
crowning the King &    Queen of the water

Watch the world’s top watermen and women compete 
in multidiscipline sprints at the Maui Jim OceanFest.
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Here in Hawai‘i, we often see lifeguards 
hanging out in their yellow towers, 
driving their ATVs along the coast, or 
putting out shore-break warning flags. 
When the call of duty arises, whether a 
child swept up by a rogue wave or a 
kayaker struggling to get back to shore, 
there is no hesitation. The adrenaline 
kicks in, and all the training makes the 
task at hand—saving lives—second nature. 
For lifeguards, the water is where they 
feel most at home.

Every year, the Maui Jim Ocean Racing Series celebrates the athleti-
cism of lifeguards and other watermen and women in competitions 
that test their mastery of ocean skills across a variety of disciplines. 
Established in 2015, the series spans four islands and eight weekends, 
culminating in the Maui Jim OceanFest at Kā‘anapali Beach, hosted by 
Kā‘anapali Beach Hotel.

On June 3 and 4, 2017, some 100 racers from all over the world, 
ranging in age from twelve to sixty, battle for a $50,000 prize purse—the 
biggest payday for a competition of its kind. The races follow an estab-
lished course in the waters below Kā‘anapali Beach Hotel, making the 
thrill of watching top athletes easy to enjoy.

Race director Matthew Dubrule, a Hawai‘i ocean lifeguard, modeled 
the event around the U.S. Lifesaving Association test, adding SUP (stand-
up paddleboarding) and OC-1 (one-person outrigger canoe paddling). 

Unlike most other ocean race events, OceanFest provides all the 
equipment. “We like to say, just bring your paddles and your heartbeat,” 
Dubrule says. “It’s a challenge to get out of your comfort zone.” Racers 
from Australia, New Zealand, Japan, South Africa, California, New Jersey, 
and all the islands of Hawai‘i answer the call.

On Day 1 of the second annual 
Maui Jim OceanFest, I arrived armed 
with supplies for a long day at the 
beach: my backpack with snacks and 
water, a towel, my beach chair, a hat, 
and shades. An umbrella would have 
been smart, but hauling it to the beach 
wasn’t feasible, and luckily, it was 
overcast for most of the day. Various 
tents lined the beach, and once I 
stepped onto the sand, I spotted the 
course buoys in the ocean, ranging 
from a twelfth- to a half-mile offshore. 
Competing would be no easy task, 

Before the races begin, athletes 
and spectators gather for a 
blessing led by Iokepa Nae‘ole of 
host Kā‘anapali Beach Hotel.

Race coordinator Dolan Eversole 
orients participants on details of 
the competition. 

SUP boards and outrigger canoes 
line the beach at the staging area. 
Rare among such competitions, 
OceanFest provides athletes with 
all such equipment.

Racers create an SUP traffic jam, 
rounding the buoy.
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regardless of how much the athletes had trained.
A large circle of racers and their families, organizers, and specta-

tors formed as Iokepa Nae‘ole, the manager of Kā‘anapali Beach Hotel’s 
activity center, Hale Huaka‘i, called them forth. As the crowd quieted, a 
drone buzzed above the circle, recording the scene. Nae‘ole welcomed 
the racers, then noted, “Everyone calls these circles the blessing. Look 
around. We’re all blessed already. I think of this moment as a calibration. 
We all need to get into the right head for what’s about to happen. Think 
about who or what you’re dedicating your time [to] in the ocean.”

After the “calibration,” everyone dispersed to get ready for the first 
race. I parked myself in front of the announcer’s tent, which proved to be 
a prime spot. I could hear all the background stories on the racers, and as 
they finished each race, they all walked past me to hand in the Popsicle 
sticks that showed where they placed.

The crowd that gathered on the beach—mostly families, water-sports 
enthusiasts, and hotel guests—could witness the stamina and strength of 
some of the top athletes in their disciplines. I learned that the organizers 
had originally planned a keiki (children’s) race just for fun, but instead 
created a junior division on the fly, because so many of the under-
eighteen racers wanted to compete. Race coordinator Dolan Eversole 
commented that Maui Jim’s OceanFest provides a rare opportunity for 
amateurs to line up shoulder to shoulder with water-sports professionals.

Male, female, and junior racers competed in swim, SUP, prone paddle-
boarding, surfski, and OC-1 individual events, accumulating points in 
open division and age groups. Racers need to be strategic about which 
race they choose to compete in, to maximize points. Australian Kelly 
Margetts said, “The beauty of this event is, people usually specialize in 
one discipline, but everyone here is competing in all and accumulating 
points. It adds a new dimension. Plus the pace, doing race after race.” 
Kona racer Jenny Kalmbach echoed those sentiments. “I got crushed in 
swim, but caught up in SUP, where I’m comfortable.” The day ended with 
a fun, no-points coed relay—a medley of all five disciplines.

Day 2 raised the bar even higher with Iron Man-style races. Competi-
tors raced in five different combinations of swimming, running, SUP, OC-1, 
and surfski, including a single race that incorporated all five disciplines, 
known as the Waterman/Woman Challenge. One racer commented that 
she passed the buoys twenty-one times during the event, but nobody 
was complaining about the demands of the race. Far from it—competi-
tors exhibited great camaraderie, high-fiving each other between the 
different races.

Left: Australian Ironwoman Karla Gilbert beams as she paddles her OC-1—and 
with good reason. Gilbert was named OceanFest’s overall female winner for 
2016. Below: Overall male winner Jackson Maynard, also an Aussie, flashes a 
shaka sign. Above: Like a colorful still life, canoes and boards await their turn 
on the water.

Breathe, stroke, kick, repeat: While specta-
tors can’t get this close, Kā‘anapali Beach 
offers great viewing of the races. Below: 
Added by popular demand, the junior divi-
sion gives athletes eighteen and younger a 
crack at the medals.
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As the day progressed, my admiration for the racers grew. Some 
had never even ridden a surfski, let alone raced one. They did it anyway, 
repeatedly falling off with a smile and getting back on to finish the course. 
Anthony Vela, an SUP expert from San Clemente, California, injured his 
ankle skateboarding the week before, but came and competed, regard-
less. Though his chances of winning were slim, challenging himself 
alongside some of the best was worth the trip, he said. “It’s an amazing 
collection of people to compete against, all champions in what they do.”

The two-day event concluded with cash prizes for individual races, as 
well as for an overall waterman and overall waterwoman. Winner Jackson 
Maynard of Australia said, “The Maui Jim OceanFest is one of the most 
challenging and exciting events of the year. It showcases how consistent 
every competitor has to be across all five disciplines to be the overall 
winner. To win this race in Hawai‘i, where these water sports originated, 
makes the win so much more meaningful.”

Karla Gilbert, the overall female winner, said, “The aloha is evident 

HOW TO ATTEND
Dates: June 3 & 4, 2017
Best Viewing: On the beach below Kā‘anapali Beach Hotel or Hyatt 
Regency Maui
What to bring: Water, snacks, shade, binoculars, and beach chair 

For more information or to register, visit MauiJimOceanFest.com.

throughout the weekend and it is what I travel from Australia to experi-
ence. There is no other event like it in the world, and racing on Kā‘anapali 
Beach is something I look forward to each year. The style of racing is 
tough . . . all the different watercraft, plus swimming and running thrown 
in, makes it challenging, but it’s also what brings all the competitors 
together. . . . the accomplishment of testing ourselves and supporting 
each other, no matter where you may finish.” q

Above: Paddlers battle to the buoy 
during the women’s OC-1 race.

Below: South African Jasper Mocke 
rounds the buoy in the men’s OC-1 
race. Mocke placed third in the 
overall competition.

Above: A swimmer dives into the competitive 
spirit. Below left: This race began as a sprint on 
the beach, and continued with SUP. Below right: 
The medals are handsome, but they’re not the only 
reward. OceanFest’s $50,000 cash purse is the 
largest payday for this kind of competition.
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