
Life shaped a man, and the man shaped the world.
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In Hawai‘i we greet friends, loved ones and 

strangers with Aloha, which means with love.

Aloha is the key word to the universal spirit

of real hospitality, which makes Hawai‘i

renowned as the world's center of

understanding and fellowship. 

Try meeting or leaving people with Aloha. 

You'll be surprised by their reaction.

I believe it and it is my creed.

Aloha to you,

Duke Paoa Kahanamoku

Duke’s Creed



Me ka hali‘a aloha mau no Cami Kameaaloha Kanoa-Wong no kona 

nui ‘ike, lokomaika‘i a ‘ano ho‘ohau‘oli i hua mai ai kēia moemoeā a 

pa‘a he ki‘i ho‘ona‘auao no kēia me‘e nui o kākou. E ola mau aku nō 

ko Cami ‘ano kūpa‘a ma ka ho‘oili ‘ike ku‘una ma nā hanauna hou i 

o kēia papa ha‘awina.

He lei poina ‘ole maoli nō ‘oe e ke hoa.

1982 - 2021

In memory of Cami Kameaaloha Kanoa-Wong whose knowledge, 

humor, and warmth made this a dream project. May her commitment 

to education and sharing Hawaiian traditions with future generations 

live on through this guide.

You will be missed by all who had the privilege of knowing you.

1982 - 2021
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As sports enthusiasts, our passion for athletics informs 
everything we do. It drives our mission as leaders of The 
Foundation for Global Sports Development and inspires 
the documentaries we produce at Sidewinder Films 
where we highlight remarkable individuals and their 
journeys.

In Waterman, our 2021 documentary, we explore the 
life and legacy of Duke Paoa Kahanamoku, record-
breaking Olympic swimmer and undisputed father of 
modern-day surfing, following the sport’s first-time 
inclusion in this year’s Games. Duke began lobbying for 
surfing as an Olympic event in 1912, making its long-
awaited debut a fitting tribute to his work promoting 
the sport around the globe.

Through Duke’s incredible athletic accomplishments, 
personal doctrine of Aloha, and enduring gift of surfing 
to the world, we explore a theme that still resonates 
today – the role of sports in breaking barriers. The 
film celebrates Duke’s triumphs and his philosophy of 
inclusion, challenging us all to embrace diversity and 
incorporate Aloha into our own lives.

We are forever grateful to all those who helped honor 
Duke Kahanamoku by bringing this project to light. We 
hope to have captured his charismatic spirit and that it 
will ignite something within each of you, like it did within 
us.

Mahalo and Aloha to you all,

Letter from the Producers

Dr. Steven Ungerleider, Producer
David Ulich, Producer
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Waterman tells the powerful life story of Duke Paoa 
Kahanamoku, the record-breaking Olympic swimmer and 
undisputed father of modern surfing who single-handedly 
spread the sport around the world.
 
A Native Hawaiian, Duke was born at Hale‘ākala, the residence 
of Princess Bernice Pauahi Bishop—great-granddaughter of 
King Kamehameha I—during the last years of the Hawaiian 
monarchy, just before the overthrow of the Hawaiian Kingdom. 
Like so much in Hawai’i, Hale‘ākala reflected the people’s deep 
ties to the ocean: it was known for its beautiful pink exterior, 
infused by the coral used to build it. 
 
Duke himself came from a long line of watermen and was part 
of a family of chiefly retainers or advisors rumored to be close to 
the Kamehameha dynasty. He was reminiscent of the chiefs of 
old with his humility, generous spirit, and statuesque physique. 
These attributes would one day make him an international 
celebrity whose historic feats in the water as a swimmer, surfer, 
and lifesaver would inspire generations of watermen and 
waterwomen following in his wake and give rise to the array of 
extreme sports we all know today.
 
The film and this guide are a tribute to this extraordinary man, 
his enduring legacy, and a celebration of his long-sought wish 
for surfing to be included in the Olympics finally coming true. 

Introduction
About the Film

Discussion Goals
We hope Duke Kahanamoku’s story inspires people of all ages 
to learn more about surfing, Hawai’i, and how to spread aloha 
within their families, work groups, and communities. By doing so, 
we can all honor and immortalize Duke’s legacy.



7FILM DISCUSSION GUIDE “WATERMAN”

Terms and Concepts
Aloha, Ho‘okipa, and Kuleana – Key Cultural Concepts

Informing the Discussion

Aloha (Ah-loh-hah) is a deeply held spiritual 
belief best understood through Native 
Hawaiian history and culture. Many have 
tried to explain its essence, yet for most 
non-Hawaiians, the concept can be elusive. 
Beyond a greeting, aloha can describe a 
deep love and respect for people—including 
oneself—and places, or act as a reminder of 
how to behave appropriately in the world, or 
“with aloha.” The ancient kahunas (priests) 
taught that living the Spirit of Aloha meant 
sending and receiving positive energy to 
everything and everyone in your environment.
 
For ali‘i, the ruling class of Hawai‘i, aloha 
represented a delicate balance of 
empathy and discipline. It was a reciprocal 
relationship: the commoners had aloha 
for well-respected ali‘i (chiefs), who in turn 
demonstrated a deep sense of responsibility 
to care for the land, people, and resources 
in their domain. This traditional principle 
is embedded in the Hawaiian phrase for 
patriotism – Aloha ‘Āina, which describes an 
innate love for the land that feeds us, and 
our duty to cherish and protect it. 

Having ties to the household of Princess 
Bernice Pauahi Bishop, Duke understood 
aloha and its core teaching of connection 
from a young age, which made him one of 
the greatest hosts Hawai‘i has ever had. As a 
world-famous Hawaiian, he was often called 
upon to entertain celebrities and dignitaries 
from around the world. He hosted these 
visitors, making them feel like a part of the 
family, and along the way developed many 

lifelong friendships. He enjoyed introducing 
guests to traditional Hawaiian customs: in 
1920 he taught the Prince of Wales how to 
surf and decades later he showed the Queen 
Mother how to hula. Duke was so adept in 
this role, that he was named the official 
Ambassador of Aloha by the State of Hawai‘i 
for modeling the Aloha Spirit and being the 
consummate host.

Duke didn’t reserve the Aloha Spirit for 
visitors to his islands, but took that kindness 
around the globe, embodying the culturally 
ingrained ideal even in the face of adversity. 
Duke had aloha for everyone he met, 
regardless of who they were.
 
Ho‘okipa (Ho--oh-kee-pah) has different 
names throughout the Pacific, but the 
idea is the same: to entertain or treat 
hospitably. Pacific Islanders take hospitality 
very seriously, with a deep-rooted sense 
of responsibility to host visitors by feeding, 
entertaining, and housing them; some even 
consider it an artform.

Ho’okipa also reveals one of the intricacies 
of the Hawaiian language that has to 
do with an embedded duality in many 
terms. Though the word ho‘okipa means 
to entertain or host, if you drop the prefix 
“ho‘o,” you end up with the word kipa which 
means to visit.  There is a dual responsibility 
contained within the word: a sense of 
kuleana (responsibility) to host guests, and 
an even greater sense of kuleana to be a 
good guest when visiting others.  



8FILM DISCUSSION GUIDE “WATERMAN”

Kuleana (Koo-leh-ah-nah), the Hawaiian 
word for responsibility, has many different 
meanings though it’s most often associated 
with being a privilege. According to Hawaiian 
custom, kuleana is only given to those who 
demonstrate their readiness and worthiness 
to handle a responsibility. A common phrase 
that reminds one of this privilege is “‘Auamo 
Kuleana” which translates to “Carry your 
responsibilities.” Kuleana is your personal 
and distinct contribution to a community 
so it can thrive. Kuleana changes over time: 
young children acquire different kuleana 
around the household, students gain 
kuleana as they broaden their skillset, adults 
take on more kuleana within the community 
or their profession. 

Duke Kahanamoku rallied the kuleana of 
representing Hawai‘i everywhere he traveled. 
When he was given the opportunity to try 
out for the U.S Olympic team he didn't have 
the funds to travel to America and Europe to 
compete. The community came together to 
raise the funds to get Duke, a son of Hawai‘i, 
to the Olympics. This beautiful act of aloha, 
along with Duke’s love for his homeland, 
would provide him with added motivation 
to make all Hawaiians proud. As a rising star 
and new entry to the 1912 Olympic Games in 
Stockholm, Duke Kahanamoku would carry 
the kuleana of representing his Hawaiian 
people as well as the hopes of the United 
States of America. 

“Gee, that was a big day for me, 
it really was. I was thinking of 
everyone back home here, see. 
I was thinking of people here, 
everybody here and how they 
committed to send me so far 
to win. Even today when I think 
about it, it gives me chills. I got to 
make good!”

- Duke Kahanamoku reflecting on 
winning his first gold medal at the 
Olympics.

After his superstar turn in the Olympics, 
Duke was invited to promote swimming 
around the world. He embraced his kuleana 
as a guest of these nations. Wherever he 
went, people expected him to showcase 
his swimming or surfing, and Duke did not 
disappoint. Beyond those exhibitions, he 
might carve a surfboard out of wood, sing 
songs, and play his ‘ukulele to share different 
Hawaiian customs with the locals, spreading 
aloha and joy in the process.
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Duke’s Life Timeline
1890 August 24 - Born in Honolulu, Hawai‘i

1893 Family moves to Kalia, Wakīkī

1908 Member of Kamehameha Schools’ championship soccer team

1911 August 12 – Duke smashes world record in 100-yard freestyle in Honolulu Harbor in first AAU race in Hawai‘i

Founds Hui Nalu Surf Club

1912 Qualifies for U.S. Olympic swim team

Wins gold medal in 100-meter freestyle and silver medal in 4x200-meter freestyle relay at Stockholm Olympics

Duke recommends surfing as an Olympic event.

1913-17 Sets three universally recognized world records in the 100 - yard freestyle (53 seconds) between July 5, 1913, and 
September 5, 1917.

1914 Introduces surfing to the US Atlantic Coast

Duke’s surfing exhibition at Freshwater Beach in Sydney, Australia

1918 Swims in exhibitions in 30 mainland cities to raise money for the war effort.

1920 Wins gold medals in 100-meter freestyle and 4x200-meter freestyle relay at the Antwerp Olympics

1922-30 Lives in Los Angeles and has bit parts in over 28 Hollywood movies

1924 Wins silver medal in the 100-meter freestyle at the 1924 Paris Olympics

1925 June 14 – Duke rescues eight men from the capsized Thelma in Newport Beach, California and recovers the 
bodies of many others who perished

1929 Rides an enormous wave for 1.128 miles at Wakīkī – likely the longest ride in modern times

1932 Alternate for U.S. water polo at Los Angeles Olympic Games

1934 Appointed Sheriff of Honolulu, Hawai‘i for the first time. Is re-elected 13 times until post is abolished in 1960

1940 Marries Nadine Alexander

1956 Official US Representative at the Melbourne Olympics

1960 Appointed the new state of Hawai‘i’s Official Ambassador of Aloha

1964 Official guest at the Tokyo Olympics

1965 Inducted into International Swimming Hall of Fame

1966 Inducted into Surfing Hall of Fame

1968 January 22 – Dies of heart attack at age 77 – A large funeral is held in his honor at Waikīkī Beach. 

1984 Posthumously inducted into the US Olympic Hall of Fame

1990  Inauguration of Wakīkī Beach bronze statue commemorating Duke on centennial of his birth

1994 Duke’s name is the first one inscribed in the Huntington Beach Surfer Walk of Fame

Inauguration of statue commemorating Duke in Freshwater, New South Wales, Australia

1995        Biarritz, France Surf Festival named in Duke’s honor

1999 Named “Surfer of the Century” by Surfer Magazine

2002 August 24 – United States Postal Service issues first-class commemorative stamp of Duke for 112th anniversary of 
his birth

2015 Replica of Duke’s surfboard installed at New Brighton Beach, Christchurch, New Zealand to commemorate the 
100th anniversary of his visit

2015 August 24 – Google honors Duke on the 125th anniversary of his birth with a Google Doodle.
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Duke’s Athleticism 
and the Olympics
Having grown up with the ocean as his 
backyard, Duke became a skilled swimmer 
and surfer. In addition to being raised 
around the water, his physique made him 
a natural athlete particularly suited to 
swimming. Duke stood six feet one inch tall 
and is said to have had size thirteen feet, 
which combined with the double-flutter kick 
he was taught since childhood, propelled 
him through the waves. Later dubbed the 
"Kahanamoku Kick," he used his variation of 
the Australian crawl in freestyle swimming 
events to easily beat the competition. His 
feet were probably also a phenomenal asset 
in surfing, helping keep his weight more 
evenly distributed over the board, and most 
likely making his elegant upright stance 
easier to maintain.

Duke often competed in friendly canoe and 
swim races, but there had never been an 
event recognized by mainland sporting 
governing bodies on the islands until a 
few weeks before his twenty-first birthday. 
On August 12, 1911, Duke participated in 
Hawaii’s first American Athletic Union (AAU) 
sanctioned swimming competition, and 
handily took first place shattering the 100-
yard freestyle world record by 4.6 seconds, 
and the 50-yard by 1.6 seconds. The AAU 
found his race results so implausible, that 

they disallowed the record-setting times 
and attributed them to factors unrelated 
to his skill, such as the currents in Honolulu 
Harbor and timekeeping errors.

The people of Hawai‘i rallied around Duke 
and raised the funds to allow him to travel to 
the mainland in February of 1912 to prove his 
swimming ability to the AAU authorities. He 
arrived in Pittsburgh and had a disastrous 
showing in his first pool competition, the 
220-yard national championship race, 
having to be rescued from drowning when 
his muscles cramped up. 
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He tried again later that week with a couple 
of exhibition races— the 50-yard and 100-
yard—winning both and impressing George 
Kistler who coached at the University of 
Pennsylvania. Kistler offered to help Duke 
improve his diving, breathing, and turning. 
The work paid off when Duke made the U.S. 
Olympic swim team less than a month after 
his arrival.

Kahanamoku went on to win a gold medal 
in the 100-meter freestyle and a silver 
medal in the 4x200-meter freestyle relay 
at the Stockholm Olympics that summer, 
becoming a worldwide sensation and one of 
the most popular athletes at the Games.

Just one year after that fateful race in 
Honolulu Harbor, Duke celebrated his 
twenty-second birthday by participating in 
a massive victory parade for the American 
Olympic team in New York, where he was 
showered with confetti and ticker tape.

Duke spent the next four years training for 
the 1916 Summer Olympics scheduled for 
July in Berlin, Germany. With WWI raging, the 
Games were eventually cancelled by the 
host country in March of that year, leaving 

Kahanamoku to wait, and train, another 
four years before defending his title as 
reigning champion. He spent eight months 
in 1918, touring the U.S. to raise money for the 
American Red Cross by giving swimming, 
diving, and lifesaving performances with 
fellow Hawaiian swimmers Clarence Lane 
and Harold Kruger, until he contracted the 
Spanish Flu in Washington D.C. during that 
year’s deadly pandemic. Duke recovered 
and regained his strength and fitness by 
training to come back to the world stage.

Duke went on to compete in two more 
Olympics, Antwerp and Paris, accumulating 
a career total of three gold and two silver 
medals. He set world records in the 100-
yard freestyle three times from July 1913 
to September 1917, bettering his previous 
number each time, until he got it to 53 
seconds, a record that stood until Johnny 
Weissmuller broke it in 1922. 

maintaining his amateur status. His stint in 
Hollywood, where he hoped to make it big, 
only led to bit parts since he couldn’t be 
featured swimming in the movies without 
losing his Olympic eligibility and he wasn’t 
given leading man roles because of his 
race. Even later in life when Duke’s name 
and likeness were used to promote the 
Aloha Shirt, he saw few of the royalties the 
company collected.

Although Duke found 
fame in sports, he did 
not find fortune. Unlike 
today, the Olympics 
at that time required 
athletes to be amateurs, 
which meant he could 
not make money from 
swimming. Kahanamoku 
struggled financially as 
he tried to find ways to 
support himself while 
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1. Dec 14 – Jan 11 Sydney, NSW
2. Jan 13 Allora, Queensland
3. Jan 14–23  Brisbane, Queensland
4. Jan 25  Maryborough, Queensland
5. Jan 27-28  Rockhampton, Queensland
6. Jan 30 – Feb 1  Mt. Morgan, Queensland 
7. Feb 4-8  Sydney, NSW
8. Feb 10-11  Newcastle, NSW
9. Feb 12-15  Melbourne, VIC
10. Feb 17  Goulburn, NSW
11. Feb 18-19  Sydney, NSW

Duke’s Travels
Duke’s fame elicited swimming exhibition invitations from the U.S. mainland and abroad. He 
traveled overseas to Germany, France, England, Australia, and New Zealand to show off his 
swimming skills. But everywhere he went, he was asked about surfing.

Duke’s visit sparked a surfing tradition that has so grown in popularity that many consider it a 
cornerstone of modern Aussie culture, and his surfboard, which became a template for early 
Australian boards, has been called a national treasure by some.

Sydney
Goulburn

Melbourne

Newcastle

Allora Brisbane

Maryborough

Rockhampton
Mt. Morgan

Kahanamoku’s Australian Itinerary 1  
December 14, 1914 – February 19, 1915

While in Australia in December 1914, he carved 
a surfboard out of a slab of sugar pine from 
a local timber yard and used it to put on a 
historic surfing exhibition at Freshwater Beach in 
Sydney. The spectators were captivated by his 
performance; though some Australians already 
surfed, they had never seen anyone ride a 
wave’s crest instead of the whitewater. 

Swimming Events
Surfing Demonstrations
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Kahanamoku next visited New Zealand in 
February and March of 1915 at the invitation 
of the New Zealand Amateur Swimming 
Association. When he arrived, schools and 
businesses shut down and thousands 
gathered at the beach to see this world-
famous Hawaiian. Duke was greeted with 
a Pōwhiri - a traditional Māori welcoming 
ceremony. For the Māori his arrival was a 
sign of hope. To see another Polynesian 
who was one of the most popular figures in 
the world inspired an enormous amount of 
cultural pride, which was passed down to the 
next generations.

“I think the Maori people, it meant a lot to them to see 
a Hawaiian spreading their culture and how he was 
proud to be Hawaiian, (it)encouraged them to find 
things to be proud of themselves and spread it. Since 
they saw Duke, the Māori people have shared with the 
world. You have a lot of Māori athletes making the big 
teams and representing New Zealand and becoming 
really proud inspiring people.”

– John Clarke 

1. Feb 23 Wellington 
2. Feb 24 Christchurch
3. Feb 25 Timaru
4. Feb 26-27 Dunedin
5. Mar 1 Christchurch
6. Mar 3 Hokitika
7. Mar 6-7 Wellington
8. Mar 8-14 Auckland
9. Mar 15 Marton
10. Mar 16 Whanganui
11. Mar 18 Napier  
12. Mar 20 Auckland 
13. Mar 21 Rotorua 
14. Mar 22 Hamilton
15. Mar 23-26 Auckland  

 

Kahanamoku’s New Zealand Itinerary 2  
February 23, 1915 – March 18, 1915

Wellington
Marton

Napier

RotoruaHamilton

Whanganui

Aukland

ChristchurchHokitika

Timaru

Dunedin

Swimming Events
Surfing Demonstrations
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Inclusion
Duke didn’t only break records in the water, 
he also broke the color barrier at a time 
when racism and segregation were a 
normal part of life in the United States. On 
many occasions, he was the first colored 
person to be invited to swim in “Whites 
Only” designated pools. Duke’s personality 
and creed of aloha outshone the racism he 
encountered as an amateur swimmer. Most 
accounts of Duke highlight his charm and 
smile, which when paired with his success 
in the water, allowed him to be welcomed 
at all-white athletic clubs. Still, Duke was 
the target of racism while in America, often 
being mistaken for an American Indian or an 
African American and being denied service 
at multiple restaurants because of his skin 
color.3 Despite this, Duke smiled and exuded 
aloha everywhere he traveled and was 
well liked by his Olympic teammates. Duke 
Kahanamoku modeled the traits of Aloha 
(Love), Ho‘okipa (Hospitality) and Kuleana 
(Responsibility) much like his ancestors 
before him. 

Duke's treatment in twentieth century 
America was in stark contrast to the 
Hawaiian Kingdom of the 1800s, which was 
one of the most progressive nations in the 
world, boasting near universal literacy and 
free public education and healthcare for 
all its subjects.  More than fifty years before 
Duke’s travel to the mainland, the Hawaiian 
Kingdom had outlawed slavery with article 12 

of the 1852 Hawaiian Kingdom Constitution 
which stated: “Slavery shall, under no 
circumstances whatever, be tolerated in the 
Hawaiian Islands: whenever a slave shall 
enter Hawaiian territory he shall be free; 
no person who imports a slave, or slaves, 
into the King’s dominions shall ever enjoy 
any civil or political rights in this realm; but 
involuntary servitude for the punishment of 
crime is allowable according to law.” 4  

Outwardly, Kahanamoku was a shining 
example of his people in how he treated 
others and reacted to the racism and 
prejudices of his time, but he was known 
for holding everything in emotionally, 
rarely displaying anger or frustration over 
bigotry, mistreatment, or when he was 
taken advantage of. When Duke suffered a 
heart attack in 1955, his wife Nadine stated 
“Duke had a lot of sickness beginning in 
the ‘50s. He suppressed everything; he kept 
everything inside, which is bad. It gave him 
a stomach ulcer and, unfortunately, it was a 
bleeding ulcer.” 5

Upon Duke’s death from a heart attack in 
January 1968, the people of Hawai’I turned 
out to honor this generous man who had 
done so much to uplift his land and its 
inhabitants. Regardless of background, 
the crowd thronged Waikiki Beach to bid 
him farewell, reflecting the inclusion he’d 
always championed.
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Duke’s Legacy
Duke Kahanamoku, world champion swimmer, Olympic gold medalist, and ambassador of 
surfing, left tremendous gifts for us all. We owe so much to him, yet many are not aware of the 
true extent of his contributions and legacy. From revolutionizing swimming, to breaking racial 
barriers, sharing surfing with the world, laying the groundwork for it to become an Olympic 
sport, inspiring Pacific Islanders and native peoples, revolutionizing lifesaving techniques, and 
creating the numerous board sports that followed, Duke had a part in all of it.

Swimming, Surfing, and the 
Olympics
Kahanamoku became a world champion 
swimmer within months of training for 
formal swimming events, an unheard-of 
feat. His natural stroke and double-flutter 
kick which reduced drag revolutionized the 
sport, making him one of the first superstar 
athletes celebrated in America and around 
the world. Swimming as a sport became 
more popular because of his extraordinary 
performances, and swimmers today are 

taught the Kahanamoku Kick that he 
mastered swimming out his surfboard on 
the beaches of Hawai‘i. 

Because of Duke’s popularity as an Olympic 
champion, he showcased swimming at 
different events around the world. Though 
people were interested in seeing him 
swim, they were more curious to see him 
surf. He went on to become the most 
influential surfer of the time, inspiring future 
generations the world over to fall in love with 
this Hawaiian sport. 

As his popularity and Olympic medal 
collection grew, Duke used his platform to 
promote the idea of including surfing as 
an Olympic event. His dream finally came 
true in 2021 at the Tokyo Olympics when 
surfing made its debut at the Games. The 
first gold medalist in Olympic surfing history 
was crowned on July 27, 2021, when Native 
Hawaiian surfer Carissa Moore took first 
place in the sport her ancestors, and later 
her idol Duke Kahanamoku, shared with the 
world. One can only imagine how delighted 
and proud he would be.



“He (Duke) gave these islands a new dimension, winning the respect 
of the world for himself and his people. What Longfellow’s Hiawatha 
and later Jim Thorpe had done for the American Indian, Paoa did for all 
Polynesians, especially Hawaiians.”

Arthur Godfey
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Duke’s Impact on Hawaiians 
and Pacific Islander Athletes 
In 1999, Surfer Magazine named Duke 
Kahanamoku “Surfer of the Century.’’ 
Duke’s posthumous recognition continued 
the following year when Sports Illustrated 
dubbed him the “greatest sports figure of 
the century” from Hawai‘i.6 His impact on 
the world went beyond his own athletic 
accomplishments and the sports that 
developed as a result. He inspired people 
all over the world to follow their own sports 
journeys, but his impact as a source of pride 
for generations of Hawaiian and Polynesian 
athletes who would follow in his wake was 
particularly significant.

Kahanamoku helped Native Hawaiians 
and Pacific Islanders reconnect with their 
heritage and cultural identity. As the best 
swimmer in the world during his prime, and 
a legendary surfer, Duke made waterman 
skills aspirational, not something to be 
ashamed of like many had grown up 
hearing. He proved that traditional activities 
like fishing and surfing had value and 
were admired in Hawai‘i, and now, around 
the world. Polynesian athletes have Duke 
Kahanamoku to thank for breaking through 
the barriers of racism and segregation that 
Pacific Islanders had faced in sports. At 
Duke’s funeral service, award-winning radio 
broadcaster Arthur Godfrey delivered his 
eulogy stating “He (Duke) gave these islands 
a new dimension, winning the respect of 
the world for himself and his people. What 
Longfellow’s Hiawatha and later Jim Thorpe 
had done for the American Indian, Paoa did 
for all Polynesians, especially Hawaiians.” 7 

Revolutionizing Lifesaving 
Techniques 
Like the sports born from Duke’s showcasing 
of surfing, modern lifesaving techniques are 
a direct result of his expertise in the water. 
Beyond the countless people he personally 
saved during his lifetime, he saved untold 
more by proxy since he gave rise to the 
widespread use of rescue boards and 
helped lifeguarding become a profession.

“The Science of Beach Lifeguarding” by 
Mike Tipton and Adam Wooler credits 
Duke Kahanamoku as the source of 
the introduction of the ”rescue board” 
to lifeguarding practices. In 1912, one of 
the Australian lifesaving clubs acquired 
a surfboard while in Hawai‘i in hopes 
of incorporating it into their lifesaving 
repertoire. However, upon their return, they 
were unsure how to use it to its full potential. 
In 1915, during a visit to Australia, Duke taught 
the Australian lifesavers the most effective 
use of the boards. 

The utility of surfboards as rescue devices 
became evident in 1925 when Duke witnessed 
a 40-foot sport fishing vessel get hit by a 
squall and capsize from the beach at Corona 
del Mar, Newport Beach. He instinctively 
swam out with his surfboard, making over 
eight trips through the stormy chop to the 
overturned Thelma, hauling passengers onto 
his board, and eventually saving eight people 
while other surfers rescued an additional four. 
Duke then went back to recover the bodies 
of those who didn’t survive. Newport’s police 
chief at the time called Duke’s efforts “the 
most superhuman surfboard rescue act the 
world has ever seen.” 8 U.S. lifeguards began 
using surfboards in water rescues because of 
this incident.
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Impact on Boardsports
Nearly every board-riding sport we know 
today was inspired by Hawaiian surfing, 
and the evolution can be traced back to 
Duke Kahanamoku. As he showcased surfing 
around the world, those who took up the sport 
developed more ways to experience the thrill 
of surfing not just in the water, but on snow, dry 
land, and even in the sky, leading to the birth of 
skateboarding, snowboarding, and many, many 
variations, a partial list of which follows.9

On Water
Surfing
Stand Up Paddle Surfing (SUP)
Skimboarding (1930s)
Windsurfing (1970)
Bodyboarding (1971)
Kneeboarding (1973)
Riverboarding (1978)
Wakeboarding (1983)
Skurfing (1984)
Flowriding (1991)
Wakeskating (1990s)
Kitesurfing (1996)
Wakesurfing (1997)

On Land
Skateboarding (1950)
Longboarding (1970s)
Snakeboard (1989)
Freestyle scootering (1996)
Carveboarding
Freeboarding
Caster board
Street Skurfing
Freeline skates (2000s)
Street surfing
T-boarding
Land windsurfing
Mountainboarding (1992)
Kite landboarding

On Snow
Snowboarding (1977)
Snowskating (1998)
Bilevel 
Snowkiting
Sandboarding
Skysurfing
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Engage with Scenarios from the Film
Offer your group the opportunity to focus on topics that were raised in the film and coach 
them through a deeper understanding of each.

Consider a structure where facilitators sit at different stations and audience members move 
from table to table to discuss specific topics in the film. Afterwards, have stations report back 
to the larger group.

Audience Engagement Activities

Duke and Aloha
Duke set a fine example of living a life of aloha (love, compassion, and 
empathy). He called it the most important word in the Hawaiian vocabulary 
and made aloha his personal creed. 

5. How can we live a life of aloha? 
6. How can we embody the Spirit of Aloha when we connect with people 

of different backgrounds, ethnicities, or ideals?

Duke and Athletics
7. How does Kahanamoku’s inability to profit from his swimming 

compare to athletes today? 
8. How might Duke’s experience have been different if like current 

Olympians he could have financially benefited from his athletic skill? 
9. How does that compare to the 2021 NCAA NIL (Name, Image, Likeness) 

policy change for collegiate athletes?

Pre- & Post- 
Screening 
Questions

1. Before watching Waterman, how much did you 
know about Duke Kahanamoku? 

2. How much did you know about Hawai‘i?
3. Were you surprised to learn about the details of 

his life? 
4. What resonated the most with you?
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Duke and Inclusion
10. As the sport of surfing originated in the Hawaiian Islands by the native 

inhabitants of that land, how important is it to learn from these smaller 
communities? 

11. What other insights might Pacific Islanders or indigenous peoples offer 
the world?

12. How significant was it that Duke Kahanamoku took Isabel Letham out 
to surf in Australia?

Duke and Swimming
13. What impact do you think Duke Kahanamoku had as an Olympic 

champion and swimming ambassador on the sport’s growth in 
popularity around the world? 

14. How did Duke’s double-flutter kick change the way swimmers swim? 

Duke and Surfing
Surfing is viewed as the root of all board-riding sports and is now an Olympic 
event. 

15. How impactful was Duke Kahanamoku’s showcasing of surfing around 
the world? 

16. How has the sport of surfing evolved since Duke’s time? 

Duke and Lifesaving
Duke Kahanamoku was the original lifeguard, rescuing countless people 
from the ocean using his surfboard and setting the standard that lifeguard 
associations would follow. 

17. Can you imagine how many lives the rescue board has saved around 
the world? 

18. How important is ocean safety education? 
19. Should it be taught in schools that are located near the ocean?

Duke’s Legacy 
Given the broad scope of Duke Kahanamoku’s 
legacy, you may find that his contributions have 
had an indirect impact on your life. 

20. Can you think of a way you have benefitted 
from something he set in motion?
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Post or read aloud the following quotes from the guest speakers in the film. Invite audience 
members to talk about which quote they respond to, and why.

Aloha

In Their Own Words

We got in a conversation one day 
and I said, "What do you think 
the most important Hawaiian 
word is?" and he says, "Without 
question, aloha."

– Paul Strauch

“He’s a real Renaissance Man. A whole new sport, 
breaking records in another sport, playing music and 
sharing the Aloha Spirit with people around the world.”

- Jack Johnson

“Duke wasn’t embraced by everyone to be part of that elite 
club, but he was the teacher.”

“I’m sure that Duke was taken advantage of a lot in his life 
because of how kind he was, but Duke being the Hawaiian 

he is and was, he just smiled and moved on.”

– Paul Merino

“He was the Ambassador of Aloha. He 
used his platform to do good.”

- Carissa Moore
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Breaking Barriers +
Giving Access

“People talk about Jim Thorpe, Jesse Owens, Jack Johnson, 
lost in that shuffle is Duke’s role as a racial pioneer.” 

 
“Duke’s brothers came to Duke and said, “We’re going to 

start our own club, and we’re calling it Hui Nalu” – “to surf 
the waves,” and it was mixed. There were Hawaiians, haole, 

hapa haoles and there were also women.”

– David Davis

“Duke is one of the world’s greatest athletes 
in the 20th century… name some other 
American athlete who has statues erected 
to him in three different countries.”

- Fred Hemmings

“She (Isabel Letham) was groundbreaking 
particularly in the sport of surfing, making it 
okay for women to surf...I love that we had a 

non-white Hawaiian (Duke) with Isabel dismiss 
the expectations of society…That’s what Duke 

was about with surfing: just having fun.”

- Naomi Wilson
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Lifesaving

Pride

“When Duke paddled out and rescued those 
eight people with his board, California adapted 

the rescue board immediately. And it began 
being used on every beach where lifeguards 

were posted in California.”

– Paul Merino

“He rescued so many people, lifesaving wasn’t a profession back then.”

- David Davis

“A Hawaiian until the end. The 
amount of pride that he was able to 
give to his people, he was one of the 
biggest celebrities in the world.”

-  Moses Goods

“It was natural for him to turn to 
the ocean, where Hawaiians can 
still have that cultural association 
with being Hawaiian.”

- Dr. Isaiah Helekunihi Walker

“There’s just a massive resurgence 
of indigenous pride now, and he 
should be celebrated, he should be 
celebrated everywhere. This fellow 
who looks like one of my uncles, 
started surfing here in Christchurch. 
Because of that, and because of the 
ripple effect that it caused, years 
later, I’m picking up a board and 
doing the same thing.

– Alan Te Moananui
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Surfing

Swimming

“Not the average person knows who 
Duke Kahanamoku is, but to us he is 
the King of Surfing.”

- Kelly Slater

“Duke rode the wave diagonally 
from the north end of the beach 
to south end, which is something 
that would never have crossed 
the minds of Australians at that 
time.”

- Tim Hatton

“All of a sudden, it’s like he’s a superstar, and a lot of that 
is important to U.S. history as well because the United 
States never really had a strong presence in swimming as 
part of the Olympic sports.”

– Dr. Isaiah Helekunihi Walker

“Duke was not the very first surfer, 
but certainly no one had ever really 
seen quality, elite surfing done by 
the best surfer in the world.”

- David Davis

”Duke showed his aloha by spreading surfing around 
the world. Look at the tree of surfing: wakeboarding, 

snowboarding, skateboarding, every boardsport in the 
world is stemmed from this Polynesian sport.”

- Laird Hamilton

“He changed the world with the Kahanamoku Kick, the 
double-flutter kick, the same kick that Michel Phelps 

learned, the same kick my coach taught me.”

– Ian Akahi Masterson
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Aloha kekahi i kekahi Love One Another
Duke Kahanamoku left a legacy of aloha for others through ocean safety, which we can 
honor by supporting organizations that teach it and/or allow people with varying abilities to 
enjoy safe access to the ocean.

Access Surf
A pioneer in the advancement of adaptive water sports, ocean recreation, 
and therapeutic instruction for people with disabilities throughout the state 
of Hawai‘i and worldwide
 accessurf.org

Nā Kama Kai
Connecting keiki to the ‘āina and kai through aloha and kuleana
Connecting children to the land and sea through aloha and kuleana
 nakamakai.org

  

Mālama i ke kai Caring for the Ocean
For Duke Kahanamoku and his ‘ohana (family), the ocean was more than a playground. 
It was a way of life. You can perpetuate his legacy of aloha for our oceans by caring and 
protecting them for future generations. The following organizations focus on restoration 
through personal engagement. Please visit their websites and look for cleanups and 
restoration projects in your hometown.

5 Minute Foundation
Working to eliminate plastic in the world’s oceans through 
education & action
 5minutefoundation.org

808 Cleanups
Restoring the islands of Hawai‘i from Mauka to Makai
 808cleanups.org

Call to Action

http://accessurf.org
http://nakamakai.org
http://5minutefoundation.org
http://808cleanups.org
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Sustainable Coastlines
Inspiring communities to care for their coastlines
 sustainablecoastlineshawaii.org

Surfrider Foundation
Dedicated to the protection and enjoyment of the world’s oceans, waves, 
and beaches for all people, through a nationwide network of 80 chapters 
and 100 youth groups.
 surfrider.org

Ea mai ke kai mai
Life Originates from the Ocean
Duke Kahanamoku shared Hawaiian Waterman culture with visitors from around the world. 
Like him, these ocean-based educational organizations share aloha for the ocean while 
teaching Hawaiian ocean culture. Please visit their sites to learn more and/or support them.

Kānehūnāmoku Voyaging Society
Perpetuating traditional Hawaiian navigation & providing opportunities for 
Native Hawaiians to pursue contemporary ocean-based careers
  kanehunamoku.org

Kua‘āina Ulu ‘Auamo
Community-based initiative for protecting, restoring, and caring for Hawai‘i
 kuahawaii.org

Nā Kālai Wa‘a
Maintaining cultural values and customs through non-instrument open 
ocean navigation
 nakalaiwaa.org

Polynesian Voyaging Society
Perpetuating the art and science of traditional Polynesian navigation 
through programs that foster respect for oneself, one’s culture, and the 
environment.
 hokulea.com

http://sustainablecoastlineshawaii.org
http://surfrider.org
http://kanehunamoku.org
http://kuahawaii.org
http://nakalaiwaa.org
http://hokulea.com
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Diacritical Marks
The Hawaiian language also uses two marks to show how to pronounce certain words.

The ‘okina, represented by a single open quote mark, marks a slight pause, like the 
one between syllables in “oh-oh.”

The kahakō, a straight line over a vowel, lengthens and adds stress to the marked 
vowel. Where these marks are placed can change the meaning of a word.

Hawaiian Vocabulary Used in 
the Film and Additional Terms
The following is a basic primer on how to pronounce Hawaiian words. It does not cover all the 
exceptions but offers general rules.

Vowels
Vowels in Hawaiian are pronounced as follows:

a makes an “ah” sound like the a in “alone”
e makes an “eh” sound like the e in “bet”
i makes an “ee” sound like in “breezy”
o makes a short “oh” sound like the o in “mole”
u makes an “oo” sound like the oo in “boo”

‘ Olelo Hawai‘i-

Consonants
There are only 8 consonants in the Hawaiian 
langauge, including the ‘okina (see below).

h k l m n p w ‘

Consonants are pronounced the same as in 
English except for “w” which is pronounced: 

As a “v” after i and e 
As a “w” after o and u
As a “v” or “w” at the start of a word or after a

Hawaiian Language
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‘Ahi (ah-hee) - Hawaiian tuna, especially 
yellow-fin tuna 

‘Āina (AH-eenah) - Land, earth

Akamai (ah-kah-maee) -  Smart, clever, 
expert; skill, wit

Alakai (Ah-lah-kaee) - Ocean pathway

Ali‘i (ah-lee--ee) - Chief

Alo (ah-loh) - Face; of a wave or person

Hā (hah) - Breath of life

Haole (how-leh) - Foreigner, not from 
Hawai‘i

Hapa (hah-pah) - Half of something, often 
a term for a mixed raced Hawaiian and 
Caucasian person 

He‘enalu (heh--eh-nah-loo) - Surfing on a 
board, surfing on a wave. Lit. Wave Sliding

Ho‘okipa (Ho--oh-kee-pah) – To treat 
hospitably

Hula (hoo-lah) - Ancient form of Hawaiian 
dance

Kahakai (kah-hah-kaee) - Beach

Kahuna (kah-hoo-nah) - A priest, a skilled 
expert in a craft

Kai (kai) - Sea

Keiki (kay-kee) - Child, children

Kuleana (koo-leh-ah-nah) - Responsibility, 
privilege, rights

Hawaiian Terms Used in the Film

Limu (lee-moo) - Seaweed

Mahape (mah-hah-peh) - Later, behind; 
variation of ma hope

Makai (mah-kaee) - A directional term 
meaning ‘toward the sea’

Māori (MAH-oh-ree) - The Indigenous 
peoples of Aotearoa New Zealand

Mauka (mah-oo-kah) - A directional term 
meaning ‘toward the mountain’

Moana (moh-ahnah) - Ocean

Mō‘ī (MOH--EE) - King, Sovereign

Na‘au (nah--ah-ow) - Your intestines, your 
intuition; gut feeling

Nalu (nah-loo)- Wave

‘Ohana (oh-hah-nah) - Family, relative, kin 
group

Papa He‘enalu (pah-pah heh--eh-nahloo) 
- Surfboard. Lit. Board for Wave Sliding

Piko (pee-coh) - The source, the navel

‘Ukulele (oo-koo-leh-leh) - Stringed 
musical instrument

‘Ulua (oo-loo-ah) - Certain species of 
crevalle, jack, trevally, or pompano, an 
important game fish and food item

Wa‘a (vah--ah) - Canoe, sailing canoe, 
paddling canoe

Waikīkī  (wai-KEE- KEE) - Land division on 
the island of O‘ahu, where Duke grew up 
surfing. Literal = sprouting waters
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Additional Resources
If you’d like to learn more about Duke and annual events in his honor, please visit:

Outrigger Duke Kahanamoku Foundation 
  dukefoundation.org

Duke’s OceanFest 
  dukesoceanfest.com

Duke’s Day
  dukesday.com

Acknowledgments
 
Editor:      
Isabel Cathcart

Guide Producer: 
Pōhaku Media LLC

Graphic Designer: 
DTL LLC

Photo Credits:
Page 2 Photo courtesy of National Portrait Gallery
Page 3 Photo courtesy of Lāiana Kanoa-Wong
Page 10 Photo is public domain
Page 11 (top) Photo courtesy of Bishop Museum
Page 11 (bottom) Photo courtesy of The Paragon Agency
Page 14 (left) Photo courtesy of Bettman via Getty Images
Page 14 (right) Photo courtesy of Bishop Museum
Page 15 (top) Photo courtesy of DTL
Page 15 (bottom) Photo courtesy of Tom Blake, Croul Family Collection
Page 18 Photo courtesy of T. DeLaVega Family Collection
Page 19 Photo courtesy of Ian Lind

Copyright notice:

©2021 The Foundation for Global Sports Development. All Rights Reserved. The contents of this publication may not be used 
for any commercial purpose and may not be adapted or modified without the express written consent of The Foundation for 
Global Sports Development.

http://dukefoundation.org
http://dukesoceanfest.com
http://www.dukesday.com

