Molékai Race:
a Storied Past
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IKE old sailors and fisher-

men, canoe paddlers, too,
have their sea stories, Some
of the best center around the
annual Molokai-to-Oahu race.
With the 34th of the
Kaiwi Channel scheduled for
Sunday, the tales, perhaps,
are recalled more vividly dur-
u:g prerace week than any
other time of the year.

Oldtimers and first-timers
will have a chance to swap
stories tonight when the first
official event of this year's
Molokai Ho'e is held at the
Waikiki Aquarium. Officials
expect members of each of
the past 33 winning crews to
be in attendance addition
to paddlers from the some 45
clubs entered in the 408 mile
race.

While the size of the Chan-
nel’s waves may grow
through the years, no one
dares to dispute that the
rggghen crossing came in
1966, The winner, Waikiki
Surf Club, swamped three
times before crossing the fin-
ish line in six hours, 37
minutes, 13 seconds.

Half of the 12-outrigger
field didn't finish in seas with
15-t0-20foot swells and winds
up to 35 miles an hour.
Canoes from Lanikai, Maili
Sons, Order of Kamehameha,
even venerable Outrigger, had
to be towed to shore.

THE UWILA, BELONGING
to Kailua Hawaiian Civic Club
(now Kailua Canoe Club),
broke in half and her splin-
tered pieces washed ashore at
Sandz Beach a few days later.
All that remains today is the
ama (outrigger float), rescued
g% crew captain Gary Muraka-

Accounts of the Uwila’s de-
mise say that Murakami want-
ed to bring home part of the
canoe and he dove over the
side of the escort boat before
any of his exhaused team-
mates could stop him. Mu-
rakami swam to the canoe,
her “broken outrigger stick-

ing out of the water at an
ln:h like the of crip-
pled bird. He cut the
ama and swam back with it.
Stew Kalama, the Kallua
coach, was in tears as
boat sank. It had been a frus-
trating, hourlong battle to
save a racing legend. The
Uwila held the course
then a 38mile race, of
hours, 36 minutes set in 1
Outrigger's Leilani had a
happier fate—she survived to
race again on Sunday, two
:eek'l shy of her 50th birth-
ay.

OUTRIGGER WAS even
with eventual winner Waikiki
Surf when “we swamped in
mid-channel,” recalls Fred
Hemmings, then OCC's steers-
man. “We couldn’t right the
canoe and had broken zippers
(in the canvas covering)
kept letting the water in. [
don't know how we did it but
we cut the riggings and saved
the canoe.”

Hemmings now a state
representative, said he and
his teammates were exhaust-
ed after figh the ocean
for two hours. But somehow
OCC managed to get the
Leilani over the transom of
their escort boat Hula Kai.

“That caused thousands of
dollars of damage but at least
we saved the canoe,” he said.
“She had to undergo exten-
sive repairs then and has
been streamlined even more
since then; she's our (Outrig-
ger’s) premier racing boat.

“Looking back on it now,
it’s questionable whether the
race should have been held.
(Small craft warnings were
posted). From a historical
point, I'm glad it was; it was
an epic experience.”

Hemmings says talking
about '66 is “probably a bore
now but I will always remem-
ber being in the middle of
that rolling ocean, with 20-
foot ground swells. It was
massive,” he said. “We were
fortunate to get all the pad-
dler back alive. It was a race

of survival.”




