
Best Island to Visit in Hawaii for First 
Time Travelers 

 

Planning your first trip to Hawaii can feel overwhelming. With more than 137 islands, 
Hawaii is the only U.S. state located entirely in the Pacific Ocean, yet only a handful of 
islands are accessible for tourism. In 2023, more than 9.5 million travelers visited 
Hawaii, with the majority choosing just a few of the main islands. 

Each island has its own unique character. Some are famous for white-sand beaches and 
nightlife, while others are all about untouched nature and slow-paced escapes. Choosing 
the right island for your first Hawaii trip depends on what you want: adventure, 
relaxation, culture, or a mix of everything. 

This guide will walk you through quick facts about Hawaii, the best islands for first-time 
visitors, when to go, and key travel tips to make your first visit unforgettable. 

 

Quick Facts to Know About Hawaii 



 

●​ Hawaii Is the 50th U.S. State: It became the 50th U.S. state on August 21, 
1959, and is the only one located in the tropics. 

●​ A Chain of 137 Islands: Hawaii consists of 137 islands, though only 6 are 
commonly visited by travelers. 

●​ The Main Islands: The main islands are Oahu, Maui, Kauai, Big Island, 
Moloka‘i, and Lāna‘i, each with a distinct character. 

●​ Two Official Languages: Both English and Hawaiian are recognized as 
official state languages. 

●​ Honolulu Is the Capital: Located on Oahu, Honolulu is the state capital and 
the main entry point for visitors. 

●​ Diverse Climates: Hawaii has 10 of the world’s 14 climate zones, from 
beaches to snowy mountain peaks. 

●​ Most Isolated State: It lies 2,400 miles from California, making it the most 
isolated population center on Earth. 

●​ Volcanic Origins: The islands were created by volcanic activity; the Big 
Island is still growing today. 

●​ Population and Tourism: Hawaii has about 1.4 million residents and 
attracts over 9 million tourists yearly. 



●​ Aloha Spirit: The word “Aloha” means more than hello. It reflects love, 
peace, and harmony. 

●​ Unique Wildlife: Hawaii is home to rare species like the Hawaiian monk 
seal and green sea turtles. 

●​ Expensive Destination: Due to its isolation, Hawaii is one of the most 
expensive U.S. states to visit. 

●​ No Daylight Saving: The islands follow Hawaii-Aleutian Standard Time 
and don’t observe daylight saving. 

●​ Birthplace of Surfing: Surfing began in ancient Hawaii, and Oahu’s North 
Shore is a global surf mecca. 

●​ Cultural Diversity: Hawaii blends Native Hawaiian, Asian, and Pacific 
cultures, reflected in food and traditions. 

●​ Pearl Harbor’s History: Pearl Harbor in Oahu marks the site of the 1941 
attack that drew the U.S. into WWII. 

●​ Island Nicknames: Each island has a nickname: Oahu (The Gathering 
Place), Maui (The Valley Isle), Kauai (The Garden Isle), and more. 

 
 

Best Islands to Visit in Hawaii for First-Time Travelers 

Explore Hawaii’s top islands in detail and discover what each offers first-time 
travelers: 

 

1. Oahu 



 

Oahu is known as “The Gathering Place” and is the most visited island in Hawaii. 
It combines city life with island charm, making it a perfect entry point for 
first-time visitors. Honolulu, the state capital, offers world-class dining, nightlife, 
and history at Pearl Harbor. Waikiki Beach is famous for surfing lessons and 
beachfront resorts. Beyond the city, the North Shore is legendary for its winter surf 
waves and laid-back vibe, while the Windward Coast offers lush valleys and scenic 
drives. Oahu is also the most accessible island, with the busiest international 
airport, making travel easy. 

 

2. Maui 



 

Maui, often called “The Valley Isle,” is famous for its romantic atmosphere, golden 
beaches, and luxury resorts. First-time travelers love the iconic Road to Hana, a 
scenic drive with waterfalls, black sand beaches, and lush jungles. Haleakalā 
National Park is another highlight, where visitors can watch the sunrise above the 
clouds at the summit of a dormant volcano. Maui is also one of the best islands for 
whale watching between December and April. Families and couples alike find 
Maui welcoming, with activities ranging from snorkeling at Molokini Crater to 
relaxing at upscale resorts in Wailea. 

 

3. Hawaiʻi (Big Island) 



 

The Big Island lives up to its name—it’s larger than all the other Hawaiian Islands 
combined and offers the most diverse landscapes. Visitors can see active lava flows 
in Hawaiʻi Volcanoes National Park, snow-capped peaks on Mauna Kea, lush 
rainforests, black and green sand beaches, and even coffee farms in Kona. For 
first-timers, the Big Island is ideal if you want adventure and variety in one trip. 
It’s less crowded than Oahu or Maui but still offers modern amenities, charming 
small towns like Hilo, and some of the best stargazing in the world. 

 

4. Kauaʻi 



 

Known as “The Garden Isle,” Kauaʻi is the greenest and oldest of the main islands. 
It’s the best choice for nature lovers, with dramatic cliffs at the Nā Pali Coast, 
Waimea Canyon (nicknamed the “Grand Canyon of the Pacific”), and endless 
hiking trails through rainforests and waterfalls. Unlike Oahu, Kauaʻi feels slower 
and more peaceful, with small towns and fewer tourists. Poʻipū Beach is popular 
for swimming and spotting monk seals, while the North Shore offers secluded 
beaches and mountain backdrops. For first-timers seeking a balance of adventure 
and serenity, Kauaʻi delivers unforgettable scenery. 

 

5. Molokaʻi 



 

Molokaʻi is one of the least developed islands, offering an authentic look at 
Hawaiian culture and history. With few resorts and limited infrastructure, it’s 
perfect for travelers who want to escape crowds and connect with local traditions. 
Highlights include visiting Kalaupapa National Historical Park, hiking along sea 
cliffs, and exploring pristine beaches that feel completely untouched. Molokaʻi is 
not about luxury but about authenticity: interacting with locals, learning about taro 
farming, and enjoying a slower pace of life. For first-time travelers who want to 
see Hawaii beyond the tourist trail, Molokaʻi offers something unique. 

 

6. Lānaʻi 



 

Lānaʻi, once known as the “Pineapple Island” for its vast plantations, is now a 
haven for luxury and seclusion. The island has only a few main resorts, including a 
Four Seasons, which makes it popular with honeymooners and high-end travelers. 
Activities include off-road adventures in the island’s rugged interior, snorkeling at 
Hulopoʻe Bay, and exploring Garden of the Gods, a unique rocky landscape. 
Despite its exclusivity, Lānaʻi is easy to access from Maui by ferry. For first-time 
visitors who want a mix of relaxation and adventure without the crowds, Lānaʻi is 
a great option. 

 

7. Niʻihau 



 

Niʻihau is known as the “Forbidden Island” because it’s privately owned and 
access is restricted to invited guests, residents, or guided tours. While most tourists 
can’t visit freely, Niʻihau is still worth mentioning as part of Hawaii’s cultural 
fabric. It’s home to a small Native Hawaiian population that preserves traditional 
lifestyles, language, and customs. Some tours allow helicopter trips or supervised 
excursions to its beaches. Though not a typical tourist stop, Niʻihau offers insight 
into Hawaii’s heritage and the importance of cultural preservation, making it 
fascinating for first-time visitors to learn about. 

 

8. Kahoʻolawe 



 

Kahoʻolawe is the smallest of Hawaii’s main islands and is uninhabited. Once used 
as a military training site, it has undergone significant restoration to heal its 
ecosystems and cultural sites. While tourists cannot visit freely, some volunteer 
and cultural programs allow limited access. For first-time travelers, Kahoʻolawe 
represents Hawaii’s resilience and respect for land stewardship. Even if you don’t 
set foot on the island, learning about its history adds depth to your understanding 
of Hawaii’s story. 

 

9. Molokini Crater (off Maui) 



 

Molokini is a crescent-shaped volcanic crater located just a few miles offshore 
from Maui. It’s uninhabited, but it’s one of the most popular snorkeling and diving 
spots in Hawaii. The crater’s protected waters host more than 250 species of fish 
and stunning coral reefs. Visibility often reaches up to 150 feet, making it a dream 
for underwater explorers. For first-time travelers, booking a half-day boat trip to 
Molokini is one of the most memorable activities in Hawaii, offering a chance to 
experience marine life in crystal-clear waters. 

 

10. Mokulua Islands (off Oahu) 



 

The Mokulua Islands, nicknamed “The Mokes,” are two small islets off the coast 
of Oahu near Lanikai Beach. Popular with kayakers and paddleboarders, the 
islands are a great half-day adventure for active travelers. The larger island, Moku 
Nui, is open to the public and offers rocky shoreline hikes and tide pools, while the 
smaller one, Moku Iki, is protected as a bird sanctuary. For first-time travelers to 
Oahu, paddling out to the Mokulua Islands combines fun, fitness, and stunning 
coastal scenery. 

 

Hawaii Islands Comparison Guide for First-Time Travelers 

Compare Hawaii’s islands side by side to see which one matches your dream first 
visit: 

 

Island Nickname Best For Top Highlights Vibe 



Oahu The 
Gathering 
Place 

First-timers, 
families, history 
lovers 

Waikiki Beach, Pearl 
Harbor, North Shore 
surfing 

Bustling, 
diverse 

Maui The Valley 
Isle 

Couples, 
families, 
adventure 
seekers 

Road to Hana, 
Haleakalā sunrise, 
Molokini snorkeling 

Romantic, 
scenic 

Big Island Hawaiʻi Adventure, 
variety, 
stargazing 

Volcanoes National 
Park, Mauna Kea, 
Kona coffee farms 

Rugged, 
diverse 

Kauaʻi The 
Garden 
Isle 

Nature lovers, 
hikers 

Nā Pali Coast, Waimea 
Canyon, waterfalls 

Peaceful, 
lush 

Molokaʻi The 
Friendly 
Isle 

Culture seekers, 
slow travel 

Kalaupapa Park, sea 
cliffs, empty beaches 

Authentic, 
rural 

Lānaʻi The 
Pineapple 
Isle 

Luxury travelers, 
honeymooners 

Hulopoʻe Bay, Garden 
of the Gods, 
off-roading 

Secluded, 
upscale 

Niʻihau The 
Forbidden 
Isle 

Cultural 
curiosity (limited 
access) 

Native Hawaiian 
traditions, private 
beaches 

Private, 
preserved 

Kahoʻolaw
e 

— History buffs, 
volunteers 

Restoration projects, 
cultural significance 

Sacred, 
off-limits 

Molokini 
Crater 

— Snorkelers, 
divers 

Crescent-shaped reef, 
250+ fish species 

Pristine, 
aquatic 

Coconut 
Island 

Moku Ola Families, casual 
visitors 

Hilo Bay swimming, 
cultural healing 
history 

Relaxed, 
local 



Mokulua 
Islands 

The 
Mokes 

Adventurers, 
kayakers 

Paddleboarding, tide 
pools, bird sanctuary 

Fun, 
active 

Lehua 
Island 

— Off-the-beaten-p
ath travelers 

Seabird sanctuary, 
snorkeling, diving 
walls 

Remote, 
wild 

 
 

Best Time to Visit Hawaii 

 

Hawaii is a year-round paradise, but the experience changes depending on when 
you go. With its tropical climate, two main seasons, and distinct events, knowing 
the best time to visit can help first-time travelers plan a trip that matches their 
expectations. 

 

Understanding Hawaii’s Seasons 



Hawaii doesn’t have the typical four seasons. Instead, it follows two main weather 
patterns: 

●​ Dry Season (April to October): Warm temperatures, less rain, calmer seas. 
Perfect for beach days, snorkeling, hiking, and island hopping.​
 

●​ Wet Season (November to March): Cooler temperatures, more frequent 
rain showers, and bigger waves, especially on north-facing shores. Great for 
surfing, whale watching, and experiencing lush landscapes. 

Temperatures stay comfortable year-round, usually between 75°F and 85°F 
(24°C-29°C). Even in the wet season, showers are often short and followed by 
sunshine.

 

Peak and Off-Peak Travel Times 

●​ Peak Season (Mid-December to Mid-April, plus June-August): These are 
Hawaii’s busiest times. Winter holidays and summer vacations attract 
travelers worldwide, which means higher prices for flights and 
accommodations.​
 

●​ Shoulder Seasons (April-May and September-November): Many 
travelers consider these the best months. The weather is pleasant, crowds are 
smaller, and prices are more affordable.​
 

●​ Low Season (Late April, early May, and late September): These weeks 
often provide the most value for money without compromising on weather 

 

Month-by-Month Highlights 

●​ January-March: Best for whale watching (especially in Maui) and surfing 
on the North Shore of Oahu. Expect more rain but also vibrant greenery.​
 



●​ April-May: Mild weather, fewer crowds, and blooming flowers make this a 
wonderful time for hiking and sightseeing.​
 

●​ June-August: Sunny and dry, perfect for family vacations. Expect busier 
beaches and higher travel costs.​
 

●​ September-October: Excellent balance of weather, prices, and smaller 
crowds. The water is warm, making it a top pick for snorkeling and 
swimming.​
 

●​ November-December: Early November still has low crowds, but late 
December is peak holiday season with skyrocketing prices and packed 
resorts. 

 

Best Time for Different Experiences 

●​ Beach Vacations: April to October, when seas are calmer and skies are 
clearer.​
 

●​ Surfing: November to February for big-wave surfing on the North Shore; 
June to August for beginners on the south shores.​
 

●​ Whale Watching: December to April, peaking in January and February, 
with Maui being the prime location.​
 

●​ Hiking & Outdoor Adventures: April-June and September-November 
offer cooler temperatures and fewer muddy trails.​
 

●​ Budget-Friendly Trips: April, May, September, and October typically 
provide the best value without sacrificing good weather. 

 

Island-Specific Timing Tips 



●​ Oahu: Great year-round, but late spring and fall are less crowded while still 
offering good surf and cultural events.​
 

●​ Maui: Visit between January and March for whales or in May and 
September for quiet beaches and ideal snorkeling.​
 

●​ Big Island: Year-round is fine, but May-October is best for stargazing and 
exploring lava fields without heavy rain.​
 

●​ Kauaʻi: Drier on the south shore in summer, but the north shore is 
stunningly green in winter. 

 

Verdict: The Sweet Spot 

For first-time visitors, the best time to visit Hawaii is April-May or 
September-October. These months combine pleasant weather, smaller crowds, 
lower prices, and a balance of activities. Whether you are exploring Oahu’s culture, 
Maui’s beaches, Kauaʻi’s trails, or the Big Island’s volcanoes, you’ll find these 
shoulder seasons to be the most rewarding. 

 

Travel and Safety Tips to Visit Hawaii 



 

A trip to Hawaii is unforgettable, but first-time travelers should know a few 
essential tips to make the journey smoother, safer, and more respectful of the 
islands. From ocean safety to local etiquette, these guidelines ensure you enjoy 
paradise responsibly. 

1. Respect the Ocean 

Hawaii’s beaches are beautiful but can also be dangerous. Waves, currents, and rip 
tides are stronger than they look. Always swim at lifeguarded beaches, check 
posted warning signs, and avoid turning your back on the ocean. If you’re 
snorkeling or surfing for the first time, consider guided tours to stay safe. 

2. Understand Island Transportation 

Public transportation is limited outside Oahu, so renting a car is often the best way 
to explore. Book early, especially in peak season, as rental cars can sell out. On 
Oahu, buses and shuttles cover popular spots, but driving offers more freedom. Be 
patient with traffic, especially in Honolulu and resort areas. 

3. Be Prepared for Varying Weather 



Even within the same island, weather can change quickly. The windward (east) 
sides are wetter, while leeward (west) sides are sunnier. Pack lightweight clothing, 
a rain jacket, reef-safe sunscreen, and sturdy shoes if you plan to hike. 
Temperatures can drop at higher elevations like Haleakalā or Mauna Kea, so layers 
are important. 

4. Show Cultural Respect 

Hawaiʻi has a rich culture rooted in Native Hawaiian traditions. Simple gestures 
like learning a few Hawaiian words (“Aloha” for hello/goodbye, “Mahalo” for 
thank you) go a long way. Respect sacred sites such as heiaus (temples) and burial 
grounds by not climbing or disturbing them. Be mindful that hula is a cultural 
expression, not just entertainment. 

5. Follow Eco-Friendly Practices 

Hawaii’s ecosystems are fragile. Use reef-safe sunscreen to protect coral reefs, stay 
on marked trails to prevent erosion, and never touch marine life such as turtles or 
monk seals. Carry reusable water bottles and avoid single-use plastics whenever 
possible. Responsible tourism helps preserve the islands for future generations. 

6. Budget Wisely 

Hawaii can be expensive, especially for first-timers. Save money by booking 
flights and hotels in advance, traveling during shoulder seasons, and exploring free 
attractions like hiking trails, public beaches, and scenic lookouts. Farmers’ markets 
are great for affordable meals and local experiences. Consider vacation rentals if 
you’re staying longer. 

7. Plan Around Island Time 

Life moves slower in Hawaii, and “island time” means things may not always 
happen quickly. Be flexible and embrace the pace rather than rushing. Allow extra 
time for driving, reservations, and activities, especially if hopping between islands. 
This relaxed approach will make your trip less stressful and more enjoyable. 

8. Stay Healthy and Safe 



Drink plenty of water to avoid dehydration, especially under the tropical sun. 
Apply sunscreen often, wear a hat, and use insect repellent if hiking in lush areas. 
If you plan on adventurous activities like hiking, let someone know your plans and 
avoid trails marked as closed, rescues are common and can be dangerous. 

 

The Final Thought 

Visiting Hawaii for the first time is an experience you will never forget. Each 
island offers its own personality: from Oahu’s bustling city life to Maui’s romantic 
shores, Kauaʻi’s natural beauty, and the Big Island’s raw adventure. Smaller islands 
like Molokaʻi, Lānaʻi, and even islets like Molokini Crater provide unique 
opportunities to see Hawaii from different perspectives. 

The best island for you depends on what you want: excitement, romance, culture, 
adventure, or pure relaxation. No matter which one you choose, you’ll be greeted 
with aloha spirit, breathtaking scenery, and unforgettable moments. 

 

Frequently Asked Questions 

What is the best island in Hawaii for first-time visitors? 

Most first-time travelers choose Oahu for its mix of beaches, history, nightlife, and 
easy accessibility. Maui is another popular choice for couples and families. 

Which Hawaiian island is cheapest to visit? 

Generally, Oahu is the most affordable because it has the most flight options and 
accommodations, creating more competition and lower prices. 

Which Hawaiian island is the most beautiful? 

Beauty is subjective, but Kauaʻi is often called the most scenic thanks to the Nā 
Pali Coast, Waimea Canyon, and lush rainforests. 



Which Hawaiian island is best for couples? 

Maui is known as the most romantic island, with luxury resorts, sunset beaches, 
and experiences like watching sunrise from Haleakalā. 

Which Hawaiian island is best for families with kids? 

Oahu is great for families with easy transportation, kid-friendly beaches, and 
attractions like the Honolulu Zoo and Waikiki Aquarium. 

What is the best time of year to visit Hawaii? 

The best times are April–May and September–October, when crowds are smaller, 
prices are lower, and the weather is pleasant. 

Is it easy to visit more than one Hawaiian island? 

Yes, inter-island flights make island hopping possible. A common combo is Oahu 
+ Maui or Maui + Big Island. 

Which Hawaiian island has volcanoes? 

The Big Island (Hawaiʻi) is home to Hawaiʻi Volcanoes National Park, where you 
can see active lava flows and volcanic landscapes. 

Which Hawaiian island has the best beaches? 

All islands have amazing beaches, but Maui and Oahu are especially famous for 
soft sands, turquoise water, and accessible beach parks. 

Which Hawaiian island is the safest for tourists? 

All islands are generally safe, but Maui and Kauaʻi tend to have lower crime rates 
than busy Honolulu on Oahu. 

Which Hawaiian island is best for hiking? 

Kauaʻi is the top choice with trails along the Nā Pali Coast and Waimea Canyon. 
The Big Island also offers diverse hikes through lava fields and rainforests. 



Which Hawaiian island is best for surfing? 

Oahu’s North Shore is legendary for big waves in winter, while beginners can try 
surfing lessons at Waikiki Beach year-round. 

What Hawaiian island has the best food scene? 

Oahu has the most diverse dining, from fine dining in Honolulu to food trucks on 
the North Shore. Maui also has great farm-to-table options. 

Is Hawaii expensive for first-time visitors? 

Yes, Hawaii is pricier than many U.S. destinations, but you can save by visiting in 
shoulder seasons, booking early, and enjoying free outdoor attractions. 
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