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"

going to name a surf break
and you give me the first
word that comes to mind,”
Isay to Carissa Moore. I had
planned this lightning round
weeks in advance of our
interview as a way of easing
into a longer, more in-depth
conversation about her
20-plus years in competitive
surfing.

“Queens,” my opener.
“Queensbreak,” Carissa says.

“Yeah, the break—" is she
confused already, 1 wonder?
I read that Carissa learned
to surf at Queens. This
site has been pictured on
postcards going back 100-
plus years. Imagine, Duke
Kahanamoku in his iconic
stance, solid and sturdy on
a wooden kiko‘o gliding on
a gently sloping wave before
a backdrop of Diamond
Head—that’s Queens. So
named because it was the
beachfront property of the
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last monarch of Hawai’i,
Queen Lili‘uokalani, who
was herself a surfer in her
youth. Many years after
the Hawaiian Kingdom
had been stolen (1893)
and annexed to the
United States, cultural
practices forgotten, went
underground, or simply
outlawed, Lili'u  would
request that the keiki
(children) come and surf
the waves that rolled along
the pier that fronted her
cottage on the beach.
Surfing continued under
her watchful eye until
her passing in 1917, and
then it continued under
the watchful eyes of the
Kahanamoku brothers,
the uncles and beachboys
of Waikiki. Queens is the
birthplace of surfing as we
know it today.

“Yes, that’s what I think of,”
Carissa clarifies, “Queens of
Queensbreak. It's an event that
Thold at Queens every year.”

“Oh, ah.. Okay.” It's me
who is confused. Carissa
had recently wrapped up
this two day event for her
nonprofit, Moore Aloha.
This  particular  event
geared to young women
18 to 28, participated
in  yoga, mindfulness
exercises, lei-making,
relationship-building  and
surfing. Moore Aloha has
become an empowerment
and mentorship program
for women and girls, it’s
an outgrowth of Carissa’s
experiences and training
as a top-tier athlete. “Our
core pillars,” she adds, “Live
authentically. Be fearless.
Lead with love.”

I jot this down, then
continue naming breaks,
“Margaret River.”

“Peace” She responds.

Me, “Uluwatu.”

Her, “Riptide.”

Portrait by Ke’alohi Kuramata
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Olympic preparation at Teahupo’o by Marcus Paladino




Young Riss at Kaiser’s in 2004 by Paul Teruya, courtesy of Rizzoli from Hawai’i Gold
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As we are having this interview
Carissa is driving her dogs to the
sitter before going to work out. “I’'m
trying to stay as active as possi-
ble,” Carissa says. “This pregnancy,
it'’s been a challenge.” Carissa had
announced her pregnancy shortly
after competing in the 2024 Sum-
mer Olympic Games. This was her
last event before stepping away
from competitive surfing. She did
not make it into medal conten-
tion, and left the Games somewhat
unceremoniously. Unbeknownst to
us surf fans who watched the Games
online, she competed 10-and-a-half
weeks pregnant.

“Sunset,” | press on.

“Drowning,” her answer.

“Ala Moana,” | say.

“Home.”

Last July | was back home in Ho-
nolulu as | have been for many sum-
mers, out for a morning surf at Ala
Moana. When | pulled into the marina
parking | passed a short, bald, old-
er man pulling a board off the back
of his pickup. | instantly recognized
him, Michael Ho. One of the all-time
great barrel-riders, and Hawaiian
icons, father to Mason and Coco Ho,
“surf royalty” as they are known. At
7:30 am it’s late, the parking already
crowded on the first day of a rising
South Shore swell. | pull into a spot at
the end of a long row of cars, grab my
board and quickly scurry to the cor-
ner of sand where surfers paddle out.

| pass Michael whom | hear speaking
with another man under the shade of
the shore trees, “Carissa and Coco
just paddled out,” the other man
says. | glance over my shoulder to
see Chris Moore, Carissa’s dad and
coach, recognizable from competi-
tion footage posted online. I’'ve never
seen pros in the wild before. Am | an
excited middle-aged fan-girl? Yes.
Bowils is the most technical wave
on the South Shore. It’s a left-hand
barrel that breaks over a shallow
reef. Legends such as Gerry Lopez,
Derek and Michael Ho all surfed at
Bowils in the summers, as training for
Pipeline in the winter. They went on
to become “Mr. Pipeline,” and “Pipe
Masters” respectively. Today Bowls
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Carissa at Backdoor in 2024 by Ryan Miller



Carissa and her mother Carol Lum by Ke’alohi Kuramata

equity at a time it is being attacked
nationwide.”

That same year the WSL had
been in deep negotiations with the
ISA (International Surfing Associ-
ation), the athletic federation re-
sponsible for surfing’s inclusion in
the Olympics. “Olympic surfing was
Duke [Kahanamoku’s] dream,” ISA
President Fernando Aguerre told
me in an interview from 2020. Every
sports federation throughout the
world, whether it be archery or bas-
ketball, must embrace the Olympic
Charter which states; “a strict pro-
hibition against discrimination of
any kind based on factors like race,
gender, ethnicity, religion, or sexu-
al orientation, with the explicit goal
of promoting women in sport at all
levels and structures.” Surfing is es-
timated at 80% male participation
versus 20% female. | wanted to know
how Fernando created a framework
for equal participation. To this he
did not equivocate, “You create the
opening, you create the spots, you
call the national teams, you tell them,
in the Olympics there are 20 men and
20 women-end of the story.” In addi-
tion to settling on terms with the ISA,
the WSL announced that they would
award equal pay to men and women
starting in 2019.

Carissa’s reset came in part by
finding a purpose outside of compet-
ing. In 2018 with the encouragement
of her father, she launched Moore
Aloha. “Growing up a young woman
in the sport, there weren’t as many
opportunities for us,” she says. “It
started super small, as a passion
project, by creating more opportuni-
ties for young girls through surfing.”
In 2019 Carissa won her fourth world
title, and qualified for the Olympics.

“What is the difference between
a good surfer and a good competi-
tor?” | ask.

“There’s no perfect formula to
winning,” Carissa answers. “I’'ve won
when I've been super unconfident.
I’'ve had a meltdown in the morning

“Hindugss, an
Undereated virtue
nthis day and
a0e, IS a distinet
feaiee of her
personalty”

and then somehow put it all to-
gether... and then there’s been other
times where | felt really, really great,
and it didn’t work out. There’s so
many factors in surfing, there’s so
many variables out of your control.
You, or your competitor could get a
good wave—they do the turn and you
fall. So the only thing you can do is try
to repeat the things that seem to give
you consistency, so that you have the
best chance at success.”

“T-ssru-ga-saki, Sur-gasaki,
Ta-surgasaki?” | attempt to name the
break of the Tokyo Summer Games
in 2021.

“Yes, Tsurigasaki,” She gently
corrects my Japanese, a language
she studied in high school. “It’s hard
to pronounce.” Carissa is kind. Kind-
ness, an underrated virtue in this day
and age, is a distinct feature of her
personality. This is what’s meant by
“Ambassador of Aloha.” Her aloha
feels authentic.

“Olympics,” she completes her
thought.

Carissa surfed her way into the
finals of the sport’s Olympic debut
at a beachbreak in Chiba, Japan...
during a typhoon. The ocean was
a grey-brown boiling mess, peaks
broke unpredictably over shifty
sandbars, topped off by an onshore
wind. And yet, somehow in the chaos
of the tempest Carissa found take-
off points, wove her way over angry
foaming sea-caps straight out of
Hokusai’'s woodblock, hacking and
carving an image across the ocean
as glorious as The Great Wave at
Kanagawa. She did what she set out
to do. Carissa won Gold.

Last Spring, during a Q&A, for
the launch of Carissa’s coffee table
book, Hawai’i Gold, she was asked
what winning that medal meant to
her. “I don’t think the gravity of the
Olympics actually hit me until a year
after,” she told the rapt crowd at
Pilgrim Surf Shop in Brooklyn, New
York. “It didn’t really hit me until | saw
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the mural go up in Honolulu. | was
like, holy shit, that thing is huge!”

Indeed. Emerging 12 stories
high from a non-descript stretch of
South King Street and Pensacola, the
brightly colored mural is a statement
on the skyline. Painted by Honolulu
artist, Kamea Hadar, his interpreta-
tion sums up what Carissa Kainani
Moore means to Hawai‘i. She is
portrayed wrapped in the state flag,
with a gold medal around her neck.
Standing behind her, the original Am-
bassador of Aloha, father of modern
surfing, Hawai‘i’s first Gold medalist,
Duke Paoa Kahanamoku. Together
they bookend this Hawaiian cultur-
al practice on the world stage. They
gaze into the warmth of an afternoon
sun. Regal. Poetic.

Carissa capped off her 2021
competitive year with a fifth world ti-
tle. The contest was held at Lowers,
a dearly coveted wave in San Clem-
ente, California. That year the WSL
created the “Final 5,” in which the
top five competitors battle it out in a
winner-take-the-world title, one-day
event. Carissa completed the season
with the highest point total, as well as
taking the final.

“Lowers,” | say.

Carissa powered through the
year 2022 at the top of the leader-
board, only to lose in the final to long-
time rival Steph Gilmore, who un-
derperformed the entire season but
walked away with her eighth world
title, and was anointed the GOAT.
In 2023, rinse and repeat, only this
time Carissa lost to Caroline Marks,
a younger surfer who broke out late
in the season.

“Heartbreak.” She responds.

| want to say, me too, Riss,
me too!

Instead | say, “Do you see
your influence on the younger
generation?”

In 2024 as Riss stepped
away from center stage, a crop of
younger up-starts were crowned win-
ners and medalists.
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She hesitates a moment,
“I feel, maybe I’'m still a little too close
to the forest to see the trees.” An-
other pause, then she adds, “I’'m so
proud to be a part of the movement
and part of this generation that’s
really progressed and evolved the
sport. | don’t know... | think it might
take some time to see what my
generation did.”

There is a legend of old Hono-
lulu. It takes place in Mamala Bay,
the body of water from Diamond
Head all the way across Waikiki,
Ala Moana, Kewalo Basin to the
mouth of Honolulu Harbor. Mamala
Bay encompasses all of the famous
breaks on the South Shore: Cliffs,
Queens, Canoes, Pops, Bowls,
et. al. It’s named after a champion
surfer, Mamala, she was a kapua
(demi-goddess) who could turn
herself into a shark. The break near
the harbor, closest to modern day
Point Panic and Kaka‘ao Park, was
originally named Kekaiomamala
(Ocean of Mamala). She loved to
surf there when large swells rose
from Kahiki (Tahiti), and white caps
began to feather far out beyond the
reef. Mamala’s surfing was so cap-
tivating, everyone including the ali‘i
(royalty) would watch, and roar with
applause at her skill and daring. Not
surprisingly, Mamala ignited the
passions of many who would vie for
her attention, while trying to keep up
with her in the surf. This legend was
told in a mele (song) describing the
winds of the Ko‘olau blowing flowers
across the harbor, and the waves—a
path to heaven, as well as the love
between the characters. Though
this mele has long been forgotten,
nor does anyone refer to the bay
by its namesake, Mamala Bay still
appears on every map, if you look
closely. Hawaiian place names are
not merely locations, they are liv-
ing history, stories that extol virtues
such as fearlessness, authenticity,
and aloha. When the islands’ mod-
ern champion, Carissa Moore, walks

in the footsteps of her predeces-
sors, to share wisdom acquired from
alife in the ocean, she brings Hawai-
ian myth to life. Is this what Queen
Lili‘'uokalani hoped would continue
when she gazed over Mamala Bay,
and encouraged the keiki to surf?
| think so. ©

A CELEBRATION
OF SURFING

Hawai’i Gold by Carissa Moore, courtesy of Rizzoli (this page), Carissa in Waikiki by Ke’alohi Kuramata (opposite page)




