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FROM THE lanai of Luana Froiseth’s house on the
mauka side of Diamond Head there is a clear view
of the ocean. “You see there, between those two
hotels?” Luana points out the section of blue ocean
visible above rooftops and coconut trees. Luana’s
view overlooks the
legendary  Waikiki
breaks of Castle’s,
all the way across
to Cunha’s. “Yes-
terday’s swell was
messy. You could see
a strong current. A
lot of whitewater was
moving across that
inside section.” The
day before, a midsum-
mer swell had peaked
across the Hawaiian
Islands bringing 12
to 15-foot waves from
Tahiti. “I stayed out
of the water on this swell.” Luana spent the last
year-and-a-half being treated and recovering from
endometrial cancer. “I'm 80% recovered. I know
my limits.” At age 68, Luana Froiseth has spent a
good part of her life fearlessly pushing those limits.
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Left to right: John Kelly, Wally Froiseth,
and George Downing, holding Hot Curl
surfboards (proto-big wave gun) on steps
of the Froiseth home on Diamond Head
(opposite page)

Luana, 16, (foreground) and Evie Black
at a WSC contest, Queens, 1971, by
Clarence Maki (this page)

In her youth Luana was a com-
petitive surfer and champion canoe
surfer, paddler, and steersperson.
She won the Hawaiian Junior Surf
Championship as a 16 year-old. She
steered the first women’s canoe
team to join the Moloka‘i Hoe, the
iconic race running the open ocean
between Moloka‘i and O’ahu. She
has served as area coordinator for
the International Va‘a (Outrigger
Canoe) Federation, president of the
O‘ahu Hawai‘i Canoe Racing Asso-
ciation and is now their race direc-
tor. Luana is the current President of
the Waikiki Surf Club (WSC), having
taken over the position held by her
mother in 2015 who had served in
that role since 1977. When the WSC
was founded in 1948 it was the first
desegregated beach club, open to
the islands’ ethnically diverse pop-
ulation of Asians (descendants of

plantation immigrants), hapa (mixed
race), working-class Hawaiians
and haoles (recent white mainland
transplants). The Waikiki Surf Club
was far ahead of its time, open to all
walks of life, all racial groups and
all ages. This visibility and inclu-
sion laid the foundation for modern
surfing in Hawai‘i, which in turn has
influenced the development of surf-
ing around the world.

Casually looking makai, toward
the ocean, Luana remarks, “My dad
taught me to read the waves from
here.” Luana is the daughter of Wal-
ly and Moku Froiseth. The Froiseths
have played an important role in
preserving and advancing Hawaiian
ocean sports and culture for almost
75 years. We are standing on the
porch of her family home where she
took care of both her parents before
they passed in 2015.



Luana’s father, Wally Froiseth, came of age under
the tutelage of Duke Kahanamoku and the Waikiki Beach
Boys. He was a pioneer of big-wave surfing, a canoe
paddler and steersman, surfboard shaper (co-develop-
ing the Hot Curl gun), and canoe carver. His contribu-
tions to surfing, surfboard designs, and canoe building
are cited throughout Matt Warshaw’s Encyclopedia of
Surfing, along with his own profile. Wally contributed
extensively to The Hawaiian Canoe by Tommy Holmes.
He was instrumental in helping build the Polynesian Voy-
aging Society flagship wa‘a the Hokule‘a and Hawai‘iloa.
He co-founded the Waikiki Surf Club, where he and his
wife Moku in turn helped create the Makaha Internation-
al Surfing Championships, and the Moloka’i Hoe. What
you will not read in those histories is that their daugh-
ter, Luana, followed alongside them, absorbing all as-
pects of Hawaiian ocean culture, and eventually filling
their very big shoes,
becoming a leader in

reflections, and playful anecdotes. She speaks with a
bit of old time Hawaiian pidgin that is disappearing with
her generation. This no longer feels like an interview. As
they say in Hawai'‘i, we talk story.

Born in 1954, Luana was the fourth of five siblings
whose childhood revolved around the ocean. “My dad
said on Sunday you can either go to church, or you can
go to the ocean.” The choice was obvious. “We used to
play in Waikiki. My dad would drop us off at 6 a.m. and
pick us up at 6 p.m. | could take you down a sewer pipe
and show you how to get to the ocean.” Although the
Froiseth kids all grew up surfing and paddling canoe,
Luana was the only child of her siblings to follow in her
father’s footsteps, literally accompanying him in and out
of the water.

Luana grew up
watching her father’s

-

the paddling and surf-
ing community in her
own right. Historian
John Clark empha-
sized in an email that,
“Luana today is still
continuing her par-
ents’ legacy.”

In the 1950s Ha-
waiian culture was at

its nadir. The language
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generation tackle
the biggest waves
of the day, 15 to 20-
foot Makaha and the
North Shore winter
swells. Pushing limits
for the Froiseths was
par for the course.
“When | was really,

Luana

really small,”
recounts, “he took me
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had virtually stopped

being spoken, cultural

traditions had been forgotten or had gone underground,
and foreigners had adopted surfing as their own by pri-
vatizing membership to exclusive beach clubs. Were it
not for families such as the Froiseths, whose lives cen-
tered on propagating Hawaiian ocean culture through
open community involvement, the cultural reawaken-
ing known as the Hawaiian Renaissance would not have
been possible. Luana came of age during this period of
renewal in ‘60s and ‘70s, and she has helped usher the
Hawaiian Renaissance into the present moment.

Luana has the energy of a much younger person,
solid in stature, with large brown eyes both direct and
kind, yet | can imagine her gaze turning equally stern if
prompted. She indicates for us to sit on her porch chairs,
and the trade winds blow from the valley, cooling the
heat of the summer sun. | begin asking questions as Lu-
ana moves from wistful memories, through thoughtful

canoe surfing at 8 to

10-foot Castle’s,” an
outside reef break in Waikiki. Once they caught a wave
Wally instructed Luana to be a counter-weight on the
outrigger. “l would go walk on the ‘iako and lay down,
or stand on the ama to balance the boat on the waves.
Nowadays people think—are you crazy?” Wiping out on
a canoe is extremely dangerous. “Back then, | don’t think
anybody was afraid of anything,” she muses.

Luana recounts being on the beach for a wave check
with her father when they came upon a crowd at the
Waikiki Fire Station. Wally, then employed as a Federal
Fire Chief, asked the local captain what was happening.
He explained that a young boy got stuck in “The Wall,” a
concrete pier and seawall housing a giant drainage pipe,
which released rainwater from the upper valley into the
ocean. It was built onto a surf site for bodyboarders who
aptly call it, The Wall. “When the surf is big, if you get
to that opening where the water comes out, you will



Clockwise from top left:

Makaha International Surfing
Championships poster, 1995

Makaha International newspaper article,
pictured, Wally Froiseth and George
Downing, 1965

Luana receiving award for paddleboard
competition from Jeff Chee, Makaha, 1966
Luana (12) holding Michael Ho (10), surfing
tandem at the Makaha International, 1962
Surfing canoe team: Luana, Linda Davis,
Rell Sunn, Richline Fong, circa 1980s-90s
Rell Sunn and Luana, Makaha canoe surfing
competition, circa 1990s

get stuck in there. We used to catch waves inside, then
come back out,” Luana remembered. Just 12 years old at
the time, Luana told her father, “I’ll go take the kid out.”
Rightly horrified, the fire captain protested. “I told him,
‘trust me. I’ll bring the kid out for you,” and my dad says,
‘let her go.”” With Wally’s affirmation Luana climbed into
the drainage pipe. “I brought the kid back out. He was
young and it was dark in there. We didn’t have that many
lifeguards back then. In fact, | don’t remember any life-
guards in Waikiki.”

In another childhood memory, Luana, a bit older,
was surfing on a 12-foot day. “l took off on this wave: it
was too steep, and too late. | fell forward into the water,
and hit my throat. | was underneath the water and lost
consciousness. A guy paddling out pulled me out onto
his board, asked ‘Are you okay?’ My friend brought my
board back out to me and said, ‘Maybe you should goin.’
No, | think | gotta go back out there—try it again.” She
tells this story matter of factly. It seems to distill the es-
sence of being Luana, and a waterperson for that matter.
It’s not that fear isn’t present in
challenging the ocean, it’s that
the impulse to freeze or quit
is overridden. Once, on a rare
occasion, Wally cautioned
Luana after she took a good
beating in big surf, “You know,
you’re gonna die in the ocean.”
he told her. “You take too many chances. This is out of
your league.”

Luana’s response, “Out of my league? | have no
league. The ocean is my life.”

In 1952 the Waikiki Surf Club launched the Makaha
International Surfing Championships. It ran annually un-
til 1972 and took place over the two-week Christmas hol-
iday. “Christmas was a special time for us,” Luana rem-
inisces—not for the holiday but for surfing, of course.
As key organizers of the Makaha event, the Froiseth
parents picked their kids up from school in Honolulu as
soon as the break began and brought them to Makaha.
Luana remembers, “We didn’t open Christmas presents
until after we came back.” These were formative years
of professional surfing where hundreds of international
and local competitors amassed on the otherwise sleepy
beach town of Makaha. Many of the competitors left
their mark on surf history; Paul Strauch, Buffalo Keaula-
na, Joyce Hoffman, David Nuuhiwa, Larry Bertlemann,
and Margo Godfrey Oberg, to name just a few. The
Makaha International was more festive and casual than

today’s high-stakes competitions. “Back then, every-
body knew everybody. It was much more friendly and
enjoyable. People came from California and all around
the world. As little children we got to know all of them.”
Luana shows me an old newspaper clipping from the
1962 event. Pictured is a 12-year-old Luana holding up
10-year-old Michael Ho in a gleeful pose. “We competed
in the Tandem event.”

The Froiseths spent so much time in Makaha, they
eventually rented, then bought, a house there. Lua-
na wiped out surfing the main break one day, and lost
her board. Two girls watching from the beach snatched
it and paddled back out. “They wouldn’t come in. One
would catch a wave, cut out, switch the board with the
other, and go back out. So | just sat on the beach, and
| watched, wondering: who are these people?” After
some time passed, they came in. “You can have your
board back. We’re pau (done),” one of them said. Re-
porting the incident back to her father, Wally replied,
“Oh? How about we go down there, and take a couple

more boards and see what
happens.” As it turned out the
two girls were Rell and her
younger sister Kula Sunn. This
was the beginning of a lifelong
friendship with the Sunn fam-
ily. Kula went on to become a
multi-winning Makaha Inter-
national women’s surf champ in her teens and Rell be-
came Hawai‘i’s best known waterwoman, a pioneer in
women’s professional surfing, a canoe paddler, contest
organizer, and women’s health advocate. Luana and Rell
remained close until Rell’s untimely passing from breast
cancer in 1997. Luana shows me a glossy photo of ca-
noe surfers tearing down the face of a Makaha wave.
Rell is pictured at the helm balancing on the ‘iako, Lua-
na in third position balancing the back. Shot a few years
before Rell’s passing, though Luana’s memory is a little
hazy as to what competition it was, she recalls clearly,
“We made this wave, and came in third.”

At age 10 Luana steered an adult Waikiki Surf Club
canoe team made up of roller derby skaters from the
mainland, “l would say my paddling career flourished
because of that first crew. We kept winning, and win-
ning, and winning.” Advanced for her age, Luana says,
“l was the only kid paddling with adults. | never paddled
with the other kids.” As she got older Luana found her-
self trying to decide which sport to focus on. Her father
advised, “You’re going to the canoe race first because
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you paddle at the beginning of the day and then you’re
going to the surf meet. And hopefully your heat will not
run before you get there.”

John Clark recounts Luana winning the 1971 Annual
Surf Club Hawai‘i Junior Surfing Championship in the
Girls 15-16 division. A photo taken at the time by local
surf photographer Clarence Maki captured the final
wave in which Luana is pictured with her competitor.
The photo ran in the Honolulu Star Bulletin and garnered
Kodak’s International Snapshot Award turning Luana
into a surfing celebrity at age 16.

By her late teens, Luana was introduced to one

of the most challenging canoe races in the world, the
Moloka‘i Hoe. The race crosses the Kaiwi Channel, a 41
mile course between Moloka‘i and O‘ahu where strong
currents, open water waves, and winds create danger-
ous conditions. On the escort boat accompanying the
racers, Luana watched with her father who was then
head coach of the Waikiki Surf Club paddlers. She was
mesmerized by 15-foot swells
rolling in the channel that day,
“l watched the canoes catch
and surf down the waves in
front of them. Whoa! This is
what | want to do!”

It would be a handful of
years before Luana was to join
the first all women teams to
cross the channel. When the
Moloka‘i Hoe began in 1952 it
was strictly for the men. The all-male event organizers
and coaches just didn’t believe the women could make
it. It took time, Title IX, changes in prevailing attitudes,
and the persistence of a growing number of women pad-
dlers to organize. Hanine Anderson, one of the senior
women paddlers of the Waikiki Surf Club and lead orga-
nizer of the women’s channel crossing, told the Honolulu
Star Bulletin, “The men thought that women couldn’t do
the channel. We wanted to prove them wrong.” In 1975
a trial race of the strongest and most well-trained wom-
en paddlers set out across the channel. This successful
trial run opened the doors for the annual women'’s race,
Na Wahine O Ke Kai. No surprise, Luana steered one of
the two canoes on that maiden voyage. “In surfing you
learn to read the direction of the waves, and swells,” she
explains. In steering a canoe that skill can make or break
a team. “If you can catch the bumps,” the open ocean
waves, “a canoe can ride a half mile or a mile by jumping
from one wave to the next.” Quoting her old friend, “Rell

used to tell me that all the time—‘Remember this, you’re
a surfer. You’re a surfer before you are a paddler.”
Hawaiian canoe paddling is as much about the
ocean as it is about the canoe. Under her father’s tu-
telage, Luana learned to carve. “l used to go in his
woodshop and watch him carve. He’'d say, ‘Get out of
here—you’re bothering me!” The next day | come back,
he’d say ‘Get out of here—you’re bothering me!’ I’d say,
well, can’t you teach me something!” Her persistence
paid off: Luana is one of the few traditional koa canoe
builders alive today. “When you sit in a koa canoe, versus
fiberglass, you feel what we call the mana, life force. Es-
pecially if the canoe has been passed down within fami-
lies of canoe builders.” Luana’s mother was given a large
koa log from an uncle in Kona. Wally and Luana togeth-
er built a canoe hewn from that single tree. “My father
instilled in me that koa canoes are a living thing. A koa
tree could be one’s grandmother. We named our canoe
after my grandmother, Tutu,” she says, “but everybody
knows that my father and |
built it, so they think the name
comes from the two of us.”
Tutu debuted in 1995, and was
entered into the Na Wahine O
Ke Kai. “We came in ninth, the
only koa boat in the top 10.”
Luana continued to race
internationally until the age
of 47, when more of her time
was taken up by positions of
leadership in the local and international canoe rac-
ing associations. Today Luana is the race director for
OHCRA, which is responsible for the Moloka‘i to O‘ahu
races, and over a hundred other races throughout the
Hawaiian islands. As she approaches 70, Luana spec-
ulates on remaining there for just another two years.
Her main commitment, she says, is to the Waikiki Surf
Club, the organization most closely linked to her par-
ents, which continues at the forefront of canoe pad-
dling in the islands. Surf historian John Clark clarified
in an email to me how far ahead of its time the Waiki-
ki Surf Club was, writing, “Their mission statement
stresses what we call DEI today, Diversity-Equity-In-
clusion. This wasn’t true for other surf clubs at that
time.” He continued, “During those early years, WSC
sponsored many canoe races, paddleboard races, and
surfing contests, which got a lot of attention in the lo-
cal newspapers with articles and photos.”
The WSC and all the other beach clubs in Hawai'i



no longer host surfing events, but continue to run as
canoe paddling and racing clubs. With the adoption of
surfing around the world, and the formation of orga-
nizations such as the International Surfing Association
(ISA) responsible for Olympic surfing and the World
Surf League headquartered in California, canoe racing
remains a distinctly Polynesian sport with its center of
activity in Hawai‘i and Tahiti. The wa‘a, perhaps even
more so than the surfboard, represents the Hawaiian
people, and all Polynesians for that matter. For without
the deep sea voyaging canoes and the ocean knowl-
edge that came with it, the Pacific would not have
been populated.

We’ve spent almost two hours talking on Luana’s
lanai. She gets up, and | follow believing we are finished
for the day. However, she leads me into her house. “I
want to show you this,” she says. At the center of Luana’s
dining room is a large koa table inset with a glass display
case where cowry shells, photos, and other ephemera
are meticulously placed on a bed of sand. Luana points
out a small black fin, “This was the first skeg ever made
for a surfboard. Tom Blake gave it to my dad.” Recently
a surf historian had come by to take photos of the fin for
Honolulu’s Bishop Museum. In fact, almost everything
on display in Luana’s front rooms could be put into the
Bishop Museum. Intricately carved paddles, spears, and
other mementos from the voyages of the Hokule‘a’s jour-
neys throughout Polynesia hang from the walls. Wally,
as one of the original builders and maintainers of the ca-
noe, sailed with Polynesian Voyaging Society (PVS) from
1986 to 2000. Luana and her mother met Wally at all the
destinations on those journeys.

The Hokule‘a’s voyages were pivotal in re-igniting
a pride in Hawaiian identity, indigeneity, and cultur-
al practices that have now taken hold in the islands. It
proved to modern western academics that the Hawaiian
islands were populated by sophisticated ocean-adapted
people who traversed the Pacific by reading the stars
and deep ocean swells. With so many of the islands’ wa-
termen and women such as the Froiseths lending their
hands in its creation and maintenance the canoe became
a symbol of the Hawaiian Renaissance. Wally and Moku
also served for a time on the PVS board of directors. Lu-
ana tells me her nephew is one of a few skilled canoe
craftsmen now maintaining the PVS canoes, inevitably
phoning her whenever he runs into problems.

Before | leave, Luana shows me one last treasure.

From behind her couch she pulls out two highly polished
koa wood cases, she says “These are the Hokule‘a’s trav-
eling ki‘i.” Inside the cases are traditionally carved koa
figurines of a man and a woman. The ki‘i are installed on
the Hokule‘a at the start of every long distance voyage.
They are ‘aumakua, or ancestral spirits, who act as pro-
tectors and guides by reminding the voyagers of their
forgotten past. The ki‘i were left in the care of Wally by
the original master carver from Maui. Now, Luana safe
guards them in between the long distance journeys. |
feel the mana of the ki‘i. It’s a humbling feeling of awe.
And, | imagine the ocean that they’ve seen—the sweat,
sacrifice, and loss, as well as accomplishments.

| marvel at the amount of Hawai‘i’s history, tucked
away in this modest home on the backside of Diamond
Head. It feels precious and ephemeral considering how
Luana’s life story has been overlooked in all these years
by surf historians and others. And, how equally fitting it
is that Luana is the keeper of the Hokule‘a’s ‘aumakua,
since she is among the last generation, now an elder,
who shaped the Hawaiian Renaissance. She, like the ki,
is an embodiment of ancestral knowledge holding the
wisdom of the winds and the waves.

| wonder aloud, “What’s next?”

“I’'m looking at how to preserve and pass on this
legacy,” Luana answers. “This is my parents’ legacy, not
mine. Next year will be Waikiki Surf Club’s 75th anni-
versary. I’ve told them I’m not going to be around for
the 100th.”

Yet I’'m not convinced that the centennial celebra-
tion is beyond her reach. If Luana’s life in the ocean is a
testament to anything—more than half-a-century surf-
ing, canoeing, and paddleboarding in very trying con-
ditions—it’s a testament to her endurance. Through it
all she maintains the age-old Hawaiian value of humility.
She lets her accomplishments speak for themselves. ©




