
The Way It Was 
By George Wessberg, Club Captain 

During the past several months, some of our members 
have asked, "How can we make Out rigger the w inning canoe 
racing club it was in the past?" 

I assume these members were referring to an era a few 
decades ago when Outrigger Canoe Club won every regatta 
by decisive scores and the Molokai races were ours to lose. My 
initial impulse was to respond by paraphrasing Dr. Carl 
Hammerschlag, who said, "The way it was is not the way it is. " 

The paddling universe has undergone a climatic change 
during t he past t wo decades. Some of the changes were due 
to t he elite members of our Club who promoted t he change 
by helping members of other clubs master the skills of ocean 
canoe racing. 

Some of our members actually moved to ot her clubs to 
help them strengthen their paddling programs. Most impor
tantly, several major canoe clubs in Hawaii have grown to 
become much larger than our paddling program. 

The generosity and foresight of some of our members led 
them to become national and international ambassadors of 
long distance outrigger canoe racing. Hawaii's sport was 
exported t o the mainland, Japan, Australia and Europe. 

Canoe racing is no longer a pure club sport. Elite ath letes 
training in one-man canoes year-around now join together a 
month before their annual pilgrimage to Molokai to paddle in 
various corporate-sponsored canoes. 

Regardless of the reasons, the sport of outrigger canoe 
racing has become more competitive in recent years and it is 
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not likely any one club w ill ever dominate the sport like 
Out rigger Canoe Club did in the past. 

Moreover, the sport of outrigger canoe racing is better 
because of t hese changes. Nonetheless, the elite crews of 
Outrigger Canoe Club are still perennial challengers and exert a 
significant influence on the sport. 

Something happened last fall that gave me a new perspec
tive on the paddling program at Outrigger. Following the 2004 
Na Wahine 0 Ke Kai, when our elite women finished second to 
the nat ional team from Mooloolaba, for the second consecutive 
year, an Australian friend of mine made an interesting and 
insightful comment. 

She said, "I know how hard the girls on the Mooloolaba crew 
t rained, the sacrifices that were demanded of them and the per
sonal price each member of the crew paid for this victory. For 
the past two years, paddling was their life." 

My f riend went on t o say, " I also know t he girls from 
Outrigger. They have jobs, families and play numerous sports in 
addition t o paddling. They come together, year after year, not 
solely for the purpose of winning the Molokai race, but because 
they love paddling. In my mind, that is what paddling is about, 
and from that perspective, Outrigger was the winning crew. " 

Later, while sitting on t he Hau Terrace with my friend and 
her family, the husband remarked, "Out rigger Canoe Club is 
unique in all the world. It was the first outrigger canoe club. 
And, it is the only outrigger canoe club that doesn't recruit 
ringers just to win races." 

He went on to say, "For the members here, the Club is just a 
very nice facility. For the rest of us in the paddling world, com
ing to Outrigger is like walking on hallowed ground." 

As I reflect on t he history of canoe racing at Outrigger, and 
look forward to this season and the future of our paddling pro
gram, I must disagree with those members who lament that our 
Club is "no longer the way it was." 

The paddling program at the Outrigger Canoe Club repre
sents more than a case full of tarnished silver trophies. It is a 
beacon that shines its light on canoe clubs and corporate-spon
sored crews across the world, reminding them that outrigger 
paddling is more than an annual competition. It is a way of life. 
At Out rigger, we paddle for the love of padd ling. 

As our athletes and coaches come together for another sea
son of canoe racing, I remind them that, in the eyes of t he pad
dling world, our Club is truly a special place. It is a place where 
man may commune with sun and sand and sea, where good fel
lowship and aloha prevail and where the sports of old Hawaii 
shall always have a home. 

We do not expect our crews to win every race. However, we 
do expect our athletes and coaches to honor the Outrigger's 
proud tradition of excellence in canoe racing by placing the wel
f are of the Club above their personal goals. 

As the paddlers of Outrigger Canoe Club prepare for the 
regatta and distance seasons, I have a wish and a reminder. I 
wish you another season of good fellowship and aloha. And in 
the course of a big race, when you have given all t hat you have 
to give, and the outcome is still in the balance, remember that 
you are part of a proud legacy of extraordinary men and women 
who sat in our koa canoes before you, and do what they did; 
paddle from your heart. 

Yes, t he sport of outrigger canoe racing has changed in 
recent t imes. And yes, because of our Club, t he competit ion is 
the strongest in the history of the sport. But, after nearly a cen
tury on the beach at Waikiki, the ground at the Out rigger Canoe 
Club is sti ll sacred, and paddling for the love of paddling, still is, 
the way it was. 
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