
THE CATALINA CHANNEL RACE
CELEBRATING 50 YEARS OF
HAWAIIAN OUTRIGGER CANOES IN SOUTHERN CALIFORNIA
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September 12 2009  
Dedicated to Lysanne Sebastion of Imua Canoe Club.                                            
This year’s running of the “Catalina Channel Race” also celebrated the fifty year milestone of Hawaiian Outrigger Canoe Paddling in Southern California. The awards ceremony on a clear balmy Sunday afternoon at Newport Yacht Harbor was a gathering of race weary, but joyous men and women who completed the 32 mile crossing. They ate, drank, and made merry under colorful umbrellas and banners. As well as honoring this year’s athletes, the post race festivities remembered the “old guys” who brought the first Hawaiian canoes back in 1958. Noah Kalama from Hawaii was the man. Today his son Tommy and a handful of the originals were on hand to share the history and receive their due honor for passing on this ancient sport.
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Saturday’s race featured the Women and Mixed crews, launching from the California mainland outside Newport Harbor. Blessed with the mild weather and fair seas, 50 plus outriggers headed out to sea. Four hours later the first canoes, (NAC 4:08, and Lanakila OC 4:10), landed on the shore of Avalon, the quaint Mediterranean style village of Santa Catalina. By the end of the day the brick lined streets were teeming with canoe club members in bright jerseys, finding old friends and introducing the newcomers to Catalina’s charm. 
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Avalon is a mixture of Spanish architecture and wooden cottages perched on the hillside overlooking the blue Pacific. The town faces the California mainland. On a clear day one can make out the faint outline of the Los Angeles basin. Just off the pier, hundreds of white boats, (all sizes), sat like a flock of sea birds resting from their flight. Walking along the promenade you’re attracted to the flags waving, artistic ceramic tiles inlaid in the stucco, red brick benches, ancient palm trees lining the street, and the cool signage hanging in all the shops and restaurants. But the most significant landmark is no doubt the massive round Spanish “art-deco” style structure called the Casino. Built on the north end of Avalon in the ‘30s by the Wrigley Family, it served as a gambling getaway for celebrities and adventuresome Californians. The likes of John Wayne came for big game fishing and wild parties. Today the historical building serves as a ballroom and theater. A beer, a margarita, or a fish taco are readily had anywhere along the shore. There are few vehicles here. Golf carts are the mode of transportation. Or walking. 
Saturday night the ladies celebrated at the Luau House. The men’s race would come all too soon.
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Sunday’s morning light revealed yet another gorgeous Southern California day. The Pacific Ocean seemed aptly named, the water was peaceful, its temperature 72, the air 70, and no more than a whisper of wind. Being from Hawaii and my first time away, my expectations of cold dark gray water was apparently a myth.  
The canoes lined up between the official boats and jockeyed for position with the chase boats not far behind and Santa Catalina not far behind them. The Island seemed to bob up and down.  With this many boats in the water it’s a rush just waiting for the sound of the bull horn. And then it happens. The placid waters are churned into stiff chop by hundreds of frenzied paddles and the wake of the following chase boats. Lagging behind the charging pack could mean early disaster, as canoes fall mercy to wild water. Within the first hour the chaos turns to a pattern of spaced canoes. The leaders are defined and so on down to the last outrigger. The Canoes spread themselves out across the channel. Each crew settles in, finding their line to the mainland while working the water changes. Four hours after the drop of the starter’s flag the first teams entered Newport Harbor for the last five miles, weaving between the constant traffic of sailboats and motor yachts to finish on a small sandy beach where a village of tents  awaited the returning crews. This day it would be Outrigger CC, (3:59:04), from Hawaii first, followed by Lanakila CC, (3:59:44), out of Redondo CA. Congratulations! Within the next couple of hours all the teams would land and the temporary paddler’s village swelled in numbers. Hawaiian Music, Cold Beer, and Fish Tacos were enjoyed by all. The Awards followed and 50 Years of Outrigger Canoe Paddling in California was celebrated.  
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The Pacific Ocean is the largest ocean on the planet. Her swells break upon distant Southern Reefs below the Equator. They find their way further North crashing into the Hawaiian Islands. And further still washing up on the sandy beaches of North America. The Continent. Southern California.
I am constantly reminded by the Miracle that ties us all together. That invisible thread. It was there in Kona. Then again in Catalina.
So what am I talking about?
Not so much about a race. Not so much about who won, but more about history, our fore fathers, family, extended family, friends. How we are empowered by a common bond, in this case outrigger canoe paddling. It feeds us, it keeps us alive, and it connects us. From the ancient 
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Polynesians wh0 followed the stars and found Hawaii, to the Hawaiians who settled in California, to the men and women of today where ever they may be. They carry on the culture and take the sport to new levels. They make our ancestors and Noah proud. 
We are all links in the chain, constantly adding new links, an ever growing circle, never ending.
I came to join my son, who linked me to Jerry, who linked me to Al Ching, who’s son Dan paddles on the same crew as my son Moke, who knows my teacher Fred Van Dyke, who lived with David Hoabler and Peter Cole on the North Shore, who was buddies with Barry Kanaiaupuni, who made his board, and Dave made it possible for Al Konishi, who got our canoe from Lokahi, who brought Ron Riley, who paddles for Keaukaha CC where I paddle thanks to Stan Roehrig, who linked me to Tommy Kalama, who’s father Noah introduced Hawaiian Canoes to California, who’s grandson is my best friend, and on and on and on.
comprender mi Amigo??
El todas las Buenas!
Kawika 
Keaukaha Canoe Club                                        
Hilo Bay, Hawai1     
(Please see next page)
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Lysanne Sebastian of IMUA
Pray For Her
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