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In the Night

Pele’s nighttime spectacle is worth an all-day Big Island trek
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I’ve trekked to Machu Picchu; 
I’ve sailed the Amazon and I’ve 
whitewater rafted in Nepal. But 
nothing in my life has compared 
to the experience of watching 
the molten lava flow at Hawaii 
Volcanoes National Park. >>>>>
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My friends described the six-
hour round trip trek as mentally 

and physically strenuous. To prepare 
for it, my Brazilian friend, Vini, and 
I studied the park’s websites (http://
hvo.wr.usgs.gov/ and http://www.nps.
gov/havo) and bought necessary items 
like a compass (though a Global  
Positioning System tool would have 
been better) and Mini Maglite flash-
lights, which we souped up with $30 
LED bulbs. 

On the big day, we armed ourselves 
with hats, sunglasses, sunblock, bottles 
of water, energy bars, a first aid kit, 
gloves, binoculars, flashlights with ex-
tra batteries, rain jackets, hiking boots, 
cameras and walkie-talkies (because 
cell phones get no signal). Vini and 
I headed down the Chain of Craters 
road, an hour-long drive that would 
take us to the viewing area where a 
sometimes-active lava stream flowed  
to the sea. Around a bend, we were 
welcomed by a gigantic billowing fun-
nel of smoke rising diagonally from 
the distant shoreline. Our destination 
point beckoned. 

After parking, we passed a ranger 
station and a stream of tourists veer-
ing toward the ocean. Vini and I then 
headed straight ahead into the desolate 
black wasteland of dry lava. Reflec-
tor stickers, which would help us find 
our way on the nighttime return trip, 
lined our path. We struggled to adjust 
our footing on the lumpy, uneven ter-
rain; in our stumbles, however, we also 
stumbled upon patches of roadway 
peeking out from a lava flow that had 
covered the area years earlier. 

The porous rock cracked under our 
weight; the blistering sun drained us. 

We passed a first, then second, and 
finally a third beacon of light — poles 
fixed with lights that would guide us 
back after nightfall. Trudging up and 
down hilly formations, our sunglasses 
and hats protected our faces from the 
glass-like volcanic dust whipped up by 
the wind. 

Fellow adventurers occasionally 
straggled by in both directions, but 
the ardor of the journey curtailed any 
possible conversation. Our binoculars 

rested on a group of travelers near the 
billow of smoke where lava met the sea. 
Nearly there, we quickened our pace 
— or so we thought. The landscape  
deceived us and we lumbered on  
and on . . .

As we finally approached the site, 
the sun’s glare softened. Surreal mists 
of smoke dotted the landscape, run-
ning from the base of the mountain  
on our left, down to the sea cliff on  
our right. 

Vini and I joined a group of people 
looking over the cliff toward the plume 
of smoke, our fatigue giving way to 
a rush of excitement. Our company 
included a honeymooning couple and 
another couple celebrating their first 
anniversary. They were joined by some 
friends, among whom was an island 
resident who had been to the area a 
few times before. Though at quite a 
distance from active lava and with 
no more than smoke in our view, our 
gazes were still glued to the majestic 
sulfurous eruption— beautiful plumes 
created by burning magma meeting 
the sea. 

With only one flashlight among 
them and their water supply diminish-
ing, our fellow onlookers soon  
headed home.

Darkness fell quickly. Vini and I had 
the endless stretch of volcanic desert 
all to ourselves. There was nothing for 
miles but crisp, twinkling stars, and 
a massive, resplendent orange glow 
emanating from the area where we had 
seen white smoke rising in the day. 

As we basked in our unique sur-
roundings, something caught Vini’s 
eyes through the binoculars — a tiny 
orange light in the direction of the 
mountain. Our flashlights lit; we broke 
spontaneously into a run toward the 
glowing spot. Solid ground soon gave 
way to stuff that crunched under our 
feet like snow, and we passed vents of 
smoke. A palpable heat rose beneath 
us; eerie creeks and strange hissing 
sounds frightened us.  

We were well aware that fields 
of noxious fumes or branching lava 
streams could prove lethal. The clear 
night and lack of wind, however, 
worked in our favor. We edged inland, 

skirting the smoking vents, and were 
suddenly greeted by a brilliant orange 
shine coming from under a rock shelf. 
A concentration of orange cracks on a 
nearby hill urged us into a gallop. 

We had struck gold! 

The mound was aglow with snak-
ing orange patterns. Vini burst into an 
ecstatic samba song and dance. I stood 
mesmerized until a brighter glow on 
the other side of the hill hypnotized 
me forward. 

I rounded the bend and was struck 
speechless. The whole hill was oozing 

with thick streams of molten sun. 
“It’s moving! It’s moving,” I yelled 

in frantic elation. Goddess Pele gave us 
our own wondrous show, and we drank 
it in — spellbound! 

We tried to get close, but were halt-
ed by a fierce wall of heat. Edging  
any closer than six feet was unbearable. 
In an experimental move, Vini tossed a 
soda can into the loudly crackling flow. 
It instantly disintegrated in flames. 

The nighttime hike back was 
marked by a pensive silence. Thanks to 
our compass, we found our way in the 
discombobulating blackness. We made 
it to our cabin in an exhausted daze, 
and even a soak in the jacuzzi couldn’t 
replenish us. We heaved our depleted, 
aching bodies into bed and closed our 
eyes, a kaleidoscope of fiery lava danc-
ing us to sleep.

The author gets close 
with molten lava
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