




country, hence Taumuarii , the late king of 
TAUAI , was celebrated as the most ex­
pert swimmer in the surf known in the 
islands." 

FEAR OF SHARKS 

" The only circumstance that ever mars 
their pleasure in this diversion is the 
approach of a shark. When this happens, 
tho they sometimes fly in every direction, 
they frequently unite, set up a loud shout, 
and make so much splash ' in the water, 
as to frighten them away. Their fear of 
them however, is very great ; and after a 
party returns from this amusement, al­
most the first question they are asked is, 
"Were there any sharks?" 

"The fondness of the natives for the 
water must strike any person visiting their 
islands; long before he goes on shore, 
he will see them swimming around his 
ship; and few ships leave without being 
accompanied part of the way out of the 
harbor by the natives, sporting in the 
water; but to see fifty or a hundred per­
sons riding on an immense billow, half 
immersed in spray and foam, for a dis­
tance of several hundred yards together, 

.is one of the most novel and interesting 
sports a foreigner can witness in the 
islands." 

John Papa Ii was a native Hawaiian 
who grew up in the Royal Court of 
Kamehameha, the Conquerer, during the 
late 1790's and early 1800's. Ii tells how 
Kamehameha and his queen, Kaahumanu, 
in their youth were schooled in canoe 
surfing , board surfing and body surfing. 
Then he tells of the surf they rode: 

" In Puaa, North Kona, is a famous surf 
called Kooka, where a coral head stands 
just outside a point of lava rocks. When 
the surf dashed over the coral head, the 
people swam out with their surfboards · 
and floated with them. If a person owned 
a long narrow canoe, he performed what 
was called Ie Ie wa'a, or canoe leaping, 
in which the surfer leaped off the canoe 
with his board and rode the crest of a 
wave ashore. The canoe slid back of the 
wave because of the force of the shove 
given it with the feet. When the surfer 
drew close to a place where the surf 
rose , a 'wave would pull itself up high 
and roll in . Any timid person who got too 
close to it was overwhelmed and could 
not reach the landing place. The opening 
through which the surfer entered was like 
a sea pool, with a rocky hill above and 
rows of lava rock on both sides, and 
deep in the center. This . was a difficult 
feat and one not often seen, but for 
Kaahumanu and the king it was easy. 
When they · reached the place where the 
surf rose high, they went along with the 
crest of a wave and slipped into the sea 
pool before the wave rolled over. Only 
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the light spray of the surf touched them 
before they reached the pool. The spec­
tators shouted and remarked how clever 
the two were. This art was held in esteem 
at that time, and so the surfing places 
were constantly filled with men and 
women. 

" The surf of Huiha at Honuaula in 
Kailua Proper, directly above the place 
where ships anchored and just seaward 
of Keikapuipui, was rough when it rose. 
A person who had just learned to surf 
was afraid of it, but those who were 
skilled regarded it as fun. The landing 
place for this surf was a circle of sand. 
The water swirled gently as it went out 
from the shallows and it was there that 
the surfers came in to reach the sand 
circle. 

" Huiha and Kiope were covered with 
surf riders when the sea was rough and 
the surf went all the way up to them. 
There were two small points on the north 
side of the sandy landing place, covered 
with the coarse 'aki'aki grass, and to the 
north, a point of pahoe. Just a little north 
of this point were two coral heads which 
were used to gauge the surf. On the inner 
side of the pahoe and on the north of 
Keikipuipui, was a surfing place for chil­
dren and for timid men and women. 

"If the king rode in, he went ashore 
gracefully on the surf of Huiha; but when 
it was rough he went right into Kiope. 
Sometimes he could hardly reach Kiope 
because of the narrow entrance. The surf 
dashed over the point of Pahoehoe and 
washed unobstructed and gently into Ki­
ope. Here the mark was observed for the 
riding of this surf was the point of 
Kaliliki. If the sea sprays rose upward 
two or three times, that was the number 
of the wave. If the sea spray of Kaliliki 
went upward with force, a high surf was 
indicated and the timid kept away. The 
skilled went close to the source of the 
surf and remained there. As to the king, 
he was frequently seen leaping from a 
canoe into the surf. Expert surf riders 
unused to this surf were tossed about by 
it and found it was wise to sit still and 
watch the native sons, who were familiar 
with it, crouch in the flying spray. A 
swimmer daring enough to try to land 
would be killed." 

SURFING AN ART FORM 

These accounts show that surfing was 
the national pastime of the Hawaiian 
people; further, that surfboard riding was 
an art practiced by chiefs and common­
ers, men and women, and even by little 
children. 

Captain Cook, Lt. King and William 
Ellis had, amongst them, visited most of 
the island cultures of the South Pacific, 
the Carribbean and the Atlantic. They 

agree that the Hawaiians surpassed all 
other people of their time in surfing 
equipment and ability. 

The August 1969 issue of SURFING 
magazine named some of the cultures in 
which surf riding was practiced, probably 
long before men first came to the Ha­
waiian islands. In most of these cultures 
surfing was a children's pastime often 
discouraged by adults as a waste of time. 
The Samoan chief, Palauui Tuiasosopo, 
confirmed that his parents would scold 
him for surfing and encouraged the more 
practical sports of skin diving and spear 
fishing. In other cultures such as that of 
the Peruvian coastal fishermen, surf rid­
ing was merely an incidental, if pleasur­
eble, part of the daily fishing routine. 

FIVE FACTORS FOR CHANGE 

In Hawaii , five factors combined to 
change surfing from a children's diver­
sion to a highly sophisticated art. First, 
the Hawaiian Islands have the most fav­
orable conditions for surfing known with 
an almost perfect climate, enjoyable water 
temperature all year round, and consist­
ent powerful, tubular waves. 

Second, the Polynesian-Hawaiians were 
great water men, and as Lt. King states, 
surpassed all others in swimming skills. 

Third, the alii or chiefs were a leisure 
class that loved dangerous sports. At 
some very early time they lent their 
prestige to surfing and adopted it as one 
of the few peacetime means by which a 
young chieftain could gain popular recog­
nition and riches to promote his political 
ambitions. 

Fourth , the Hawaiians were the only 
gamblers of the Polynesian peoples and 
they were extremely fanatic betters. Duels 
and contests on the highest possible surf 
excited the multitudes to unbelievable 
wagering. Their annual athletic contests 
during the Makahiki Festival would have 
rivaled the great Olympics. Surfing was 
always an important part of the October 
to March Makahiki events. 

Last, the surfboard builder in every 
other culture was, at best, a toy maker. 
In Hawaii, a good surfboard builder be­
came a Kahuna or member of the pro­
fessional class which included priests, 
doctors, lawyers, teachers, navigators, 
historians, and so forth. The surfboard 
builder was supported by the chief and 
by fees from the commoner. He and his 
apprentices were free to spend all the 
time they wished building better surf­
boards. Thus, th rough the years the pre­
historic Hawaiian surfboards evolved into 
the most sophisticated sliding foils to be 
found anywhere in the world until the 
1930's when modern technology began to 
be applied to surfboard design and con­
struction. .... 
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