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				[image: Map of Hawaii showing the main islands—Niihau, Kauai, Oahu, Molokai, Lanai, Kahoolawe, Maui, and Hawaii—with coastal towns and surf-relevant locations such as Honolulu, Pearl Harbor, Lahaina, Hilo, and Kailua labeled, surrounding channels named, major peaks like Mauna Kea and Mauna Loa marked with elevations, and a scale bar at the bottom reading “Scale: 1 inch to 98 miles.”.]
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			Introduction

			In Hawaiʻi, November is known as ʻIkuā, the month of deafening noise. ʻIkuā (which means noisy, din, clamorous) is the time of year when the voices of the gods resound across the islands through the elements. Storms churn the sea into enormous waves that pound the shore, filling villages with their rumbling. Howling winds, drumming rains, and booming thunder rattle people’s homes.

			The people of Niʻihau celebrated the arrival of ʻIkuā, because it meant big-wave season had arrived. They held a pāʻina (feast) on the beach. Before they ate, an elder said a prayer and gave a food bundle to a man, who paddled his board past the surf break. He opened the bundle, and as he fed the ocean its share of food, the ocean calmed. But after it fed, the ocean would send a large wave so the man could surf back to shore. Only then could everyone eat and play in the water. The celebration lasted from one to three weeks—day and night, they ate, sang, swam, and surfed in the ocean. After all, ua piʻi ka nalu (surf was up)!

			Every culture has spring and harvest festivals, but how many can say they have a festival for good surf season? Hawaiians didn’t call it surfing, though. The entire culture of surfing, as Westerners know it today, has only been around for about a hundred years. Even the word surfing is a Western invention created by early visitors to Hawaiʻi in the late 1800s, when they tried to describe Hawaiians riding waves. They didn’t know Hawaiians already had a name for it—heʻe nalu, wave sliding.

			Heʻe nalu is an ancient sport, at least a thousand years old. But for Hawaiians, it is more than just a sport or recreation. It is an integral part of their society. Heʻe nalu has its own holidays, rituals, altars, and mythology. When the waves were right (and in Hawaiʻi, they’re right more often than anywhere else), entire villages abandoned their duties to play in the ocean. Men, women, and children would dive in to ride, compete, socialize, and flirt. Kings and queens claimed the best waves for themselves. Crafting a board was surrounded by ritual.

			Polynesian cultures are the only ones in the world with gods who surf, and Hawaiian gods could totally rip. They challenged each other to surf competitions and surfed to seduce mortals. One goddess caught waves by riding her tongue!

			For a thousand years, Hawaiians lived the philosophy every surfer knows to be true: When the waves are good, why would you want to do anything else?

			Over a millennium, Hawaiians have built a vast body of surfing lore—language, proverbs, stories, and advice. It is indisputably the greatest surfing culture in history. But you wouldn’t know it by looking at modern surfing culture. Sure, films and magazines pay tribute to Hawaiʻi and its famous waves. Every surfer in the world throws the Hawaiian shaka hand gesture.

			Beyond that, though, how much “Hawaiian-ness” is actually in Western surfing culture? Almost none.

			How did this ancient indigenous sport come to be associated with blond Southern Californians? Surfing is an immigrant story. It came to America from a foreign land with a foreign name: It arrived as heʻe nalu in the early 1900s, introduced by Hawaiians who found themselves in places like Santa Cruz and San Diego and who missed the aquatic joys of home. But modern surfing culture truly began in post–World War II Southern California, when it exploded into pop culture (movies, music, magazines) and spread to the rest of the world. Unfortunately, when heʻe nalu transitioned into surfing, a lot was lost in translation.

			This wasn’t entirely deliberate. Much of Hawaiʻi’s cultural knowledge just wasn’t available to anyone outside the islands. Hawaiʻi has a rich storytelling tradition, but to know the stories, you had to hear them firsthand, and you had to understand Hawaiian. Once the Hawaiian Kingdom began publishing newspapers, Hawaiians filled the pages with knowledge on every topic, including surfing. But you had to be able to read Hawaiian. Since then, only a fraction of that knowledge has been translated into English. Whatever is floating around on the internet today about Hawaiian culture, including surfing, is based on endless rehashing of what little has been translated.

			If you were a kid living in San Diego in the 1950s and you picked up a surfboard for the first time, you had no history or deeper culture to look to for guidance. In the absence of Hawaiian knowledge, surfing became American. The first generation of American surfers created their own culture with their own values, sometimes for the worse. Some of modern surfing’s most toxic traits are Western inventions. One of the most glaring divides between Hawaiian and Westernized surfing culture is the past century’s notion that “girls can’t surf.”

			
				
					[image: Painting of Native Hawaiian surfers at Lahaina, Maui, in 1855, showing several men and women lying prone and body-surfing together on a breaking wave, with a long wooden outrigger canoe riding the same swell to the left, swimmers scattered in the mid-distance, and multiple sailing canoes on the calm ocean beyond with low mountains faintly visible on the horizon.]
				

				
					Lahaina, Maui, 1855

				
			
			Thankfully, that idea has been dying off in recent because it goes completely against Hawaiian culture. Hawaiians celebrated the exceptional skills and style of female surfers. In fact, in their myths, it was goddesses who laid the smackdown on men who thought they could surf better.

			In modern surfing culture, fighting over waves is a constant conflict. But the Hawaiians of old loved sharing waves. When multiple people rode a wave, they often raised their arms like wings to resemble a flock of birds skimming the water. When kāne (man, men) and wāhine (women; singular wahine) found someone attractive, they rode the same wave to flirt with them.

			The Thatch Houses of a Whole Village Stood Empty…. daily Tasks Such as Farming, Fishing, and Tapa-Making Were Left Undone While an Entire Community—Men, Women, and Children—Enjoyed Themselves in the Rising Surf and Rushing White Water.

			—William Ellis, missionary, Hawai‘i Island (1820)

			The biggest difference between surfing’s Hawaiian roots and its modern American version is that modern surfers became a variation of the American icon—photos show the rugged individual, the lone ocean cowboy, sun-soaked or storm-tossed, staring out to sea (although every surfer knows that just out of the photo’s frame, there are about thirty other people in the lineup).

			In 1950s America, if you spent your life on the water rather than joining the rat race and “getting ahead,” you were bohemian, living outside the bounds of society.

			But in Hawaiʻi, a life dedicated to the ocean didn’t mean separating yourself from society. It was society. Heʻe nalu was a joyous, communal, family activity. It was born out of one of the greatest water cultures in human history.

			
				
					[image: Photo of four Native Hawaiian surfers—Kaika, Kawika, Keahi, and an unidentified man—standing on a beach in Niʻihau in 1890, each holding or standing in front of a tall, narrow wooden surfboard, with several women and children in long dresses and hats gathered between them.]
				

				
					Surfers (from left to right): Kaika, Kawika, Keahi, and unidentified. This is one of the earliest surfing photos ever taken in Niʻihau in 1890. The Sinclair-Robinson family has owned the island since 1864, when they purchased it for $10,000 from the Hawaiian monarchy. In 1915, they closed it to outsiders to preserve Hawaiian culture and protect the residents from infectious diseases.

				
			
			Beginning around 1000 BCE, Polynesians explored the world’s largest ocean using nothing but canoes and their knowledge of the stars, winds, waves, and sky. Sailing for weeks and months at a time, they discovered and settled the most remote islands on earth. This required a profound comfort with the ocean. They were born on the water, lived on the water, and died on the water. They spent their lives looking at, listening to, and moving with the water. When swells became waves that finally broke on new lands, those waves held no mystery. The voyagers knew their rhythm well—how to move and thrive inside of them, how to catch a wave and slide.

			There are many great water cultures in the world, all of whom have a deep comfort with the movements of the ocean. But only the Polynesians crafted equipment with the sole purpose of riding a wave for fun. Yet it was in Hawaiʻi that surfing truly flourished. Why?

			History is one factor. Hawaiʻi was one of the last island chains settled by Polynesians. By the time the first settlers arrived from the area known today as French Polynesia—notably Tahiti, Bora Bora, Tuamotu, Te Henua ʻEnata (the Marquesas Islands)—they came with centuries of wave-riding experience. Geography is another factor. Tahiti has famously spectacular waves, but coral reefs limit their accessibility. There are only so many places you can surf unless you want to paddle out for half a mile or risk getting slammed onto a razor-sharp reef. Hawaiʻi, on the other hand, is a planetary miracle for making waves. There are surf breaks everywhere—breaks that are easy to reach, reef breaks, sand breaks, point breaks, river breaks…. Every man, woman, and child can find a wave that works for them. Hawaiʻi was at a crossroads of time and place to be the perfect laboratory for developing surfing—board shapes, sizes, and riding styles—as an art form.

			Many books try to describe the joy of surfing—to explain why surfers put up with the wave-pounding, face-planting, and near drownings that accompany almost every session.

			Writers reach for ancient philosophies. There are books on the Zen of surfing, the dharma of surfing, soul-surfing, the science of surfing. But none have tried to understand surfing through the eyes and minds of the people who gave birth to the sport. Compare surfing to other activities that share such a deep connection to their society. One beginner karate class will introduce you to Japanese language and values. The same is true for yoga and Indian culture. Learning the mother culture of an activity is an integral and spiritual part of that practice. The benefits go beyond cultural respect; the culture that births an activity usually has greater insight into it.

			Over the years, Westerners have adopted many Hawaiian water skills without recognizing their origins. Duke Kahanamoku introduced the flutter kick (the style you probably learned in childhood swimming lessons) when he dominated Olympic swimming in the 1910s and ’20s. The concept of lifeguards and the use of longboards for water rescue come from Hawaiʻi. And of course, heʻe nalu is the origin of the entire $25 billion board-sport industry. Surfers, skateboarders, and snowboarders owe their thanks to the Hawaiian people.

			For too long, surfing has been missing too much of its history. That’s where this book comes in. It draws upon a thousand years’ worth of surfing stories, proverbs, customs, advice, gods, and legends from the people who perfected the sport. But this is not just a history book. It is a living document that captures the water culture of Hawaiʻi. Many people today earn their living as lifeguards (some of the best on earth), boat captains, board makers, pro surfers, surf photographers, and more. Many descend from long lines of legendary watermen and -women. Nalu recognizes the rich tradition that has always been surfing’s birthright.

			However, this book is not just for surfers. It is for anyone who feels a connection to the ocean. It offers a chance to experience the ocean in a brand-new way, through the eyes of the first people of surfing.

			
				
					[image: Photo of surfer Cliff Kapono on Hawaiʻi Island crouching low on a steep, sunlit wave, one hand trailing near the board as water sprays high behind him and his long hair streams out in the backlighting.]
				

				
					Cliff Kapono, somewhere on Hawai‘i Island

				
			
			A quintessential aspect of Hawaiian culture is something known as “talking story.” It can be as simple as a conversation between friends and family or telling stories about gods and culturally important places. Hawaiian culture has many tales of mythological figures who surf, so we include a “talk story” tour of surf legends around the islands. Because you will encounter many mythological characters in this book, we provide a glossary to guide you (see Mythological Characters, this page).

			Kanaka ʻŌiwi (Hawaiian) coauthor Marie Alohalani Brown grew up in Mākaha immersed in these stories. Her journey as cultural practitioner—from a childhood spent in the ocean bodysurfing and bodyboarding to studying under Tom “Pōhaku” Stone, surfing, and paddling for a canoe club to becoming a professor of Hawaiian religion and a Hawaiian-language translator—highlights the deep-rooted ties between her personal history, cultural identity, and academic pursuit. She has dedicated her life to studying and promoting Hawaiian history, culture, and religion.

			
				
					[image: Photo of four paddlers—Tiana Ahue, Ha‘aheo Foster-Blomfield, Pomai Hoapili, and steersman Bonga Perkins—riding an orange outrigger canoe down a breaking wave at Mākaha, O‘ahu, each leaning forward and digging their paddles into the water as spray flies up around the hull with palm trees visible onshore in the distance.]
				

				
					Riders (from right to left): Tiana Ahue, Ha‘aheo Foster-Blomfield, Pomai Hoapili, and Bonga Perkins (steersman). Mākaha, O‘ahu.

				
			
			Coauthor Ian Lendler has loved the ocean and being on, in, or under the water since he was a child. When he and Alohalani became friends, they shared stories about their mutual love of surfing and ocean life. Born and raised on the East Coast, Ian knew little about Hawaiian culture, but the curiosity and love of a good story that shaped his career as a writer and journalist led him to explore surfing’s Hawaiian roots. To Alohalani’s amusement, he kept presenting her with information he’d found on the internet that was misinformed, mistranslated, and sometimes just completely made up. Over many afternoons (and a few beers), she corrected and taught him about real Hawaiian culture. Eventually, these talks (her knowledge, his excitement, and their shared love of nerding out on history and literature) became the basis for this book.

			E hele mai e ‘au. Come swim with us.

			
				
					
					[image: Photo of surfer Marcus Hickman riding down the face of a large blue wave at Pipeline during the Da Hui Backdoor Shootout, with multiple towering reef-break waves surging and spraying white mist in the background.]
				

				
					Marcus Hickman at Pipeline during the Da Hui Backdoor Shootout in January 2008. Veteran photographer Sean Davey explains, “This was a northwest set lighting up the inside reefs while a new north swell fired across the outside reef, creating what is the only time that I have seen all Pipeline reefs break at the same time.”

				
			
			
				Pronunciation Guide

				Hawaiian words, names, and syllables always end in a vowel. The alphabet has thirteen letters: a, e, i, o, u, h, k, l, m, n, p, w, ʻ). The last letter is a glottal stop termed ʻokina. Current orthography also uses a kahakō (macron) to mark long vowels.

				Aloha: Ah-low-hah (not ah-low-wah)

				Heʻe nalu: Heh-eh nah-loo

				Oʻahu: Oh-ah-who (not oh-wah-who)

				Hawaiʻi: Hah-why-ee (not hah-why)

				Honolulu: Ho-no-loo-loo (not ha-na-loo-loo)

				Kauaʻi: Cow-wah-ee (not cow-why)

				Kupuna and kūpuna: Coo-poo-nah (not kah-poo-nah) and Coooo-poo-nah

				Menehune: Meh-neh-who-neh

				Kamehameha: Kah-may-hah-may-hah (not kah-may-yah-may-yah)

				Kaʻahumanu: Kah-ah-who-mah-new

				Pele: Peh-leh (not Pay-lay)

				Hiʻiakaikapoliopele: Hee-ee-ah-kah-ee-kah-poh-lee-oh-peh-leh

			
			
				
					
					[image: Historical photo of Waikīkī around 1910 showing several surfers riding a small wave, including one person in a dark swimsuit balancing in a handstand on the nose of a long wooden surfboard while others stand or crouch on their boards in the surrounding water.]
				

				
					Waikīkī circa 1910

				
			
		

	
		
			
				Part 1

				Ke Kumu

				The Foundation

			
			
				
				[image: Photo of small, gently rolling turquoise ocean swells at Ho‘okipa, Maui, viewed from water level with no shoreline or surfers visible.]
			

			
				
					[image: Photo of the ocean at Ho‘okipa, Maui, showing a single long, unbroken swell rolling across the foreground under calm, glassy water and a wide orange sky at either sunrise or sunset.]
				

				
					Ho‘okipa, Maui

				
			
		

	
		
			Water

			
				
				[image: Photo of ocean swells rolling toward the viewer with a distant, low island shoreline and a bright rainbow arching down from thick clouds to meet the sea.]
			

			Polynesia, meaning “many islands,” is defined by its connection to the sea. The first Polynesians emerged around 2000 BCE in coastal Southeast Asia, where they developed advanced seafaring skills that transformed the ocean into a means of connection rather than separation. For generations, they lived intimately with the ocean as they voyaged to the far corners of the Polynesian Triangle, an 800,000-square-mile area demarcated by Hawaiʻi, Rapa Nui (Easter Island), and Aotearoa (New Zealand). By around 400 CE, they had reached the most isolated place on earth—the Hawaiian Islands.

			Over thousands of years, Polynesian lives, languages, cultures, and religions were shaped by the ocean and by what marine biologist Wallace Nichols called the “Blue Mind”—the physical and psychological state of well-being humans experience when in the presence of water. Water is one of nature’s most powerful forces. For Hawaiians, it is both an akua (deity) and a kupuna (ancestor, plural kūpuna). Their grasp of water’s ever-changing nature is expressed in akua moʻo (lizard, reptile), who personify freshwater. Moʻo shapeshift, and so does water. Both are simultaneously life-giving and death-dealing. No water, no life.

			Wai and Kai

			Most English-speaking people don’t tend to think of “water” as an idea, but it is. For Hawaiians, the word water is so vague that it’s impractical. The differences between freshwater and saltwater are so important that it doesn’t make sense to lump them together. Wai is freshwater. Kai is seawater. Wai kai is brackish water, where wai and kai mix. Wai is essential for life and kai informs Hawaiian identity—a means of travel and a source of food and medicine, healing, and recreation. Despite their obvious differences, wai and kai are also deeply connected. Hawaiians think of them as twin akua—Kāne and Kanaloa.

			Kāne embodies the sun, rain (source of freshwater), clouds, rainbows (and much more).

			Kanaloa personifies the ocean, ocean currents, and ocean winds.

			As twin brothers, they represent the holistic nature of the water cycle itself. Kāne is the elder twin. In this respect, Hawaiian knowledge parallels the scientific understanding that all water on earth first came into being when the earth’s molten core began to cool and release vapor, which condensed into a rain that fell nonstop for millions of years. We drink and swim in the same waters as the dinosaurs and our earliest human ancestors.

			Hawaiian and scientific mutual understanding of the ocean’s behavior does not stop there. Waves are born from the water cycle. The ocean’s energy comes from the sun, which heats the water. The evaporation rises and cools into clouds that release rain to the sea. Is it any wonder then that Kāne is the sun, rain, and clouds at the same time? When Kāne’s storms drum upon the surface of Kanaloa’s ocean, these brothers create waves that ripple out worldwide and break on every shore. So when you ride a wave, you connect directly to the power of these akua.

			Aloha ‘Āina, Aloha Kai

			According to Hawaiians, the island world has three realms: ʻāina (land), kai (sea), and lani (sky). Akua are the natural phenomena that animate these realms. For countless generations, Hawaiians lived in close connection to this world, observed it, and claimed kinship with it. Hawaiians are part of a vast web in which land, sea, and sky and everything therein are revered kūpuna.

			ʻĀina is often translated as land, but its literal meaning is “that which feeds.” Because the ʻāina and kai feed us, we have a responsibility to treat them with aloha. Aloha is a complex idea that has no equivalent in English. You need more than forty English words to express its many nuances: love, affection, compassion, mercy, sympathy, pity, kindness, sentiment, grace, charity; greeting, salutation, regards; sweetheart, lover, loved one; beloved, loving, kind, compassionate, charitable, lovable; to love, be fond of; to show kindness, mercy, pity, charity, affection; to venerate; to remember with affection; to greet.

			The deep-seated love Hawaiians feel for their islands is expressed in the well-known phrase and philosophy “aloha ʻāina.” They recognize that land, sea, and sky are connected. The land does not stop at the ocean’s edge but extends beneath it. The sky embraces them both. Therefore, aloha for the ʻāina includes aloha for kai and lani. Our actions on land affect the sea. When we fail to properly care for land and sea, we put their well-being and ours at risk.

			
				
					[image: Photo of two tall wooden ki‘i, carved images of the gods Kāne and Kanaloa, standing on sandy ground behind dark lava rocks at Pu‘uhonua o Hōnaunau in South Kona, Hawai‘i Island, with a vivid rainbow arcing across a cloudy gray sky behind them.]
				

				
					Ki‘i (images of gods) of Kāne and Kanaloa at the Pu‘uhonua o Hōnaunau (City of Refuge) in South Kona, Hawai‘i Island

				
			
			
				[image: Photo of a surfer sitting astride a surfboard in the distance, with the camera at water level focusing on choppy droplets in the foreground while the surfer’s body and board appear blurred against low hills and an overcast sky.]
			

			He Ali‘i Ka ‘āina; He Kauwā Ke Kanaka.

			The land is a chief; man is its servant.

			—‘Ōlelo no‘eau

			For example, Waikīkī is one of the planet’s most incredible natural amphitheaters for surfing. Canoes, Queens, Pops, Castles, and Bowls—famous surf breaks—are all found in this one place. For a thousand years, aliʻi (members of the ruling class) chose to go there because the surfing was so good. But we will never surf the same waves as the aliʻi of old.

			In 1921, Honolulu city officials wanted to develop Waikīkī for tourism. The land was a marsh, with streams that emptied into the ocean, so the city dug a two-mile-long canal, the Ala Wai, to drain all that water. The streams that once flowed into the harbor inhibited coral growth, creating a natural channel. Once the freshwater was gone, coral grew, changing the shape of the ocean floor. After the canal’s completion, surfers said those waves were never the same.

			Aloha ʻāina. Aloha kai.

			Mana

			Mana, a complex concept, informs Hawaiian ways of knowing and being. Its closest equivalent in English is power, but power does not capture its many nuances. Mana is an entity in its own right with a distinct and independent existence. Everything in nature comes into being with some degree of mana. Hawaiʻi’s most powerful akua who personify unstoppable natural forces—Kāne (sun, freshwater, lightning, thunder, earthquakes), Kanaloa (ocean), Lono (storm clouds and raging winds), Haumea (earth), and Pele (lava)—have enormous mana.

			Mana is intangible but has tangible manifestations. Mana can be spiritual, intellectual, or physical. It is behind the supernatural strength possessed by cultural heroes like Māui, but it is also found in the knowledge of master navigators on the open sea, who sense their location not just through their senses in the physical realm, but by using ʻike pāpālua (double sight) to connect to the spiritual realm. Master navigator Nainoa Thompson described this process as “knowing without knowing at all how you know.”

			Mana underlies the capacity for effecting positive or negative change. It is the natural ability that certain plants have to heal or kill. But it is also channeled by our words and our intentions. Practitioners of ʻanāʻanā, a death-dealing practice, pray people to death.

			Mana can be embedded in or transferred to something else. Canoes and surfboards have multiple layers of mana. Mana is in the trees used to make them, the hands that carve and shape them, and the paddlers or surfers who ride them.

			Mana can be increased or diminished. King Kamehameha I had a spittoon that he decorated with the molars of his dead enemies to insult them and their lineage. In this way, Kamehameha I increased his mana while diminishing that of his enemies.

			Mana grants authority and defines status. We are all born with mana, but certain people have more than others because of their lineage. Akua have the most mana, followed by aliʻi and then makaʻāinana (members of the nonruling class). Abominable acts decrease your mana, but performing extraordinary feats increase it. Perfecting a skill to the point of having a nearly superhuman ability, whether in waging war, farming, or surfing, adds to your mana.

			
				
					
					[image: Photo of Tom “Pōhaku” Stone’s weathered right hand resting flat in shallow water on the smooth wooden surface of Mahi, an alai‘a surfboard, as ripples distort the hand and board beneath the water.]
				

				
					Tom “Pōhaku” Stone’s blessing of Mahi, an alai‘a board

				
			
			
				
					[image: Photo of a nighttime volcanic eruption with a wide river of glowing orange lava flowing between two dark ridges, lava fountains and sparks shooting upward into a thick plume of red-tinged smoke, and a low orange moon hanging above the distant dark horizon.]
				

				
					Lava is a kino lau (physical manifestation) of Pele, the volcano goddess.

				
			
			
				
					[image: Photo of bright red ‘ōhi‘a lehua blossoms on a branch, their long, thin stamens covered in round raindrops, with thick green leaves below and a softly blurred forest background.]
				

				
					‘Ōhi‘a lehua flowers are the kino lau of the forest god Kūka‘ōhi‘alaka and the forest goddess Hinaulu‘ōhi‘a.

				
			
			
				
					[image: Photo of a large, dense cluster of ripe yellow bananas hanging upright from a thick green stalk on a banana tree, surrounded by broad green leaves with a few brown, dried edges in bright sunlight.]
				

				
					Bananas are a kino lau of Kanaloa.

				
			
			
				
					[image: Historical photo of several surfers at Queen’s surf break in Waikīkī around 1924, riding the same breaking wave on long wooden boards; some are crouching low or standing in balanced stances while others are paddling or falling, with Diamond Head and a line of shoreline trees in the distance.]
				

				
					Queen’s surf break in Waikīkī, circa 1924

				
			
			
				
					
					[image: Photo of Ha‘a Keaulana, visibly pregnant and wearing a bikini and swim fins, moving upright through clear blue ocean water above a rippled sandy seafloor, with sunlight streaming down in rays from the surface above.]
				

				
					Ha‘a Keaulana

				
			
			Mai Ka Piko O Ke Po‘o a Ka Poli O Ka Wāwae, a La‘a Ma Nā Kihi ‘Ehā O Ke Kino.

			From the crown of the head to the soles of the feet, and the four corners of the body.

			—‘Ōlelo no‘eau

			An expression used in prayers of healing. The four corners are the shoulders and hips; between them are the vital organs of the body.

			Ocean Healing

			Every surfer knows one thing to be true. You do not spend most of your time riding waves. Even the best surfers in the world can spend hours in the ocean only to ride a wave for a few seconds or not at all. So, what compels us not only to return but to crave the experience?

			The simple act of being in wai or kai is the most sensual experience humans can have. Our skin is the largest organ on our body. Being caressed by saltwater reminds us of being in the ocean of our mother’s womb. It is where we floated in serenity until it was time to leave her body. As soon as we breathed air, that memory began to fade from our minds…or did it?

			Our bodies remember. The feeling—the literal, physical sensation—of the oceanic is such a powerful human experience that many cultures around the world have ritualized “being in water” in some way. Hawaiians have two such rituals: hiʻuwai and pīkai.

			Hi‘uwai

			Hiʻuwai is a ceremony of spiritual purification to prepare you for an undertaking of great importance. A hiʻuwai usually takes place between midnight and dawn, often just before sunrise. You immerse your body in water to cleanse yourself spiritually, mentally, and physically. You allow your mind to rid itself of distractions, so that when you emerge from the water, you are focused on your upcoming task. Hawaiians call wai and kai the living waters of Kāne and Kanaloa because they enable life. Thus, both freshwater and saltwater can work for a hiʻuwai. But because salt is a purifying element that dispels negative energy, Hawaiians use the ocean more often.

			Hiʻuwai are done for different reasons: birth, marriage, healing, death, or mourning. Frequently, a hiʻuwai is a solemn ceremony, carried out in silence. But it can also be done for joyous events, filled with laughter and splashing. Hiʻuwai may be performed with or without clothing. In the past, men, women, and children might perform the hiʻuwai together without clothing. But since the arrival of Christianity, men and women tend to perform it separately.

			For centuries, Hawaiians celebrated Makahiki, a three-month festival from mid-October to mid-January to honor Lono, the god of agriculture. It was a joyous occasion—the harvest was finished and everyone could relax. They passed the time with sports (including surfing), hula, music, and storytelling. On the first night, they lit fires near the swimming areas and immersed themselves in the ocean or streams, where they played until dawn, then left to enjoy a feast.

			Hiʻuwai is not a relic of the past but a living practice. When the Parks Department of Hawaiʻi wanted to charge visitors a fee to visit the picturesque but often crowded Hanauma Bay, they had to waive the fee for Hawaiians because it is a popular spot to hiʻuwai.

			Hawaiians also perform hiʻuwai for events of great cultural significance. Beginning in 1941, the U.S. military used the island of Kahoʻolawe for bombing practice, destroying the environment and leaving unexploded ordnance everywhere. Pressured by decades of environmental activism, in 1990, they returned Kahoʻolawe to the state. Before embarking on the arduous task of restoring the island (work
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