchid House” has three bedrooms, two baths, a roomy main space, functional kitchen and dining area and a terrific veranda that stretched across most of the front of the house and overlooked the shoreline, the airport and the north end of Kona town.  The next land in front of us was 5000 miles away (Vietnam, I think, or maybe the Philippines).  The landscaping is lovely -- lots of colorful flowers, a varied collection of orchids, giant bushes and succulents, waving palm trees framing a flat green sward of grass bounded by blooming plumerias and a striking African tulip tree.

It sounds impressively elegant but it was actually merely comfortable, which is just what we wanted.  The beds and linens were just right; the master bathroom had a step in shower (and, if you stretched, a view of the ocean); the kitchen was adequately equipped.  The owner is an interior decorator in Los Angeles and he has done a fine job of adding nice touches.  The heart of the place is the veranda, which has a round dining table and comfortable chairs as well as a good hammock.  

We spent 75% of our non-sleeping time there -- breakfast, dinner, reading, writing, cocktails, sunset and just hanging out watching the light change around us and the waves break way down below us. Cost was very good -- $90 a night plus taxes and a cleanup fee.  The owner’s a bit difficult and communications are not what they could be.  But we didn’t have any major problems.

If you’re interested in hotels, some observations:

The Four Seasons comes highly recommended but it was wiped out by a tsunami for most of the month.  Not that you should plan a vacation around natural disasters, but it was the only major hotel affected.

The Sheraton Keauhou resort might be my first choice.  Very pretty, beautiful grounds, big pools, right on the ocean for sunsets and they host local events frequently. It’s a few miles south of Kona and traffic can be a minor issue sometimes.

The Outrigger hotel, also on Keauhou Bay, is kind of run down and shoddy.  It overlooks Kahalu’u beach, one of the best snorkeling sites on the Island, but I wouldn’t stay there if there were other options.

Mauna Kea Beach Hotel, on the north end of the Kohala coast, is gorgeous, with grounds that include historic sites from the ancient Hawaiians, a stunning golf course, nice pool and immediate access to Mauna Kea beach, one of the best in the world. About 35 minutes from Kona airport.

Hapuna Beach Prince Hotel is “next door,” a couple miles closer, with similar amenities. I’d say it’s a step down from the Mauna Kea, although having immediate access to Hapuna Beach counts for a lot.   With either hotel it’s probably worth paying for an ocean view room.

There’s a Hilton and a Marriott in Waikoloa (about halfway up the Kohala coast) and both are big, family-style resort hotels set amidst condo developments.  Neither appealed to me.  They’re like suburban communities set in paradise.  If you like traveling to be somewhere similar to what you left, then they may be worth a look.

There are a number of smaller, dingier, cheaper hotels in Kona and scattered around the area, but I cant recommend any of them.

If you’re going to Hilo, stay out on Banyan Drive near the airport.  There are a couple nice places, not great, but OK.  One caution:  do NOT stay at Uncle Billy’s.  It’s a run-down dump of a place, cheap, with adequate accommodations but lousy service and very noisy at night.

Getting around
Yes, you need a car.  Rental rates on the Big Island are reasonable, but taxes, fees, etc.  bump them up to the high end.  We rented from Enterprise: an SUV for the month was listed as $800 and ended up costing $1200. Service was only marginal.  I’d check Budget first -- seems to be the preferred vendor.  Reserve well in advance because they can run out in busy seasons (spring break; Christmas, etc.)

Tip:  gas prices are very high.  Rent the smallest car you need and put a premium on gas efficiency.  The exception:  if you plan to go places where 4-wheel drive is recommended (like up to the summit of Mauna Kea) do get 4-wheel drive.

Best restaurants
1.  Annie’s Burger and Beer -- Captain Cook.  It might seem unusual to list this place first, but both visits were exemplary.  The burgers are by far the best we encountered, the onion rings are to die for, the beer is cold, Kona Brewing drafts, the BLT salad is perfect.  The service is friendly and efficient.  The setting is delightfully relaxing -- an open west wall faces out over palm trees and the ocean, cool breezes wrap around you as you down your beer.  Especially welcomed after a day kayaking, snorkeling and swimming with dolphins in Kealakekua Bay.  It’s not healthy, but in its own way it’s perfect.  Prices are modest.

2.  Jackie Rey’s -- Kona.  Again, both visits were very good.  The signature seafood “stack” (couple of big grilled shrimp atop a crab cake atop a chunk of grilled mahi mahi atop a bed of mashed purple sweet potatoes surrounded by fine, nuanced sauces) is superb.  Wine list is limited and pricey but there are a few choices that are well beyond average for both quality and value.  Service was attentive and the setting is modest but comfortable.  The desserts are well worth a dietary splurge -- some excellent, custom made sorbets and an exquisite red velvet cake, embedded with shaved chocolate and blessed with thick cream cheese icing.  Prices are a bit high (especially with wine) but still a good value.

3.  Pescatore -- Hilo.  This little place was a real surprise, one of the few places open after 8PM in Hilo.  It’s reminiscent of a small European restaurant or a place in Havanna (but then a lot of Hilo sort of evokes the 1950s).  Only a dozen tables or so, with white cloths and chairs sculpted from sandalwood (I think).  Marvelous woodwork all around.  The waiter was superb -- deeply engaged in his task, funny and friendly -- a true pro.  We sampled the salad appetizer (fresh, local spinach leaves, garlic, tomatoes and pesto) two soups -- a French onion with sweet Maui onions and the best minestrone I’ve ever had.  Main courses were perhaps a step down (a good, but not unusual veal parmesan and same for a shrimp and pasta platter).  There’s a chocolate desert that “will change your life” but we were too full to order it.  Good, reasonably priced house wines, especially the chianti.  A welcome discovery.  Prices are  a bit high for Hilo, but moderate for the Island.

4.  Cafe Pesto -- Kawaihea.  If we’d known about this place earlier, we’d have frequented it more often.  It’s just a couple miles up the road from Hapuna and Mauna Kea beaches in the small, shipping town.  (There’s also one in Hilo and it looked comfortable as well).  It’s an easy choice for lunch after a morning at the beach.  Good house wines, well chilled.  Good, friendly service.  Lunch specials were good, especially a side of red and sweet potato salad and the pizza. Much better than most choices between Kona and the north end of the Island. Prices were reasonable.  

5.  Merriman Cafe at King’s Shops.  We tried the famous Merriman’s up in Waimea and found it snooty, expensive and barren.  Don’t go there.  The place at King’s Shops is better -- usually easy to get into.  Good place to stop if you’re tired and hungry.  They make a decent martini and good drinks, but wine prices are high and servings are short. Food is very good (especially the small pizzas).  Service is peremptory, forgetful and sometimes slow.  Prices are high.

Also noted:
What’s Shakin -- outside Hawiian Tropical Botanical Gardens.  Just a little shack of a place, but very friendly and quick.  Best place to stop after viewing the Gardens.  Good, quick service, good wraps, very good smoothies (their specialty).  Prices low to moderate.

Huggo’s on the Rocks:  great view, OK food, expensive wine, atrocious service.

Bubba Gumps:  if you’re really hungry/thirsty and lost in Kona.  Decent food, OK service, very nice view, annoying claptrap.  Reasonable prices.

Harbor House -- good beer in large, chilled mugs.  Easy going atmosphere.  Food is mediocre at best and service can be slow.  Prices low to moderate

Kona Brewing Co.  --  good beer.  Food is better than expected.  Service is atrocious and waits can be long.  Prices moderate.

Farmer’s Market, downtown Kona -- good fresh produce.  Try a white pineapple.  Also try a loaf of the banana mac nut bread -- only $5 and it will do for breakfast for several days.

Shopping
After resisting for a long time, we finally joined Costco.  If you’re staying on the Big Island for more than a few days it’s almost a must-do.  Gas is 25 to 30 cents a gallon cheaper than anywhere else.  The selection and variety of food and booze is much better than anywhere else -- even allowing for the humungous “wholesale” portions you have to buy.  Good bread.  Good pizza ($10 feeds four pretty easily).  You can buy a pound of excellent shrimp ($10) or a roasted chicken ($5).  A round of brie is $5 and a big bag of very good chips to eat with it is $6.  Surprisingly good produce if you can figure out how to eat it all before it goes bad. 

Costco also has a good selection of cheaper-than-market Hawaiian shirts.  You can buy an adequate snorkel outfit (mask, snorkel, fins and a bag) for $50 -- less than half what you’d pay at other places.

There’s a Safeway and a Walmart in Kona as well as a Target (limited food, but good prices on beach gear).  The Sportsmart across the way has a good selection of bathing suits, etc.

There are farmer’s markets on various days at various places.  The one in the middle of Kona has food vendors every day and extended booths on the weekends.  Be careful about quality -- some of the hand crafted, made-in-Hawaii stuff can be pricey and shoddy.

tip:  there’s a $10 parking lot at the Kona farmer’s market, but right next to it is a free lot and there’s another one across the street.

There are shops in Kona that are worth browsing... mostly the usual souvenir stuff and t-shirts you find in every vacation town.  But if you want a Hula girl ornament for your car dash, this is the place (or, cleverly, an Obama doll playing a ukulele).  Always check the ABC stores first -- prices tend to be about 20% cheaper.

Kings and Queens shops at Waikoloa also are worth a browse.  Higher end stuff, especially at the King’s Shops.

Hawa, a small town at the north end of the island, is a destination shopping trip.  About a dozen small shops with mostly over-priced goods, but a nice drive.  Do try the Tropical Dreams ice cream (and sorbets).  Best I’ve had.

Kona coffee, of course, is world famous, and you can get it anywhere in the area.  Best bet is to drive up above Kona and stop at a coffee farm.  I’d recommend Greenwell -- good tasting set-up, good coffee, market price -- which is about $30 a pound.  I have to say that Kona coffee is probably more famous than it deserves to be.  It’s smooth and nuanced, but to my taste it’s a little weak.  

It’s worth a trip to a coffee farm to learn about the coffee making.  You’ll learn, among other things, that the roasting process removes some of the natural caffeine, so that dark roasted coffee, even though it tastes stronger, has less caffeine than milder roasts. You’ll also find that many coffee farms also grow and sell macadamia nuts (macnuts in local parlance).  Market price at the farm is about $1 an ounce, twice that in shops.

Tip:  be sure to buy 100% Kona coffee, not a blend.  The blends usually use inferior Kona and not much of it.  The popular brands in tourist shops, ABC stores, etc. are often not as good as the “estate raised” stuff you can buy at the farms.

Tip:  if you want a nice, friendly experience, call up Jasminum farms and see if you can schedule a tour.  A retired couple runs the coffee and macnut operation and they will give you personalized insight as well as sell excellent coffee and nuts.

Adventures
1. Mauna Kea summit.  This is a once-in-a-lifetime trip... and well worth it.  You can find tours for about $170-$200 per person... the easy way.  Or you can take yourself, which is what we did.  You absolutely need a good 4-wheel drive vehicle.

Try to get to Waimea around 3PM... then drive the saddle road about 2/3 across the Island to Mauna Kea road.  Pretty well marked.  Saddle road is steep and winding going up from Waimea, but easy once you do that.  Road up to the M-K visitor’s center gets steep, so use lower gears.  Stop at visitor’s center for at least half an hour to get adjusted to the altitude (it’s 9000 feet).  The 8-mile road to the summit takes at least half an hour.  Steep, winding, unpaved in sections... needs 4-wheel drive and low gears to make it.

The goal is to get to the summit about 45 minutes before sunset.  Really cool seeing the famous observatories, watching the clouds below you, seeing the light change, etc.  Haleakala on Maui is below you (Mauna Kea is almost 14,000 feet).  Hordes of tourists in vans show up about 20 minutes before sunset.

tips:  if you drive yourself bring very warm clothes, wind breaker, hat and gloves.  If you go with a tour they provide this stuff.  Bring a camera, and extra batteries -- they tend to run out faster.

After the sunset, go back to the visitor’s center -- very slowly if you’re driving yourself.  They have telescopes set up to see various constellations, etc. as well as lectures and experts to answer questions.  Try to go when there’s NOT a full moon, since the light wipes out a lot of the sky.

It’s a long drive back in the dark along narrow, steep, winding roads, so take it slow and easy.

tip:  altitude can be a big deal for some people.  Give yourself plenty of time to adjust and take it easy on the summit.

2. Snorkel in Kealakekua bay.  K-bay is where Captain Cook was killed and there’s a big monument near the site. The bay is stunningly beautiful with high cliffs around a deep semi circle.  The snorkeling is on the north side of the bay and there are two ways to get there:  take a tour boat from Kona (costs about $150 per person) or rent a kayak in Captain Cook (the town) and paddle across the bay.  Note:  It’s more than a little bit challenging to get into and out of a kayak in open ocean water, especially if there are big swells, and it’s a good 30-40 minute paddle from the entry point to the snorkel area. If you’re not in halfway decent shape, the tour boat might be a better option.

There are a couple pods of spinner dolphins in the bay and, while you’re supposed to steer clear of them, they’re quite friendly and tend NOT to steer clear of you.  Andy (our daughter) insisted on hanging around on our way back and ended up swimming with them for an hour or so.  Really cool!

Best snorkeling is just west (sea side) of the Captain Cook monument.  There’s a small, shallow bay with lots of fish and pretty coral.  The boats usually drop you off closer to the cliffs, but you can swim up past the monument and find the bay.  The actual spot where Cook died is near this bay (a hundred yards or so from the marker).

tips/advice:  they don’t let you tie up the kayak, so you need at least two people -- one to hold the boat(s) while the other(s) snorkel.  Don’t go if the water is rough.  Try to get in the water by 9:30, which means renting the kayaks by 8:30 or so.  We rented kayaks from Aloha Kayak, on the right just as you come into Cap’t Cook.  $116 for two kayaks and some gear -- good place.  There are guys at the pier who help you put the boats in and get them out.  Very necessary and helpful.  Tip generously.  Stop for lunch afterward at Annie’s.

tip:  slather on the sunscreen and repeat often.  You wont know your back is getting burned while you’re snorkeling until it’s too late.  And sitting around in a kayak for a couple hours can also burn.  Bring a hat and a t-shirt to wear.

3.  Volcanos National Park. You probably WON’T see flowing lava unless you happen to be there when there’s an eruption.  But it’s well worth a visit to this extraordinary place where, as the guidebook says, you can walk on land that is younger than you are.

tip: if you’re old (62 plus), get a Senior’s National Parks Pass.  Cost is $10 and it lets you (and companions) into ANY National Park... for LIFE!!  One of the few great things about getting old.

Cost is $10 per car (without the pass). It’s a long drive from Kona -- about 3 hours -- on a road that gets narrow and winding in some places but is very pretty.  Once you get to the park, stop at the visitor’s center to get your bearings, then drive Crater Drive down to the Jaggar museum for a good view of Kilauea crater.

tips:  bring a picnic lunch (and maybe cold beer or wine) and eat at the visitor’s center. Wear good hiking shoes -- that stuff that looks like dirt is really sharp lava rock.  Wear layers:  the rim is about 4000 feet and it can get chilly if there’s a breeze, even on a sunny day.  Bring lots of water -- or at least water bottles.  You can fill them with fresh rainwater at the visitor’s center.  Also a good idea to bring a couple snack bars in case you get low on sugar.

Drive back around to the Kilauea-Iki trail head.  It’s a very nice hike down the trail (go to the right, counterclockwise -- much easier in and out) and into the crater.  It’s a rain forest going down, then a desert when you get to the bottom.  You hike across the crater with steam vents all around you, then hike back out.  Total time, if you dally, is about 2 hours. You come out at Thurston lava tube, which is fun to walk through (another 45 minutes or so if you dally.)

It’s a long single day trip.  We did it once and the drive back in the dark was long and nerve racking.  The second time we stayed over in Hilo (45 minutes away) so we wouldn’t have to rush back..  

4.  Around Hilo.  If you want to see the sites on the windward side, it’s a good idea to stay over in Hilo rather than try to drive over, see the sites and drive back in one day.  Note that the prevailing trade winds are from the northeast, which means A) it’s usually very windy and B) it rains a lot -- Hilo is the wettest city in the U.S.

-- walk around Banyan Drive and see the huge trees, many planted in the 1930s by famous people and named for them (Babe Ruth, among others).  Walk across a bridge that “sings” in the wind, to Coconut Island for views of the city across the bay and big waves crashing against the harbor breakwater.  Take time to explore the Japanese gardens -- very pretty.

-- Rainbow falls -- cool falls just west of Hilo.  They advise seeing it in the morning when the falls catch the eastern sun and create rainbows, but the flow in the winter/spring can be strong and the water is muddy.  Also it’s usually raining around Hilo so sunlight on Rainbow falls is a rarity.

tips:  can skip Pe’e Pe’e falls up the road... not much to see.  Bring windbreaker/rain jacket and hats.

--Hawaii Tropical Botanical Gardens. Lovely place about 10 miles north of Hilo, with a good story behind it.  Lots of amazing trees and plants, its own waterfall, and stunning waterfront with wind and big waves breaking.  Takes about 2 hours to wander around.  Costs $15 per person.  

tips:  if you’re driving from Hilo, take the “scenic drive” -- a 4-mile stretch of road that is amazingly beautiful.  Just outside (north) of the Gardens is a small drive up place called What’s Shakin -- good place for a lunch; excellent smoothies.

-- Akaka falls -- most impressive falls we saw.  Take the walking loop tour (about 45 minutes).  $5 for parking.

Bottom lines
We’ve now been to all the islands except Molokai.  Oahu was a nostalgic trip.  I always wanted to stay at the Royal Hawaiian, which we did -- overpriced and touristy, but what a history!  We hiked up to Diamond Head,  took a day trip around the east side of the island to see historic lighthouses and beaches, and did the must-see trip to the Arizona in Pearl Harbor.

We’ve visited Maui twice and it may still be our favorite.  We stayed up in Kaanapali at a nice resort with a great pool and big veranda where you could eat a superb breakfast and watch the humpback whales go by.  We’ve driven over to Hana on the infamous Hana road and biked down from the summit of Haleakala (10,300 feet) to the beach -- and then snorkeled below sea level.  We’ve stayed and shopped in Lahaina and swum on the beaches.

We spent a delightful week on Kauai -- the Princeville resort on the north end overlooking Hanalei Bay (Bali Hai) is still my ideal of a perfect place.  Expensive, with mediocre service and ridiculous prices, but just beautiful.  We also stayed at the Grand Hyatt down on Poipu beach -- fascinating pool, lovely grounds, expensive.

A whole month on the Big Island may be about a week too long.  There’s more to do, more places to see, and it’s not quite as exorbitant as other places in Hawaii (especially if you rent a house rather than stay at a resort).  The beaches are better -- some of the best in the world for swimming, snorkeling, body surfing and just sitting around.  But you need distractions -- a big family, guests visiting, a project to complete, etc.

Still, it was one of our best trips ever.  If you go, hope you have as good a time as we did. Aloha!

--dw

My personal top 10 experiences:

1. Swimming and boogie boarding on Hapuna and Mauna Kea beaches.

2. Going to the summit of Mauna Kea and seeing the sunset and the famous observatories.

3. Kayaking and snorkeling in Kealakekua Bay, paying respects to Captain Cook.

4. Snorkeling at Kapaluu beach

5. Hiking into and out of Kilauea Iki crater.

6.  Cocktails and sunsets on the veranda of Orchid House.

7. Touring the Hawaiian Botanical Tropical Gardens.

8. Hiking the loop at Akaka Falls.

9. Lunches at Cafe Pesto.

10. Burgers and beer at Annie’s. 


