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I didn’t know much about Hilo before coming here, but it didn’t take 

long to fall in love with it. The culture shock began on campus, where 

strangers said hello to me left and right and a friendly cleaning lady 

asked me to call her “Aunty.” Five weeks later and the various aspects 

of the laidback nature of the locals still never ceases to surprise. As an 

exchange student for one semester, the thought of leaving in 13 weeks 

saddens me greatly: I can no longer imagine falling asleep without the 

soothing acapella of coqui frogs; or looking up at the sky back home 

where I’ve never seen a single shooting star; or seeing rainbows after a 

long warm rainfall. What I love the most about UH Hilo is all the 

chances we get to explore Hawaii and Hawaiian culture on the week-

ends. The Outdoor Adventure trips like Paddle Boarding or going to 

Hapuna Beach are always something to look forward to during the 

week and they are never a letdown. One of my favorite trips so far was 

a volunteering trip to the Kohala Mountains where we helped rid the 

rainforest of non-native ginger plants – we saw a beautiful view from 

the high mountain; we had a bumpy ride in a four wheel drive car 

through a herd of cows; we saw parts of the rainforest that not every 

local gets to see; and we helped native Hawaiian rainforest species by 

sickling away overgrown ginger plants which was oddly satisfying and 

relaxing. I know that my time here will be amazing and I will go on 

many more trips, Hawaii can make even the most dormant of people 

embrace the spirit of carpe diem. 

Olena Kagui 



 

P a g e  3  H O N U A  

Experiencing Real Hawaiian Life 

After spending two years in the library and 

inside classrooms at my home university in 

Norway I felt that it was time for some new 

experiences. UH Hilo became my destination 

and barely a month into my stay I was in love 

with the place. 

 

I arrived in Hilo in the beginning of August, 

ready to experience all the things that the Big 

Island has to offer. The only impression I had 

of  Hawaiian life prior to my arrival was the 

one presented through media and especially 

the commercialized view of the culture. As a 

student of anthropology I wanted to get a 

closer look for myself, knowing that the me-

dia-presented view is in the favor of the tour-

ist industry. I wanted to experience a different 

culture, both socially and academically. 

 

So why did I choose to come to Hilo? Being 

from Norway and having spent most of my 

time there, the need for a climate change was 

tremendous. I wanted to go some place with  
 

Vegar Herstroem 

the complete opposite climate. Another essen-

tial factor for the choice was that the Univer-

sity of Hawai´i at Hilo is the only university 

in Hawai´i that my home university has an 

exchange contract with, which simplified the 

already heavy load of paperwork. But it was 

certainly not just a coincidence. When I first 

was taking the 48 hours flight, I wanted to 

experience the true Hawaiian life. Although 

the American culture has influenced much of 

the original Hawaiian life, I had come to the 

conclusion that O´ahu, and Honolulu, was 

more Americanized than Hilo. 

 

When it comes to the academic education in 

the U.S., it is somewhat different from the 

Norwegian one and I think that’s the main 

difference I´m taking with me from inside the 

university. In the Norwegian academic system 

your final grade in each course is more or less 

based on the one big final exam at the end of 

each semester, whereas it in the U.S. you are 

given an opportunity to show a greater portion 

of your skills throughout the semester and 

gives a more overall ranking of your perform-

ance. 

 

Although spending some time with the books 

and going to class, I have got to see and do 

some of the amazing things that Hilo has to 

offer and for that I want to thank all the won-

derful people I have met here and the UHH 

Outdoor Adventure Program which is a in-

credible offer to their students. Even though 

the Hawaiian lifestyle is a more laidback one, 

the real time does not go any slower and I 

can´t believe that I only got a little over two 

months left at this place. Next semester I´m 

finishing my bachelor degree back in Norway 

before starting on a master in anthropology. 

And who knows, maybe I´ll someday will re-

turn to visit Hilo and UHH. 

Even though 6500 miles in flight distance 

separates them, Norway and the United 

States of America does not represent the 

largest cultural difference one can experi-

ence. Nonetheless, coming to the U.S., and 

Hawai´i in special, have certainly made 

some impressions. 



 

Culture Shock 
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Culture shock can be shocking and interest-

ing. It happened to me a couple of weeks ago. 

It was about 11pm. I turned off the light 

when my roommate and I were getting ready 

to go to bed. When I was trying to sleep I felt 

something fell on my leg. I unintentionally 

kicked it away as soon as I felt it. From where 

I came from, the only thing alive in rooms 

besides people is mosquitoes. I was pretty 

sure that there were only my pillow, my com-

forter and me on my bed. I tried to find out 

what it was with the dim light coming out of my cellphone. And then I saw a 

little lizard on my bed! I wanted to tell my roommate immediately. But wait, I 

don’t know the word for the little lizard!! I had to find the word in the diction-

ary first. 

 

I found the word and broke the silence in our room and said to my roommate: 

“There was a gecko on my leg!!” Then she got so excited and jumped to turn 

on the light and ran to my side of the room and saw the gecko. She said in a 

very excited voice “Oh it’s a cute little BABY!!!!!” 

 

Neither of us could grab it so we decided to let it stay under my bed and go 

away itself. And I spent the rest of the night talking to geckos in my dream. 

 

I told my friend the next day about my little adventure. They said they could 

imagine me screaming when I saw the baby gecko. But the truth is I didn’t 

scream at all. It was fun and it was something that I can only experience in 

Hawai’i. 

Kezhu Wang 
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Working together to protect and sustain the forest, the water,  
and the people of the Kohala Mountains  

Volunteer Opportunity 
For international / exchange students  

 

Help preserve the land and see parts of our island most people never see 

The Kohala Mountains 
 

Date: Saturday, October 27th 
 

 

 

On these work days, we will begin the process of cleaning up and restoring areas located in the watershed of the Kohala Moun-

tains. Our goal is to start to control the invasive plants, and give our volunteers an opportunity to get to know the beautiful and 

varied native species in this endangered forest. Work sites will alternate between the dry and wet sides of Kohala Mountain, so 

that volunteers can experience both environments during the course of each month. Depending upon time and the site, we may 

also take a natural history walk/hike. 
 
 

More information about signing up will be announced in March. 
 

Contact: Pam Collins, ELI Director at pamalac@hawaii.edu  
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200  W. Kawili Street 

PB-9, Room 6 

Hilo, HI 96720—4091 

Phone: (808) 933-8810 

Fax: (808) 933-8811 

E-mail: 

uhhglobe@hawaii.edu 
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Kana Inoue 


