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LURRENDERIMG PLAMMED ITINERARIES 15 LIKE TAKIMNG QFF QM A WAVE,

You give a situation a certain amount of consideration, you buy
vour ticket, you get into the lineup, and you take off thinking
you're going to do a particular thing, Then Mother Nature
takes over and you're doing something entirely different.

One morning my telephone rang in Santa Barbara, It was legendary
MNorth Shore waterman Jell Johnson, an old friend, who had for years
saved surlers in trouble at Pipeline, Sunset, and Waimea belore there
were even lileguards at these places.

“You gotta come now,” Jell said. “We're taking a Polynesian sailing
canoe from Maui o Molokai
you can miss this.”

and alter that, Oahu. Theres no way

I had met Jefl Johnson about ten years ago, during a visit 1o the
North Shore, and in the ensuing years | had heard more and more aboul
his incredible big-wave stunts. But never did 1 think that I, a 55-vear-
old woman who bodyboards the Rincon Cove once in a while, think
I'd see the face of God on an ocean wave. With Jell Johnson, this
happened—and 1 am alive to tell the story
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HERE WERE EIGHT OF US IN THIS SIX-MAN SAILING CANOE,
paddling and going with the wind along the north shore of
Molokai. “Too many people,” Jefl later said. “It was hard 1o
steer on that wave.” We had left Canoe Beach on Ka'anapali,
Maui, aboard the Maka Koa, and made it across the Pailolo Channel easily
with a combination of paddle and sail. | was riding the trampoline like
Cleopatra on her barge, while Jell and the high-wire owner of the boa
Mike Spalding, sat in the rear two seats as steersmen. Mike Pietch, a
23-year-old surfer from Honolulu, was the lead car.
As | warched the three girls—Nicole Spalding, Ane Bakutis, and
Abbey Romanchuk—paddle, | tried 1o get the drilt and rhythm of what

they were doing, because | knew my tum at this would inevitably come.
They sometimes chanted in Hawaiian, something like, “E lau hoe mai na
wa'a; i ke ka, i ka hoe, I ke ka; pae akui | kaigna."—"Everybody paddle
the canoes together, bail and paddle, paddle and bail, and the shore
is reached.

Paddle and bail, bail and paddle. The canoe was continually swamped
with water, and as the ;.1'1[]:-1 started 1::,L||Lr1!_'|_ | |_|:nLISk'|1_I sheesh, my Milons!
I'hey were in the hold of the canoe, in a tightly-rolled dry bag, and
there was sure an awful lot of water coming out of those hand-held
pumps they were using. Finally 1 told mysell, Que sera sera. 1 kept
an inexpensive waterprool camera close to use if anything nice and
horrendous happened

Around the northwest corner of Molokai we pulled into a large bay,
and Mike Spalding announced our arrival with the mighty blowing ol
a conch shell. We were received with friendly greetings by the Molokai
fishermen who live there.

[he conch shell seems to be a key 1o acceptance in this part of the
world, and so is a simple boat such as we were in. | was eventually 1o
hear of uniriendly receptions dished out on Molokais north shore—
especially to luxury yachts that pull up to cenain beaches. On one
of our stops we took aboard Kahala Nakihei, a 17-year-old Molokai
native who is a longtime [riend of Jell and Mike ':lp-_ﬂding, Mow we
were eight, with two people riding the trampoline. Like Vietnamese
boat people we made our way up the wild, tangled coast to a small,
rocky beach where a permanent camp had been built at the mouth of
a pristine freshwater river. Here, where crags and clifls drop down 1o
the sea, we landed with the [riendly help of the people who live there
Teenaged boys on a weekend holiday from nearby Kualapuu rode litle
waves next to the mouth of the waterfall canyon, where the smell of

a wet forest mingles with the sounds of the river tumbling from the
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Cange-camping Molokal's Herth Skora allows sccoss 1o olhansisa
hidden eoves, pechal baachos, and dvar-carvad canyons. Caphbain
Jof (below) has Pound B sls-man cutflgeer 30 effeciive convepance.
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Wi wrde absaue Jell i dling odat
A Wiimea on a muddy, onshore
closed-ou day with a 10° chop on the wave
Eaces, concluded. “Whan he considers 3T e
Bum, cans, a0 emes, be sogally tle-npearening

Heasing thisse stories, | knew our shipwreck
on Molokai was no big deal 1o Jell. Alker all, we
bl wrecked om an overhead wave, aboug =ix
|'-\.'|'I-—|l.|!|:. sl w.l.ll:.l".lll'\-\.! 10w he's msed 1o
Hie was msore imerested in what had gone wrong
technacally “We would have becn OUEC il the
b liree o the ama had held,” Jell sxid. The
kiko-1o-bow lime, which is called i Hawasian
Bl kg il ':, CREES LEmES0 |\'I-\.l.-,'\'|| Lhe Camos
arsd the ama pontoon. 18 was Jebls leeling that
phe live would bhowe held che Mok Koo wogether
in 1he shore pound, and i i hed non snapped,
we wolihd hove Bisded i one (ELE

Laeer, when | boodord up Baulo ka iliili in a
Hawailan dctionary, | noticed the liveral imns
lavior: “stramded, aground, a5 a ship on the el

mountains, where lerns and ginger are shoulder-high and a constan
light rain puts a gleam on the barkless wood ol guava trees. We were
shown makeshilt hales where we threw our sleeping bags lor the night

The Maka Koa set off the [-:‘-|lu11.1."ltu: l_i:h_.'_ and with much farewell
blowing of the conch, we immediately lound ourselves traveling
:!]ﬂ-l‘u;.[ the famous clill area of the island, These are the tallest sea cliffs
in the world most tourists see only by helicopter, where thin slivers
ol waterlalls drop Irom another galaxy down cragged |'u_';1l-;_-=._ green
with rain. It was late in the aftermoon when we passed the craggy rock
of Okeala 1sland,

Here, the ocean became unruly:
The Maka Koa was awash in ocean
swell, and 1 couldnt help notice
the girls were bailing as much as
they were paddling. There was a
shift ol cars, and | got into the
Number Three seat and zipped in.
These sailing canoes have neoprene
skirts at each seat, zipped up around
each paddlers waist 1o keep the
ocean from swamping the boat

Wi got around Kalaupapa
Point and the leper colony, and
l|I!'H_"I'I WL |.|.]|T'Il:,"d mbo a E}..l.}' 'l.".'hl_""l'l._'
there were huge sets breaking on
the owside reel. Here, we were

going to land

el il

HE NENT SCENE WAS STRAIGHT OUT OF BEN HUR, ONLY INSTEAD

ol rowing like hell into a battle that meant certain death,

we were paddling like hell in front of [urious waves that

wanted to eat us alive. *GO!" said our steersmen, “PADDLE!"

| dug in with my oar, and suddenly we were going down the [ace

of an overhead wave that was bigger than anything I'd ever been on in
my entire life. Just as suddenly, 1 knew things werent going 10 turn
out so well.

Unlike Ben Hur, 1 didn't have ankle chains 1o worry about, but as
we screamed down the face of this monstrous breaker | thought 1o
mysell, the zipper, the zipper, the ZIPPER! For abow a thousand years
our sailing canoe rode the wave, and lor the next thousand years | found
the zipper at my waist, Then the boat wrned sideways, and into the

shore pound we went. My God, we were going to [lip! There was the



deafening sound of cracking wood as the iakos, the wooden
beams holding the pontoon to the canoe, snapped off. Another
nasty sound of sphitting wood, and the trampoline platform
collapsed. Everyone in the Maka Koa jumped every which
way into a maelstrom of surf thar was riddled with pieces of
boat and lines, oars, wetsuits, offal, and the wreath that had
been mounted on the bow for good luck. Bail the boat! Ger
the bags out! Get the sail down! Bail, bail! The paddles, there
goes one, grab it! Get these bags 1o shore! PULL THE BOAT!
Bail, bail! Pull! Grab that wetsuit! Bail! Grab! Pull! Please don
throw that bag, my cameras are in there! PULL THE BOAT!

At the end of it all, my dive gear was gone forever,
dumped from the trampoline and pulled down by the shore
pound. But we were all high and dry. S0 was the boat and
all the pieces of boat, all the gear bags and other junk. Now
we could take a breath, assess our situation: We were on a
dry sand beach at Mo'omomi Bay, Molokai, halfway
between the Kalaupapa Peninsula and llio Point. The area is
referred to on some maps as a “desert,” but 1 didn't need an
atlas to know right then that there was no one around lor
miles. It was late afternoon, the wind was blowing, what
were we going 1o do?

Jefl and Mike started coiling up wet and tangled lines and
sorting out the pieces of the boat. Kahala grabbed the cellular
phone that had survived the smash-up in a plastic baggje
and started talking fast Hawaiian to somebody on the other
end, asking for help. The rest of us fumbled around in the
gear bags lor dry clothes.

When | realized we were all alive, that nobody had died, 1 couldn't
help it: | fell apant laughing. 1 laughed and laughed and could not
stop. It has since been suggested that this was a sort of psychological
hysteria, a “release valve,” but it wasn’. It was just that the whole thing
was the goofiest situation | had found mysell in vet.

[RANDED, AGROUND, AS A SHIP ON THE REEF IN MO'OMOMI
Bay, the sun was setting when a truck arrived at the opposite
end of the beach o save us, Kahala had successiully rallied
her Molokai troops to get us out of there, Three big
Hawailans ran toward us and immediately began hauling gear bags
and boat pans down the beach. Tt was hard work, doing all this in
sancl where you sink up to your knees with each step, but slowly we
dragged ourselves and everything we had o the waiting truck.

TIII HEL M RIWTLLO 1R EATEAD INCLUINES
numsctous uncles, aunts, fthers, mothers,
coitsins, nephews, and beothers from iwo [amikes
that mpermined generations ago—Itlelm {on the
Hawaitan side) amd Crivelle (lalien), 16 chis
handsceme EAng Wi borm & Hawsmian hero, aho
perished ansex in 1977 while paddling between
Kahoolawe Island and Mo

Ad | begam 1o bear the siory ol Geonge: Jarmen
Helm [, | was almosd spooked=like | hud crash-
Lanided o a siousbon whene a su iy mocckd 1
be 1old, A spory 10 e recorded and put into the
comibext ol a powerful oocan such as | had jusi
experenoed, mixed up wih the waermen who
surf, paddle, amd canoe all over i, whe some-
pimnes make o .|:||,;_ SO TGS |_]|,|-|||

Helm was a Molokai warerman who decided
e o something about Hawaiis iragedy of bosing
0 miach ol lisell oo ibe white man angd Tusury
hotel] chains, With vwo other cnasadiers, 'Walker
Rinoe and Emen Aluli, Helm [ormed “Kahoolawe
Cthama™ (ave Bahoolarae) in the carly 19705
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R Rag ol kil it vwas transtormed o a
big chocolate brealoer with whipped cream
whatewash arcund ibhe base of . Fed up to here
with Berkelew, Jefl mrarsierred 1o the Universiny
o Arrerseas i Mexhoo « iy | weedil Lo besdirm

it Iriencls amd
that was a big miszsake. 'We threw a big parry
and got expelled

el enigrated 1o Huenbsold Seme and eroaeied

X 1.
Spamnish. | went amh thiree done

Fank. lis childlood swecbean (ibey meet 5 fimst
graciel, In Eurcla, they remted a place from Baty's
smmokehouse in Trinidad Bay, whene Jell stared
wotk T L O ofl Baiv's coab boms s o deckhand

Omie Deeemiber, 8 1P vane came imo (he hearksar
andd hrokor o0 the crab boal, |t starfed 1o sank

B ome would do angthing abowi i,” Jell
recalked. °I had 2 wetsnin by noss, and paddled our

wirh mre susrfboard. The bavn was T U arsl

dowm six feet. | was real proud of myself==to get
oy thee boai | shoved shie boord dowmn in the waier
arxl ST Thet | vueesad o thie |:-||:.;-_' AR
The liskerman who had been ishing 1he
hoat for Katy “kostl it nerve,” Jell sid, and the
cmab lshing boat el wo him. The following

er b l.l.:':L.L'|1 i wsers wheeee a bot of boss

wil

|'~q,'r|x'|q:;!_ iloa g with el crevws. ©They werne
like Larmers, lumberjacks.” [ell sid. “They
drommn because they were nit swimmers

however, knew howe 1o gerin and ous ol

vies, and “losved "

Dusing the sammer months he bshed
salmon, which rumed out 10 be something he
didm like. He went dom
surfed imswead. By now, Trent had boen bom

In 1965, Jell g a job with the Fish and
(ame Departmens im Santa Cnuz. He also ganed

1o Samia e ard

sailimg ¢ felivering smilboss. “A guy who
.'\"u.'ll_'\':l & h l-:'lll.l! u.'\-_|||_| CIMET L Dsils 11 races

betwirn Sama Cnaz and Los Angebes, and wie'd
bring it home alteraard,” Jell said. “lt was like

getiing a credi card

Searching for a bom of his cwn, Jefl ran
gl 4 27 bodl & Tebend sild Be conild vise [og
Iree. "I owaes al Mo=s Landing, loaded up wath
bamaches,” Jell =aad. 1 sailed it all around the
ba™ Ohese day el suppested co the owner chai
Futs: Ewon showld b saile

The owner said, “You shoald sail it
Hawaii Take hoak amd do !

In Seprember 67, el siled for Hawaid, and
thany days laer, b sailed imo Hana Bay, Maw
These
was 3 girl ina pamen sating on a rock near Lhe
waler, a llower in her haar. It was a beamitol day,
theere were Hawaiians throwing mets, | ocouldn’
hellieve . 1 sabd 1o eyl " e Low bage!

With that, Jelf , arsl som Trenl moved o
Haroai==to o litile house in Haula, & Hawsaiian
ay on ihe Moath Shore. Jefl got o job in

1 1o Hawai

1 couklat Believe i eves, he akd

Horduila, 'H.-'II\..I::.: fiay |'|||':||J"!|.|||. "1!:|||5. id s
a shipasright. He would sty on tbhe ot disning
the week and commute ol 1o the Mok Shore

lor weokemds

b s nemenge, el said, "1 decided o b a

diver ™ Thern Pant Toeind a howise on Ke Mud
Ko, which they renbed Inom Flippy Hoflnan
Here, Jack was bom, and Petcy lves 1oday

lell hegan divmg lor iurtkes with Jose Angel
“Wie solbd them 1o rescaarams for a dollar a pourd
Tt sl I8 s 1lse Havaiian life—live wanles in
the summer, el polished tuntle shells in the
winider, and live off the land—picking moit and
wocados from trees, sening nets for fish, diving
T lisbbwste s, M saan aevldl end each day by ST
surfing. When Fshing tarikes was bannad, Jose
and Jell twmed 1o diving kor black coral

Harvesaing black coml is a decp-anier
PTG, wheere dives o 200 feet ape comimon
s Bsian Lo hie socidents O 1ime, whh
Jell was diving wilh him, he got benl. “He me
wp and said ‘1 can’t feel amvthing,™ el recalled
inincher time, Angel was working off ki and

wisen he came up. thse boar coubdmn Nind hien
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He endied wpy seimming and drilting 1o Moloka

13 hours. “Fveryone thougha he was losa,”
Jetf said

The end of Jose Angel canse on a day in the

carly 19704, when he was diving, To save on
decompression time, Angel would carry a nodk
b simk hem Dsx oo che Beaoms, B on ki -|l:. he
miscaboalmed his depah, and the mock seni him
mrrcling down Lo 350 feet. He was mever seen

LN Jelf had alresdy booked a1 ohe baaal
siniziics ol black corsl divers—so mamy of 1them
meadma], Bost or killed—and decided the odds
wiren T very good. He quil and became &
bunikdimg contrsciorn, These davs, el -|'-|_'|'~|_|- Friies
o his tsme surf R OTEAMIEAE SHAng Ginde inps
with his soms amd friends, and there i only o
linke Baxibding bere amd there. It the pooxd lile
When you reach our age,
whaole point is 1o have fun

Jell odd s, “the

It was almost dark when other vehicles arrived to help, and to take
us to the Helms/Crivello homestead where | would spend the night.

[ jumped into a truck with a [riendly Molokai guy whose Hawaiian name
means “Rose,” and as we drove across open fields o the Kalamaula area
ol the island, Rose laughed and laughed at the story about our landing,
He thought it was the lunniest thing he'd ever heard. *Your first canoe
F trip? HA, HA! HAAAA HAHAHA!™ He could

barely contain himself.

Rose delivered me 1o a house and
instructed me to go in and make mysell at
home. The other paddling women of the
Maha Koa—Abbey, Ane, and Nicole—had
not arrived, and so 1 entered a backyard
SOENE 2 Ll'ﬂ“]l:lll"'ll' '1-'|'|'.,lr'|jll.'|' o q_“-.'-;_"'l':.'l.'rnl_'_

There was a huge pany going on. Aboul a
hundred Hawaiians were celebrating at long
tables under a lighted, lestive canopy, and
there was food spread over a table as long as
my house in Santa Barbara. After the day
we'd had, 1 felt like an Arab who'd just landed
in Mecca. 1 sat down at a table with a plate
tull of everything, across from two friendly
Hawaiian women who asked where 1 came
from. *You dont want 10 know,” | said, and
then told them we had just crash-landed on
Mo'omomi Beach. They laughed harder than
Rose. One of the women, Allison Gendreau,
jumped up to get me a beer, "Here!” she said,
“You need this!”

| asked Allison what the celebration was
about. She pointed to a table at the far end,
where two Molokai men were singing with
ukuleles. One of them, a small, muscular guy

.

with shoulder-length hair, was bedecked in
numerous leis

“5¢e the one with the leis?” Allison said. “Thats Kekama Helm,
just got back [rom the first leg of the Hokule'a—sailed Hawaii to the
Marquesas. He just flew in from Tahiti today.”

| looked at Kekama. He was ripping it up, singing,
pier than anything. He had just made a successful voyage of a jillion
miles, and we had just crash-landed in their backyard. How could

smiling. hap-
5 |

anyoneé miss the irony of this?




Abbey, Ane, and Nicole showed up, eventually followed
by Jelt and Mike Spalding, who arrived with all the pieces of
the Maka Koa salely on a truck. The next day the wounded
bexat would be shipped by barge from Molokai to Oahu for
repairs. Spalding wanted it lixed [or a Haleiwa-1o-Kauai race
the lollowing weekend

l'he three women went off to stay at a nearby house, and Jefl
pitched me a tent at the far corner of the lawn behind the house
where the party was going on. With ukuleles playing, men
singing, children running wild, dogs barking, and everyone
having a good time in the full-moon night, 1 crawled into the

tent and in about ten minutes was [ast asleep.

T MID=-DAY, THE MORTH SHORE LIFEGUARDS SHOWED UP
along with an assoriment of Helms and Crivellos
tor the lunch Shannon Crivello had been working
on that moming,. Joe Golonka, president of the North

Shore Lﬂcg_;u:ud Association, was on the island with fellow life-
guards Steve Machin and Kaleo Crivello o set up a junior life-
saving program on Molokai,

Hooking up a wrailered jet ski 1o Joes truck and sorting out
T-shirts and instruction forms, the three lifeguards talked about
rescuing surfers ar North Shore. One story was about rescuing
a guy who had gone out to help a girl in 25-loot Pipeline. Another
was about a girl and her boyiriend in trouble at Waimea during
solid 20-25' conditions. The North Shore Lifeguard Association,
lounded in 1996 by the Honolulu City and County lifeguards

who work in District Three (North Shore), had performed

LUICTES

AR

during the winter just past a hair-raising 236 rescues, plus
assisted in 166 serious medical emergencies, and delivered

26,200 preventative warnings (o ::x';aL'IL-;._'Im'm and surlers

Bl FoRE 1973 THERE WERE MO LIFEGLIKEDS (%
i : 5 ihe Morth Shore, bai there were guys hike
“The new lifeguarding is locused on prevention,” Machin said. “You  Jeff Jobnson. Jose Angel, Peter «

Ciole, arsd all the

SUlers wWhe went mogabarly of - e surl-
ing g waves were constanily called on lor help

the wrong board—thats the main thing—white skin, they're carrying  For Jeil, the business of rescuing people in

trourhle came abou guite nenaraliv—he lived on

can see a problem belore it happens,” Golonka chimed in. “They've got

their board the wrong way”

thee bazmch, arsd Francic PO Barged on 1S door
1_"-‘”_ "Hi_'|l..ll‘!:"-"-'ﬁrr.|?".! "-\-:!. ifE ar his kiche ||-_|-|:'.|I-_'.' if Elll-. hicrise
; - wi the beach ot Pipeline, Jefl drank a beer and
Jefl joked ‘“"-"”-1"'1&1”'-5-'- about not dragging the board h}. the leash, bul  reminisced about some of the rescucs he had
been involved with

(“Whats the wrong way?" 1 later asked

said, “The right way, the board is carried in balance, with the nose

“: Phaese gaye came anc Kook ARLERE L
ﬁl.;.;!'l'l'.l_':. Ll'i'l'u'-. I wi Pulior jiist @ avbecak,” be said. “Their [rend
. . el e Il © : e .- 2 war oult there—a young kid we happened to
Macho lacades dont work with North Shore lifeguards. Sitting in [ = T o e o i
their orange towers at Sunset, Pipeline, Waimea, they can tell if a surfer |

1 I"l-'..l-'- a dav 1'd ever seen—a was break ng

has the inner jitters. Jell, who has rescued a lot of surfers, swimmers, . the thind mel—intermittent Everv 2 1 30

_.'_:'l: withen realizing bow b in weas. |t wsas
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people in trouble on the North Shore, said, “You develop a sixth sense
for knowing whos going to have a problem.”

Why do lifeguards do what they do? Going out in the scariest,
hairiest ocean conditions imaginable 1o save a surfer in trouble has to
require something beyond top-drawer physique and water skills. “lts a
way of respecting the ocean and people,” said Kaleo Crivello. “We grew

up not Jlldgﬂlr_'h. H-.'||]i|".;,g one another 15 the tme meaning of Aloha.’

5 Jell drove me 1o the airport in Honolulu, we were talking

about all this when we both saw at exactly the same time
the Maka Koa coming the other way—on the back of a

truck, mended, as good as new. It was to be entered in a
Haleiwa-Kauai race the next day Worlds had passed since we had
shipwrecked on Molokai, but it had been a mere seven days. The

AT A

wave that had wrecked the Maka Koa had deposited me into the world
of Hawaiian heroes both alive and fallen, into the world of people
who surf canoes down enormous waves, the lifeguards of the North
Shore, the watermen of excellence. Into the world of people who sail
and paddle between islands with an innate knowledge of winds,
waves, depths and currents, a knowledge that sometimes fails to save
them. Into the world of Eddie Aikau, Jose Angel, George Helm, and
Kimo Miwchell.

And Aka Hemmings, who has extended me an invitation to go
canoe surfing with him. “You come!" he said. “I never smash up!”

[he certainty of his words sounds like an invitation to another
ten Hur reenactment. Bul who knows, 1 might just do it. Unexpected
outcomes, just like unexpected waves from Mother Nature, are a lot
of lun—just so long as you can get out alive. &





