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Navigation 
of the ocean is as 

central to Hawaiian culture 
as breathing air is to life. For hun-

dreds of years, people from all over the 
Polynesian Islands crossed thousands of miles on 
the sparkling blue Pacific Ocean in painstakingly 
handcrafted vessels. They paddled in boats and 
canoes for subsistence, exploration, combat and 
cultural expression.

What many don’t realize, and what’s so humbling, is the extent of training and skill 
that’s required for paddling on the sea, especially in smaller vessels. The ocean can 
be extremely volatile and dangerous. In the tropics of the Pacific Ocean, storms, 
winds and monster waves can suddenly occur, and adept navigation can be a matter 
of life and death. 

Going back hundreds of years, it might be 
understandable why warriors would risk 
their lives by sailing on the vast, uncertain 
ocean: to protect their islands, their fami-
lies and fight to preserve their cultural way 
of life.

But why would anyone from today’s mod-
ern world commit to paddling leg by leg, 
from Hawaiian island to island, in a single 
hull 45 x 15 canoe, over the course of several 
months? One word sums it up: Passion. As 
members from the Hawaiian Canoe Sailing 
Association (HSCA) say, the passion for 
paddling is indeed pure, and like the many 
individuals who participate in the sport, the 
desire to sail includes many facets. 

First and foremost fueling the passion is the 
notion of cultural preservation. The mission 

Caring, Culture 
of the HSCA is “to learn, revive, educate 
and practice those ancient Hawaiian skills 
and values as they relate to sailing canoes 
and the Hawaiian culture.” The organization 
was formed to perpetuate interest and dis-
semination of Hawaiian sailing canoe skills 
to serve as a modern-day tribute to Hawai-
ian ancestors who used similar vessels in 
daily life. A growing statewide event, which 
enables both residents and tourists to expe-
rience this passion and learn more about 
Hawaii’s vital connection to sailing canoes, 
is called Wa’a Kiakahi (pronounced va-a 
key-ah-kah-hee).

From April through August each year, crews 
assemble for a summer celebration of Ha-
waiian canoe sailing. Rotating crews made 
up of six men and women compete in ten 
individual races or legs, ranked on speed. In 

rhythmic unison, they vigorously paddle for hours, 
from island to island, which could sometimes re-
quire up to 10-12 hours at a stretch. The longest 
distance is between Oahu and Kauai, which is over 
90 miles and occurs during the month of August.  

To some degree, and in theory, the concept of be-
ing at one with the ocean and crew mates sounds 
romantic. Yet extensive, ongoing preparation is 
needed, given the volatility of the ocean. All crew 
members are not only conditioned to endure hours 
of constant paddling, the sun’s heat and the men-
tal and physical energy required to maintain a high 
level of athleticism; because ocean conditions often 
change without warning, they also have sophisti-
cated, intuitive understanding about the  science 
of wind, clouds, air, waves and currents. It’s hard to 
fathom paddling over 10-12 foot swells or through 
intermittent torrential rainstorms, which aren’t  
uncommon. 

and

global goodness

By Janna Lopez



Leimomi Kekina, a mother of a four-year-old child and 
a crew member of the Moa e Ku team, has sailed for 15 
years. She explains, “Canoe sailing is multidisciplinary. It 
requires and benefits mental, emotional, physical and spiri-
tual health. Out on the water we learn to feel good about 
ourselves and each other. The combined skills of the team 
complement one another. One paddler may be good at nav-
igation; the other might be great at safety. Yet at the end of 
the day, the art and science of paddling always comes back 
to the culture.”

Kekina adds, “Many Hawaiians believe that activities such 
as this are vital to their cultural survival. We have to learn 
and practice how to perpetuate our culture. Through the 
canoe sailing we’re able to do that. Our ancestors traveled 
without compasses, without clocks. Paddling over the 
ocean is how they arrived. Canoes are symbolic of the is-
lands and they are their own islands. All you have is what 
you carry. The experience is about survival and working as a 
team. It’s a responsibility to transcend ourselves and honor 
the responsibility of sharing our culture.”

The HSCA has been engaged in honoring that responsibil-
ity for over 20 years and was co-founded by Mike Kincaid, 
who was born and raised on Oahu, attended Linfield Col-
lege and graduated in 1969 with a degree in economics. 
His passion for cultural preservation, combined with one 
for competitive sports, was ignited by the mayor of Kauai 
at the time, who challenged locals to do something cultur-
a l l y significant for 1987, the “Year of the 

Hawaiian.”

“We always appreciate being able 
to share what we love,” says Kin-

caid. “I’m inspired by being able 
to teach this small part of our 

culture to the tourists. Of 
course being on the water 

is a real joy and honor. It’s 
part of who we are as Ha-

waiians.”

Like Mike, most who 
race express a great 

reverence for the 
beauty of Hawaii 

and its signature spar-

kling turquoise ocean. They adore be-
ing on and part of the water. Theresa  
Felgate, a Portland State University 
graduate and her husband, Ray Glauser, 
a Pacific University graduate who both 
now live on Maui, feel extremely fortu-
nate that they have the ability to share in 
something they both greatly love and ap-
preciate. “It’s amazing that we can be on 
a team of other dedicated paddlers who 
love the ocean as much as we do. Ray 
and I spend at least six out of seven days 
in or on the ocean whether it’s swim-
ming, snorkeling, body surfing or pad-
dling,” says Felgate. “Though we most 
certainly acknowledge the competitive 
aspects, I look at canoe sailing as a very 
natural extension of who we are.” 

Paddlers take very seriously the chal-
lenge of respecting the ocean and from 
a competitive standpoint, thrive on the 
technical aspects of being an effective 
participant. Steve Long, who has two 
sons currently attending the University 
of Oregon, has been racing for six years. 
When asked about the finer aspects  
of canoe sailing competition, he says 
it’s the smaller details, efforts and ad-
justments which add up to being truly 
competitive. 

“There’s so much to canoe sailing that 
most people don’t think about,” says 
Long. “Everything is a variable. It’s im-
portant to perfect the positioning of 
the boat in the water at the start of the 

race without having it carried away by 
the tide; getting a strong thrust off the 
beach, which entails quickly jumping in 
the canoe at time of the push, grabbing 
the paddle and sprinting as fast as you 
can. Once you’re out about a quarter of a 
mile, where the harbor meets the wind-
line,” Long continues, “It’s time to start 
creating the sailing race strategy. Does 
the crew head towards the inside or out-
side of the channel? Where’s the wind? 
What’s your own boat capable of? What 
is this particular crew capable of?” 

Because of the representational scope 
and depth of Hawaiian sailing canoes, 
there’s much to teach and learn when 
it comes to braiding together the com-
petitive and cultural ties. In addition to 
the work that transpires over the course 
of the festivals, HSCA board members 
volunteer hundreds of hours in the 
community to teach a host of canoe sail-
ing skills and inspire cultural curiosity. 
Board president Terry Galpin and her 
husband Nakoa Prejean, also on the 
board, spend a majority of their free 
time working closely with schools and 
other canoe associations sharing their 
passion for ancient Hawaiian skills of 
canoe building, rigging and navigation 
on the open seas. 

Both Galpin and Prejean have full-time 
jobs, in addition to their participation 
with the HSCA. Galpin manages numer-
ous managerial duties of the non-profit 



on a volunteer basis, including fundraising, grant-writing, ad-
ministrative support, planning and coordination for the major  
festivals. Galpin has been an avid paddler for 20 years, and 
has the esteemed honor of being a captain to an all-wahine 
(woman) team. 

One of Galpin’s many passions and sources of pride is “to in-
spire other women around the state of Hawaii about believing 
in themselves, in their abilities, and about the confidence to 
be gained by canoe sailing,” says Galpin. “For me, it is more 
about learning and giving back to my community then it is 
about racing. Being with all wahines inspires me even more in 
my daily life to be the best person I can be,” she adds.

Her partner in canoe time, Prejean, serves as the HSCA’s 
educational specialist and cultural advisor. He develops and 
implements curriculum for schools all over Hawaii. This in-
cludes connection and sailing canoe interaction with schools 
from elementary to community colleges. Both Prejean and 
Galpin believe that kids may not always respond to textbook 
or lecture-learning and that hands-on connection to concepts 
of science, math, skill-building, confidence—and cultural 
context—all of which are part of  canoe sailing, may best be 
learned through experience: being out on the water, in a ca-
noe, with paddles in their hands. As a mission-driven orga-

nization, it’s estimated that annually nearly 1,000 kids 
from schools and canoe clubs had contact with the 
programs and learning opportunities of the HSCA. 
Prejean also owns and operates the only Hawaiian 
owned sailing-canoe tour business on Oahu, Hawai-
ian Ocean Adventures (www.hawaiianoceanadven-
tures.com). 

In terms of public impact, it would be nearly impos-
sible to estimate the amount of people who have had 
contact with, and positively benefited from, the efforts 
of HSCA and events such as Wa’a Kiakahi. This partic-
ular race series, which has been going on for six years 
(and others like them have been going on for nearly 20 
years), are geared specifically to tourists visiting from 
all over the world. 

To ensure travelers take home something related to 
the Hawaiian culture more meaningful than a flip-flop 
keychain or chocolate-covered macadamia nuts, the 
Ka’anapali Beach Resort Association on Maui goes 
to great lengths in planning this three-day event. As 
sponsors, they provide cash to HSCA to support their 
mission and they coordinate with numerous hotels, 
which generously donate rooms to host paddlers and 
their families. 

Shelley Kekuna, a Wa’a Kiakahi fan and advocate, is 
the executive director of the Kaanapali Beach Resort 
Association. She’s as equally passionate as the pad-
dlers about the mission of the HSCA, the races, the 
beautiful boats and the ability to provide visitors with 
a wonderfully unique Hawaiian experience. 

Kekuna says, “Wa’a Kiakahi is an event that the 
Ka’anapali Beach Resort Association looks forward 
to every year. Our board members feel a deep dedica-
tion to HSCA’s mission statement and believe that by 
supporting the Hawaiian Sailing Canoe Association, 
we’re giving our guests the opportunity to learn about 
our host culture through a fun and interactive activity.” 
She adds, “Education is the key and the first step in 
learning to respect Hawaii and its people.”

To encourage Maui guests have optimum chances for 
interaction, a three-day festival is carefully planned to 
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benefit participants and spectators. The Maui 
leg of the race commences earlier in the morn-
ing on the other side of the island. By later that 
first afternoon, after ten crews have paddled for 
four hours and for 30 miles, their colorful sails 
can be seen approaching Ka’anapali Beach. Ea-
ger family members, friends and alternate crew 
members dot the shoreline in front of Whaler’s 
Village, cheering in anticipation of the boats  
touching sand. 

One by one, the sailing canoes glide in. Crew 
members with smiles on their faces, out of 
breath and with wind-blown hair, jump out 
and carry the boat on shore with the help of 
others. Hugs, smiles, high-fives, kisses, gulps of 
water and Powerade make their way around the 
arriving paddlers, their wives, husbands, chil-
dren and friends. A sense of gleeful satisfaction 

is universal among the paddlers. Aside from 
the accomplishment of the race itself, most 
paddlers share their relief at arriving safely. 

A more relaxed yet crucial aspect of Wa’a 
Kiakahi takes place the next day, when crew 
members provide free sailing canoe rides for 
the public. Curious onlookers who see the 
boats lined up along the shore come up, ask 
questions and learn that they’re welcome to 
experience, for free, the thrill of ancient Ha-
waiian canoe sailing for themselves. This is 
where the HSCA mission—to learn, revive, 
educate and practice the ancient Hawaiian 
skills as they relate to the Hawaiian sailing 
canoe and its culture—kicks in. 

Emmaly Parker, a paddler for Galpin’s all-
wahine team, says, “To be out on the ocean 
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is so humbling, you see so many things. 
It’s huge to be among those who uphold 
tradition and used navigation to even 
discover the islands. We provide tour-
ists a once-in-a-lifetime experience. We 
give them a chance to be part of our 
culture.”

An older man and woman walk up to 
the canoe with the large blue sail and are 
helped in. A few others board behind 
them. One of the paddlers from the wa-
hine team makes conversation and asks 
where the couple is from. The wife re-
plies that they’re from Kansas and that 
the visit is the first time they’ve ever left 
Kansas or have seen the ocean. They 
can’t get over how sparkling and blue 
it is. The crew member smiles from ear 
to ear as if she’d won the lottery, hands 
them each a paddle and says, “Just wait 
‘till you get out on the water, see how 
blue it really is, and feel the warm wind 
in your hair. You’ll really realize that 
we’re not in Kansas anymore.”  

Hundreds of tourists throughout the 
day will walk up to crew members, in-
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   ceremony each evening at sunset.
• Restaurants: Keka’a Terrace (breakfast casual); Black Rock Steak and  
   Seafood; Teppan-Yaki Dan (contemporary Japanese); Cliff Dive Bar  
   (casual, cocktails, hula entertainment); Mai Tai Bar (cocktails and snacks) 

quire about technical aspects of sailing 
canoes, share what town they’re visiting 
from, exchange adventure stories, learn 
about ancient  Hawaiian navigational 
traditions and perhaps climb into the 
canoe, row a paddle and absorb the 
breathtaking view of the West Maui 
mountains from the water. They will 
have something culturally authentic and 
memorable for the rest of their life to 
take back with them to Kansas, Boston, 
Liverpool, Osaka, Cairo or wherever 
they’re from. 

The final morning of the event is glori-
ous. The rising sun reflects off the glis-
tening white sand. Many tourists are up, 
strolling along the paved path adjacent 
to Ka’anapali Beach, milling towards the 
mall shops at Whaler’s Village. On the 
sand, crew members from the ten teams 
are focused and finalizing preparations 
of securing hull and sail lines, applying 
sunscreen on noses, stocking up with 
luggage and provisions for the escort 
boat that will follow them until their 
next island destination, Molokai. Al-
though there is only 15 miles between 
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Maui and Molokai, the Pailolo Channel 
is one of the windiest and roughest of 
the Hawaiian Island channels. It’s ex-
pected to take four to five hours for the 
paddlers to arrive on the other side.

Before any voyage, it’s customary in 
Hawaiian culture to have an officiate 
(Kahu) conduct a blessing ceremony 
for a safe journey for the paddlers, their 
spouses, children, friends and anyone 
who is considered part of the ohana 
(family). A beautifully dignified local 
woman named Makalapua Kanuha 
calls all race participants to gather in a 

prayer circle. Everyone grabs hands. She 
closes her eyes and summons Ke Akua 

(the Creator). Kanuha expresses grati-
tude for the ability and opportunity to share 

some of the Hawaiian culture’s most sacred 
aspects of its mana (spirit) through sailing canoes 

and by reliving the traditions of her ancestors. As she 
goes around the circle sprinkling ocean water with a ti leaf to-
wards everyone standing within the circle, she recites Hawaiian 
prayers. Many tourists who happen to be passing by stop out of 
curiosity and watch the ceremony.  

When Kanuha is done, crew members disperse for final safety 
checks and balances. The wind picks up slightly and the col-
orful sails flap easily in the breeze. One of the observing tour-
ists walks over to a crew captain and asks what’s going on. The 
captain says that he and his team are getting ready to race the 
sailing canoe to Molokai against the other teams on the beach. 
They talk for several minutes about the challenge of paddling 
for hours on end, how the wind factors into the navigational 
course and how ancient Hawaiians used sailing canoes as a 
means of exploration. By the end of the conversation, the visi-
tor reaches his hand out to the captain for a shake, simultane-
ously pats him on the back and wishes the captain luck. Both 
walk away from the interaction wearing a genuine smile. 
For people such as Terry Galpin, Shelley Kekuna and the 
countless others they represent who have worked tirelessly to 
create this memorable experience, that type of conversation 
between paddlers and guests of Hawaii is what Wa’a Kiakahi 
is about.  

For video of the paddlers, the races and Wa’a Kiakahi, visit 
www.goodnessportland.com

The Hawaiian Sailing Canoe Association encourages individuals of all ages 
to participate in this sport. 

There are ten races during the summer season, which starts on the  
Big Island and ends on Kauai. It requires a lot of volunteers and hours to 
make each race leg and event happen. Every island has its own delegates 
for the racers, which extend well beyond the crew, for escort boats,  
accommodations, food and boat moorage. 

There are six people per crew, with a rotating core of 10-15 men and 
women per team.

If you are interested in sailing on a sailing canoe yourself, visit the  
Hawaiian Ocean Adventures (www.hawaiianoceanadventures.com)  
tour company.

Aside from the Ka’anapali Beach Resort Association sponsoring Wa’a 
Kiakahi, many of the hotels participate by providing accommodations for 
racers and their families. Thanks to the Sheraton Maui Resort and Spa at the 
historic Black Rock promontory for hosting Goodness.

Worth mentioning: 

Sheraton Maui 
Resort and Spa

Janna Mock-Lopez is the mother of a 10-year-old 
daughter & a 6-year-old son.


