HAWAII
Oahu

Where to stay:  for the Four Seasons/Ritz-Carlton type of experience, we love staying at the Halekulani.  It’s located right in Waikiki, but the hotel manages to remain a sea of tranquility despite the bustle around it.  Part of this is due to the fact that you are limited to 2 people a room (for a family of four, the hotel has a setup where two adjoining rooms have a master door as well, so that the rooms can be used as a suite or as individual rooms—it works very nicely).  For a more historical and more reasonable hotel, we also like the Royal Hawaiian (more commonly known as the “Pink Hotel”).  It is the second oldest hotel on Waikiki.  The beach is superior to the Halekulani, and there are more activities for children.

Transportation:  we are believers in renting a car, especially if you want to thoroughly explore the islands.  Hawaiians do not like to drive, so take all of their warnings about hazardous roads with the appropriate filter.
What to do:

Pearl Harbor – the Park Service now offers a way to buy timed tickets at www.recreation.gov.  I highly recommend doing this as tickets often sell out by mid-morning, especially during the busy tourist season.  You should also consider purchasing the passport package, which allows you to see additional sites beyond the USS Arizona Memorial.  Take the time to walk through the museum exhibits at the Visitors Center, which are well done.  We thought the USS Missouri tour was excellent, and the carrier has so much history that you can’t help but be impressed.  The tour of the USS Bowfin (a World War II submarine) is worthwhile just to see how claustrophobic you truly are.  The Pacific Aviation Museum has an excellent restaurant for lunch but, otherwise, is not worth visiting.  It’s a bit jarring sometimes to see Japanese tourists walking through the Visitors Center like it was just another tourist site, but I suspect they find out things they never learned in school either about the attack.
Diamondhead – while often referred to as “hiking to the top of Diamondhead,” this should more accurately be classified as a strenuous walk.  Our then-11 year old and 8 year old did it without much problem.  The walk will take you about 20 minutes each way plus however much time you want to take lingering at the top to admire the view.  Watching the sunrise on top of Diamondhead is one of the must do things in Honolulu.  The park opens at 6:00 am, and there is a $20 parking fee.  It is about a 10-15 minute drive from downtown Waikiki.
Bishop Museum – the museum was founded by the husband of one of the Hawaiian royal family in the princess’s memory.  It has a very nice exhibit on the history of the Hawaiian monarchy and the islands as well as a Polynesian-centric exhibit.  In addition, there is a relatively new science hall that kids will enjoy.  There is also a planetarium and traveling exhibits that are generally very kid-friendly.  There is a small café attached to the museum, but there are far better places to eat in Honolulu.  The museum will take you about 2-3 hours to go through thoroughly.
Honolulu Art Museum (previously known as Honolulu Academy of Fine Arts) – a surprisingly broad and eclectic collection of art and antiquities.  The museum has a very nice Far Eastern antiquities collection (Chinese, Japanese, and Korean) and an interesting collection of Hawaiian artifacts and contemporary Hawaiian art.  The museum will take about 2 hours to see.
Iolani Palace – the only palace in the United States (it helps that the US annexed the Hawaiian kingdom in the 1800s).  It’s not a palace the way you think of in Europe—no stone, no turrets, no moat.  But the building is architecturally interesting and surprisingly modern, and it’s a fascinating insight into Hawaiian history, and the exhibits are fun and informative.  Unless you are going during busy tourist times, you do not have to book the tour in advance.  It will take you 1-2 hours.
Polynesian Cultural Center – we love the Polynesian Cultural Center, as it is both fun and educational.  The Center teaches you about the culture and customs of the Polynesian islands.  Most of the employees are BYU – Hawaii students.  We highly recommend driving to it—ignore the dire warnings by the Hawaiians about doing so (it’s only 35 miles but will take you about 90 minutes)--and buying the type of tickets that give you a private guide to the Cultural Center.  A private guide will mean someone who understands the timing of the shows so that you can maximize your time there and who will reserve seats for you for most of the performances.  There is an evening show that ends at 9:00 pm so what we like to do is leave around 11:00 am, stop for plate lunches at Kaneke’s (see below) and arrive around 1:30.  That gives you plenty of time to see the various sites, do the luau for dinner, and see the evening performance (the performance includes fire-dancing, which was a huge hit with our kids).  The buses all leave the Cultural Center around 9:20, so if you can leave before then, you won’t get caught behind them (and they drive very slowly!).

Shangri-la – this is one of the homes of Doris Duke, who became fascinated with Islamic art and architecture during her travels.  Tours of the house are conducted by the Honolulu Academy of Fine Arts and require an additional charge.  The minimum age for the tour is 12, and we recommend waiting until 15.  The tour of the house takes about 90 minutes (you are shuttled to and from the house to avoid parking issues with the neighbors), and the entire tour is about 2 ½ hours.  It’s a stunning house with amazing examples of Islamic architecture (some antique and some a re-creation of something Doris Duke saw abroad) and an absolutely stunning view of the ocean.
Honolulu Zoo – this is a very nice zoo, surprisingly large, and with not only the normal collection of wildlife but also wildlife that is specific to Hawaii.  There is a large play area for kids as well (the “keki play area”) and a petting zoo.  The collection of stuffed animals in the store is excellent.  The zoo will take about 2-3 hours to go through thoroughly.
Honolulu Aquarium – like the zoo, this is small but excellently done.  The Aquarium is very kid-friendly and has an excellent stuffed animal collection.  It will take you 1-2 hours to go through thoroughly.
US Army Museum – this was once a World War II defensive position (with 12+ inches of concrete walls) and when the Army went to destroy it, as it was no longer needed, it found that the site was indestructible.  So, the Army made it into a museum instead.  It’s small but well done and should take you 1-2 hours to do thoroughly.
Chinatown – Honolulu’s Chinatown is small but vibrant and very pan-Asian.  You find a mix of Chinese, Japanese, Korean, Polynesian, and Filipino in the area.  It’s a fair amount of walking, but it is more interesting that way.  We love the food court there, which has some of the best (and least expensive) Asian food in town.  But the food can be inaccessible to picky eaters.  
Dole Pineapple Plantation – a blatant marketing ploy by Dole Pineapple, this is still a fun place to visit because of the maze.  It’s a hugely complicated maze, and the goal is to find the various stations located throughout the maze and get your card stamped.  You can do it the easy way (a map of the maze is provided) or the difficult way (without a map).  I highly recommend having the map handy, as the maze is extremely intricate.  Depending on how lost you get in the maze (and whether you take the fun but commercial plantation tour), the plantation will take you 1-2 hours.  The Dole pineapple whip is also highly recommended by us.  Yum!
Hawaiian Plantation Village – this is one of our favorite places to see in Honolulu.  There are a series of bungalows that depict the different waves of immigration into Hawaii.  The exhibits are still a bit rough around the edges, but the plantation itself is fascinating and well worth a visit.  Guided tours (which are required) happen hourly.  It will take 1-2 hours.
Sealife Park (Swimming with the dolphins) – the park is on the way to the Polynesian Cultural Center, but it deserves its own description because you can swim with the dolphins.  There are 2 versions—one for all ages and one for those age 9 or above.  We highly recommend the second version where you can get towed by a dolphin for a short distance.  It’s a much more adventurous and thrilling experience.  We toured the rest of the park briefly—think of it as Seaworld Lite, but swimming with the dolphins is quite the experience.
Punchbowl – a memorial to those who lost their lives in the Pacific theatre, the Punchbowl is a beautiful and fascinating memorial.  In addition to the memorials and gravestones of primarily World War II casualties, there is depicted in individual mosaics, each significant battle in the Pacific in World War II.  We loved it as befits the history junkies that we are.  The kids were bored silly.  If you plan to be thorough about looking around the Punchbowl, it will take you around 60-90 minutes.  Otherwise, it’s a much shorter visit.

Queen Emma’s Summer Palace – as with Iolani Palace, this is more of a 19th century home than a palace, although it was used as a summer retreat by the Hawaiian royal family due to its cool breezes.  We recommend doing the docent tour.  The docents are all enthusiastic and knowledgeable about the house and its furnishings.  (The tour is actually quite cute and one of the visit’s greatest charms.)  There is a small gift shop as well.  It will take you (depending on how long you have to wait for the tour to start) around 45 minutes.

Hanauma Bay – this is a great place for snorkeling.  You can see all sorts of the colorful tropical fish that Hawaii is justly famous for, including the state fish (humuhumunukunukuapua’a aka Hawaiian triggerfish) and sea turtles (it’s apparently a federal offense to stalk one).  You will have to make reservations on the (very clunky) website in advance, and depending on the water conditions, wetsuits can come in very handy.  Lockers are available as is snorkeling equipment (for a small fee, of course).

Surfing lessons – the kids have taken surfing lessons from the same place for 15+ years, so we are quite familiar with them.  They are great with kids and beginners, and we like them a lot.  There are various types of lessons you can do, although we went for private lessons.  You can also have them videotape the lessons (for an additional fee, of course).  The outfit is Ty Gurney Surf School (2222 Kalia Road, 808-271-9557, www.tygurneysurfschool.com).  They are directly across the street from the Halekulani.

North Shore – we tried driving all the way around the island, but we were defeated by the state of the roads at Kaena State Park.  Nonetheless, the North Shore is worth a drive if you’re looking for beautiful beaches and a surfer culture.  Surf-n-Sea is a classic surfer store in Haleiwa, with cool board shorts and t-shirts as well as surfboards.  The Waialua Bakery, also in Haleiwa, has wonderful cookies and other baked goods.  The waves are good for windsurfing and experienced surfers, and the beaches are spectacular.


Pali Lookout – a crucial victory by Kamehaha took place here that allowed him to consolidate power and rule over the entire set of Hawaiian islands.  More importantly to Jurassic Park fans, the main building of the first movie can be seen from the lookout.  The views are gorgeous, and it can get quite windy and cool.

Restaurants (in no particular order)
The Pig and the Lady (83 North King Street) – this is one of the hottest restaurants in Honolulu right now, and it is well deserved.  Located in Chinatown (in a seedy-looking but perfectly safe area), the restaurant is an Asian (primarily Vietnamese) fusion restaurant.  The combinations are imaginative, the ingredients are fresh, and the cooking is incomparable.  The lunch menu differs significantly from the dinner menu, so make sure you try both.

Sushi Sasabune (1417 South King Street) – make reservations for the sushi bar.  The advantage is that you will get some of the freshest and most creative sushi dishes ever.  The quality and freshness of the fish rivals Tokyo and the dishes being served are accessible to Western palates—it’s the best of both worlds.  Caveat:  at the sushi bar, you eat what you are given in the way that you are told to eat it (with soy sauce, without soy sauce, left to right, etc.).  We find the approach a bit dictatorial, but the quality of the food makes it worthwhile.  Also, they will keep providing you food until you are full, so you must tell them when to stop.

Morimoto (1775 Ala Moana Blvd inside The Modern hotel) – we had previously only eaten at his Philadelphia establishment, but this one rivals the original in quality and execution and presentation.  The food is Asian in a flight of fantasy, and it is definitely interesting and all around excellent.

Roy's (226 Lewers Street) – Roy’s is a Honolulu institution and pioneered Hawaiian cuisine in many ways.  It is an East-West fusion cuisine with a Hawaiian twist and is excellent.  It is also both tourist and family friendly.  There are many different locations, but we eat at the one on Waikiki.
Doraku Sushi (Royal Hawaiian Center, 2233 Kalakaua Ave, Suite 304) – an easy walk from our hotel and in the middle of Waikiki, this restaurant has some of the best quality sushi we’ve ever had (a significant upgrade over DC, a definite upgrade over San Francisco, and on par with Tokyo).  They serve nothing else but sushi, so if you are not sushi eaters, this is not the place to go.

Senia (75 N. King St) – the chefs/owners trained at Thomas Keller’s French Laundry (in Napa) and Per Se (in NYC), and it shows.  The food is delicious, inventive, and beautiful.  The menu is solid from the appetizers through the desserts, which is a rarity.  This has become one of our new favorites, and we highly recommend it!


Umi by Vikram Garg (2233 Helumoa Road (in the Halepuna Hotel)) – this is the new restaurant by the former chef of tbd…. It is seafood focused, although the chef/owner has kept the divine curry dish from his previous restaurant.  Creative and expertly prepared dishes accompanied by the expert service from our favorite waiter in Hawaii.

Sushi-sho (383 Kalaimoku St (in the Ritz)) – a Michelin starred omakase restaurant that is well worth the expense.  The seafood is beyond fresh and is expertly prepared by Japanese chefs.  Sushi I will not eat anywhere else I will eat here because the preparations are so creative and the quality of the seafood so excellent.  Definitely worth getting a reservation here!

Mr Tanaka of Tokyo (Ala Moana Center, 1450 Ala Moana Blvd) – this is a teppenyaki restaurant (think Benihana’s) and doesn’t pretend otherwise.  The chefs are generally engaging and friendly, the food is fresh and well prepared, and it is very family and tourist friendly.
Goma Tei (Ala Moana or 4211 Waialae Ave) – a Japanese ramen restaurant that serves excellent and authentic ramen and a few additional dishes.  It tends to get crowded at peak dining times, and they do not take reservations.
Koko Head Café (1145 12th Ave, Suite C) – an amazing Hawaiian fusion breakfast/brunch place.  The lines are long, so I recommend you join the waitlist beforehand, and the dishes are a fusion of traditional American with a Hawaiian twist.  Amazing food in a fun, casual atmosphere.

Scratch (1170 Auahi St & 6650 Kalanianaole Highway) – the restaurant has a couple of locations with excellent and generous helpings of Hawaiian food.  It’s great for a casual dinner and is well suited for large groups, as there is something for even the pickiest eater.
Honolulu Noodles (Stix, 2250 Kalakaua Ave, Lower Level) – I never expected to find authentic Taiwanese beef noodle soup and Taiwanese hot and sour soup in the middle of Waikiki, and yet, here we are.  It’s located in a food court at the very end and is furnished with simple wooden tables.  But the food is amazing—authentic, excellent, and a great place to go for just a casual but delicious meal.
Kaneke’s (41-857 Kalanianaole Highway, Waimanalo) – this “restaurant” is on the way to the Polynesian Cultural Center and serves traditional Hawaiian plate lunches and breakfasts (if you want loco moco, you can get it here).  The portions are huge and the quality first-rate.  We recommend the Kahlua pig, in particular.  The shave ice isn’t too shabby either.
Uncle Clay’s House of Pure Aloha (820 West Hind Drive #116 in the Aina Haina Shopping Center) – this was our latest find.  Uncle Clay’s serves shave ice with all natural flavorings (we highly recommend the lilikoi (passion fruit) and pineapple).  The result is a less sweet and more flavorful shave ice.  But the main attraction at Uncle Clay’s is Uncle Clay himself.  He is a gentle and zen-like soul, who is genuinely flattered that you’ve come to his store.  If he’s in, be prepared for a friendly conversation as if you and he were neighbors chatting about your day.  Oh, and the shave ice and ice cream are excellent, too!

Leonard’s Bakery (933 Kapahulu Ave) – the best malasadas in town (malasadas are the Filipino equivalents of doughnuts).  The fried balls of dough come rolled in sugar or cinnamon sugar or you can get malasadas filled with haupia (coconut), custard, or chocolate (there’s also a filling of the month).  They come fresh out of the fryer and melt in your mouth.  Definitely worth a visit!
Kona Coffee (2330 Kalakaua Ave Suite 160, International Marketplace) – the best coffee in Honolulu, and some of the best pastries.  If you want to feel your arteries clogging, try the kouign-ammans (pronounced queen ah-mahns), a Breton pastry that has been described as “the fattiest pastry in all of Europe” by the New York Times.
Maui
Where to stay:  we like staying at the Four Seasons - Maui with all of the opulence and service that the brand implies.  (  And the Wolfgang Puck restaurant in the hotel is excellent.
Transportation:  as with Oahu, we like renting a car to get around the island.

What to do:
Maui Ocean Center – this is a fun aquarium to see, especially with kids.  It is similar to the Honolulu Aquarium, although it’s a little larger and more sophisticated.  It will take you 1-2 hours to do thoroughly.
Iao State Park – an easy walking park that leads to stunning views (our pre-teen kids managed with no problem).  The famous scenic spot is the Iao Needle, a 2,250 foot stone pillar.  The historical spot to see is Iao Valley, where in 1790, King Kamehameha I destroyed the Maui army and united the Hawaiian islands (under himself, of course).  It will take you 1-2 hours at a leisurely pace.
Baldwin Museum – built in 1834 by Reverend Dwight Baldwin, this is the oldest house in Lahaina.  It is an interesting insight into how white settlers adapted to living in Hawaii.  The house is not large, but it has interesting historical value.  It will take 45-60 minutes.
Maui Tropical Plantation – this was a cute plantation tour where you toured the plantation and saw all of the plant life being grown that is well known in the islands.  I wouldn’t go out of your way to see it, but it’s a rather fun thing to do for an hour or so.
Scooter snorkeling – this can be a fun activity and is offered through the Four Seasons.  Scooter snorkeling involves riding a motorized contraption (not much more than a motor with handles to hang onto) through the ocean in order to go further out than you could snorkeling by yourself to see various marine life.  It’s great with kids, whose physical stamina doesn’t allow them to swim out as far.  The only caveat is that if you are prone to seasickness, avoid doing this in choppy waters.
Big Island
Where to stay:  we loved the Four Seasons – Hualalai, which makes a normal Four Seasons resort look like a slum.  

Transportation:  this is the only place in Hawaii where we didn’t rent a car.  The Four Seasons will pick you up and drop you off from the airport, and there isn’t all that much to do on the Big Island outside of the Hualalai.
What to do:
Blue Hawaiian helicopter tour – the great thing about the Big Island is that there are active volcanoes.  The helicopter tour allows you to see live lava flows, which are very cool.  The tour does a good job showing you both the lava flows and the various steep canyons in the area, which are stunning.  If you are prone to motion sickness, however, the canyons may be an issue.  We recommend taking your motion sickness drug of choice (we like Bonine).
