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Working in hard hats and bare feet under the blazing sun,

the crew of the sailing vessel Kwai spends five days handling
cargo at the dock in Kiritimati. 0ff come pallets of goods
purchased at the box stores and thrift shops of Honolulu, and
on go barrels of diesel and bags of rice, flour and sugar bound
for the remote outer islands. On the third day, the work grinds
to a halt when the sun sets and guests arrive carrying the
fixings of a feast. It’s party time.

Kwal is 140 Feet long and can carry the
equivalent of ten fifty-foot-long shipping
confiners, but it's a shnmp compared
with the container ships that the dock at
Kiritimati {a.k.a. Christmas lsland) was
built to aceommodate, Standing at the edpe
of the dock with trays of grilled lobster
and brendfruit, the guests peer at the ship in
the water twenty feet below. To get aboard
they climb inte a cargo net and hold o
tight while the harbor’s crane operator
swings them into the air and lowers them
o the veasel’s deck.

As a sailing cargo ship, Kwal is an
unlikely throwback fo g pre-container ship
era. Yet by servimg tiny islands that other
cargo ships rarely visit, and by using sail
power to slazh its fuel costs, Kwai has
found a niche in the world of maritime
transport. Since HA6 it has plied the waters
of the equatorial Pacific affering cargo and
passenger services.

Four or five times a vear, Kwal sails
from Honolulu to the Line Islands in the
Fepublic of Kiribats, loaded to is Plimsoll
line with merchandise from Costeo, Sain’s
Club, Walmart and other discount outlets.
Kiritimati is its regrular first stop before
setting off for the more isolated isles of
Tabuaeran (Fanning Atoll} and Teraina
(Washington |sland). As supply ships from
Kiribati's capital visit Tabuaeran and
Tetaina just onee or twice a vear, Kwai has
become an important part of the economic
and soctal fabric of these communities,

Gioswds that the islanders order from
Honolulu cover a wide range of needs,
from building materials to tdletries, fishing
supplies to foobwear, elecironics to froeen
cheesecakes, On some vovages Kwal adds
a side trip into the Morthern Cook [slands —
Penrhym, Manihiki, Massau, Rakahanga
and Puka Puka. Thera it 15 licensed to sell

things dirccily off the boat, much like the
ocean traders of old, who wounld show up
uisnnounced and exchange Western goods
for copra, shells or whatever else the
islanders could serape wp. “Our operation
is @ relic of the past,” says Kwai's senior
eopiain and owner, Brad Ives, o gangly
f-vear-old with the wild hoir of & mad
professor. “But we ane still functional,
necded and hard at work to survive in the
modern wodd”

On cach of the islands it serves, Kwal
has a business agent, and it's the agent on
Kiritimati who has organized the evening’s
feast. He brings with him a troupe of
voung dancers, who perform traditional
dances of the [-Kiribati, a5 the people of
Kinhati call themsehves, set to a techne
beat. Adorned in fragrant head lei, the
I-Kiribati deckhands and stevedores sing
and dance along with tham. ves is pulled

ti his feet to join in the final dance. Then
he graciously but firmly lets his guests
know it's time to get back in the cargo net
ard go home. There are sl bwo days of
carge leading ahead, and everyone needs
their sleep.

When the last of the cargo is toaded,
the crow closes the hatch, covers it with
rugs and siretches a large awning over the
deck for shade and rain protection. Thirty-
eight passengers, carrying larpe stalks of
bananas and other luggugre, board via cargo
et then spread woven mats over the rugs
and settle in for the thirty- 1o forty-hour
irip 0 Tabuaeran. Kwai has room for about
fifty passengers, and it often sails at capac-
ity. Sports teams, medical personnel,
members of parliamend, policemen, pris-
oners, councils of elders, constrsction
crews, businessmen, kinfolk en route 1o
o from months-bong family reumions —all
sorts of people book passage on the boat,
which costs half the price of a ticket on
Air Kirhati, In the Norhem Cooks, Kwai
once delivered the entive population of the
island of Mossou— eighty-six men, women
and children (plus two ducks and one pig)
— by the island of Puka Puka for the
nation’s Independence Day celebration.
While the passengers are supposed to
remain on the main deck during the passape,
in the evening many somehow find their
wiy bo the aft deck, which is rezerved for
the crew, The informal conceris are inevi-
tuble, with passengers and crew plaving
‘ukulele and singing in harmonies that
sometimes move the heart and other times
send everyone into gales of laughter.
With all the passengers aboard, Ives
blosts the ship’s hom, the crow casts off
ond the fve-hundred-mile round-trip voy-
age o Tabuseran aind Terning gets under
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wary, But a3 Kwai motors toward open
waler, Ives notices puffs of white smoke
emanating from the stack. Az diesel cmis-
sioms ane supposed to be clear, this means
the engine has o problem, Meither Ives nor
the engineer can figure out what's wrong,
&0 a quarier-mile from shore bees fums the
bt around and returns to the dock,
“Better safe than sorry,” he says,

Ives comes from a tong line of New
England sea captuing and counts himself
among the descendants of Nathaniel
Bowditch, the nincteenth-century math-
eimatician considered the father of modem
navigation, As a youth he spent his sum-
miers sailing small boats on Maine's
Penobscot Bay, At age 20 he “ran away 1o
sca” aboard the Sophin, o three-masted,
group-owned sailing ship—"a floating
commune,” he calls it. “The iden was to
T it up in six months and sail around the
world in bwo years, then go back to college,
After bwo years we were still fixing it up,
ancl it ook eight venrs (o finally sail around
the world™ To make ends meet Sophia
sometimes carried cargo, and so began
Ives” career in maritime trade,

In the lnte 1970s Ives bought and
refurkished Fine, a 1918-buili Danizh
schaaner, and launched an intermational
cargo company. Sailing from Mew England
to South America, with stops in the West
Indics amd oceasional journeys to Africa,
he dealt mastly in building moterials, such
as bricks from Mew Bedford and tropical
hardwoods from Surinam, When he wasn't
plying the seas like the ocean traders of
old, he worked as a boat builder, comimer-
cial fisherman and captain or crew member
on other peaple’s boars,

When Ives first laid eves on Kwal, it
was 8 bumed-out derelict nesting away in
a Norwegian fjord. A fire had gotted its
engine rocem and stern cabin, and the boat
appeared destined for the scrapyard. But
Ives likied what he saw. Built in Germany
in 1950 a5 n motorized drift net fishing
boat, Kwai was designed to carry a small
sailing rig to keep stable and pointed into
the wind while working the fishing grounds.
lves recognized in ts stecl hull the elegant
lines of a sailing ship. “I walked her
decks, and she was saying to me, ‘I can do
it! Take me!"™ he recalls. *1 knew pretty
enrly on she had & soul”

Ives bought the boat in 2002 and began
the painstaking process of rehabilitating it
and converting it into a full-flledged sailing
ship. After four years of resforation and
refitting, he spibed Kwal to Surinam, leaded
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it with silver bali lumber and set off For
Hawai'i to sell the cargo. Along the way he
stopped in Rarotonga, where he repistered
the vessel and ended up acquiring a ship-
ping license allowing him 0 import goods
to the Cook Islands. When povernment
officials in the nearby Line |slands canght
wind of the Kwel, they invited Ives to apply
for a licenss to work there, too.

The Line Islands e at the far easiem
end of Kirihati, an island nation thar is both
tiny and immense; its 313 square miles of
tandmass is spread across 1.3 million
square miles of ocean, Tarawa, the nation’s
vapatal, is farther fiom the main Line [sland
of Kiritimati than Honolulu is. Kwai sails
1. 306k muiles across the wind — the most

efficient point of sail — to reach Kiritimati:

carge ships from Torawa travel two thou-
sund miles inio the wind to get thene, * The

Kwai is an important part of the social
dynarnic of the Line Islands” Tves says,
“amd we do oor best to keep people happy
and serve evervone.”

Back at the dockn Kiritimati, [ves
and the engineer are unahle to pinpoint
the problem causing the white smoke, By
radio Ives' diesel gura in Honolulu deems
the engine sound enough for the out-and-
back to Tabuaeran and Teraina, as long as
it's not rum too hard. The next day the
harbor's crame operator swings the passen-
gers, who spent the night ashore, back on
buward, and Kwei gets under way once again.

Ives is always booking for skilled people
"with just the right amount of weird®™ o
fill the ship’s senior crew positions, On
this voyage a self-described “boat ke
from Alaska serves as engineer; a Dutch
wolnan who lefi a forestry corcer to go
to sea serves as first mate; and a marine
biologist from Hawai'i taking a break from
environmental consuliing serves as sLper-
cirga, the maniger of the cargo and its
sale. On some voyages Kwar employs
a relief captain, allowing fves to spend at
least part of the year with his wife at their
small farm on the flank of Hawai'i's
Kilavea voleano. While Ives has potten
years of service from some loval and
talented crew members, there's always
furnower in these positions,

The deckhunds are a more unchanging
group. Many of the thirty or so I-Kiribati
e o Ives’ rester of [ocal help have sailed
with Kiwai since the beginning, Some are
secand-generation hands. Jobs are hard 1o
eome by in the Line Islands, and crewing
on Kwai is a prestigious gig. On this trip
Ives has brought on eight deckhands and
o few extra sfevedores. In addition, two
I-Kiribati women serve as cooks. Working
winders with an apartmeni-size four-
burner stove and ingredients that might
include a twenty-pound bag of rice and
& seventy-pound tuna, the cooks keep all
aboard well fed.

After an uneventful thirty-hour passage,
Kl eners the light blue lagoom at
Tabuaeran, Before the crew has finished
tying the hoat to an offshone buoy, the
Tabuaerans are in skiffs headed out to
greet them. There iz no dack here, so the
pasaengers ride to shore in the skiffs. Then
Kwai’s boom and winch are rigged. and the
unloading of cargo into the skiffs begins.,
Mountuing of staples loaded ot Kiritimati
and special orders from Honolulu speing
g o dhe beach while the supercargn
hunches over his paperwork beneath a
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tree, overseeing the fulfillment of orders,
A few trucks armive to carry off goods,
but it’s mostly metorcycles and bicycles
that are used to whisk away the 110-pound
bags of flour and fiat-acreen TVs
Bicyeles, bike parts and bike tire patch
kits are popular items from Hawai'i, as
are instant noodles, conned juice, conned
meat and fish, bodtled water and disposable
diapers, Kwai also carries nine-lundred-
pound bales of clothing firom the Snlvation
Army. If vou see someone in the Line
Iskands wearing a {-shirt with Punahou
Chirls Violleyball or Lanikai Canoe Club
primted on it, chanees are it came from a
bale, Tabuaeran and Teraina only recently
god internet service, and now laptop nnd
tablet compaters are hot items. O this trip
Awail has brought more than three hundred
Amazon Fire tabletz, All of them were
ordered by residents of Tohuaeran and
Teraina, which have a combined population
of around three thousand

This is Kwai's farty-fourth vivvage
since 1t began its Pacific cargo service, and
I fbew to Kiritimati to join the ship for the
trips arumnd the Line Istands. On Tabuaeran,
Ives dispatches me 1o inform a Jongtime
customer, Bruno gz Lala, that the freezer
he sent off for repair is back and needs to
b picked up. Thin and tanned, Bruno is

a seventy-something Frenchman whose
sdilboat ran aground here o few decades
ago. Despite the islanders” attempts to send
him on his way, Bruno seftled dowmn,
married 4 local woman, had two daughters
and opesed La Belle Etoile, o rustic bed
and breakfast that caters to the trickle of fy
fishermen and surfers who visit the island
cach year, Its there, among the thatched-
roofl guest cottages, that 1 find him. When
| tell him his freeser is back, he S0,
“What freczer™ 1t has boen more than a
year simee be sent the broken applignee
away, ond e has since replaced it with 2
W O,

There is no end to the sethacks, sur-
prises and complications that arise when
Kwari 1s making its rounds. Sails tear,
unforecast storms develop, orders are lost,
copra bugs invade the crew's bunks, Once
Kwai came upon an ebandoped yacht
adrift in the deep blue, compelling it to
drop what it was doing and fow the vessal
o port. Ascgher time a fifly-ton crane
toppled onto Kwai's deck, causing extendive
P i e b b ot o S o I P Wit emiay iriay o iyt ikh-Scon £t Tt
days {0 repair. Whatcver the situation— Firitimati -J?:'uﬁ'a"u:m the OrWEF o & aui SCOOMEY o8 Teraie (Washington [E.';um?ﬁu 2 rarngup
whether i3 a leaking toilet or o leak in the computer hatwees his teeth while his m“"? balances a fat-screen TV on his Keees—hoth ems
aging hull —lves’ unflappable mien imvari-  just arrived abeard Kwar the ecosomy of the Line |slands is largely based on copra, sees here drying
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on Tabuaera; 3 stevadare on Teraina carries 2 hag of copra to a shiff for baading aboard Kwal;

2 custemer at the "Nwa| Store™— the pop-up market where anclaimed goods are sold — samples the
scent of a body prodwct; the Ewai Store’s checkout line. “This i what people really wand,” hves says of
the stare, “They want fo hoeld things in their kands before birying it"

ably signals “we can fix this.” Sometimes,
though, there's nothing 1o be done but
drive the boat and hope for the bess, Such
wis the cose when a seasick passenger,
attended by two other seasick passengers,
gave irth on deck. (The healthy baby boy
was named Kwai, ) Bruno declining the
return of his freezer is a faint hicoup, and
onee that's quickly forgotfen after a Tabu-
aeran stave owner decides he will take the
thing instead

Kwari's arrival at Tabuaeran happens to
coincide with copra weighing day, when
govemment officials pay cash for the dried
coconul the istanders produce. The cargs
that comes off Kwal iz replaced with
ninety-pound burlap bags of copra, which
will be unloaded on Kiritimati for shipment
T the coconut ofl mills of Fiji. Once all
the pre-ordered goods are distributed and
the copra is stowed, bins loaded with
mierchandise are brought ashore to sell ot
the “Kwai Store," a pop-up market of
miscellancous wares, Eager to spend the
wopra cash in their pockets, the Tobuserans
have lined up long in advance, When the
bins are opened, it's suddenly Black Friday,
with shoppers reaching, jostling and
shouting. Crew members serving as stone
secunty keep order as a great mélange of
items—hair gel, peanut butter, sunglnsses,
light bulbs, little backpacks from Ross
ress for Less— are snapped up, “This is
whist people really want,” lves says, “They
wint o hold things in their hands before
buying it”

Aller three davs on Tabwacran, e
passengers bound for Teming reboard, Tves
Blows the ship's hom and &wval beads
back out 1o sea, still trailimg little puffs of
white smoke. The following moming we
drop anchor off Teraing. There is no shel-
tered lagoon here, let alone a dock, just
a hole blasted through the fringing reef for
small boats to get in and out. In rough seas
unlosding tests the expertise of Kwai's
crew amd the istand’s beatmen, But on this
trip the waters are calm, and both passen-
gers and cargo are moved easily ashore,
Orver two days the crew discharpes one
hundred cubic meters of cargo and reloads
firrty boms of copra.,

Awal’s arrival is alwavs a speciacke
that brings out the community. Even the
disembarked passengers remain an the
beach to watch the activity. As on Tabu-
acran, o single sand road connects the
villages that ring the island, Each village
has o maneaha, or open-air mestinghouse,
surranded by raized houses fashioned
from coconut fronds, pandanus leaves and
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tin sheeting. Many have solar panels and
a few electric lights, The satellite dish for
the internet 15 plonted outside the islond’s
council house, During the day teo com-
puters are ovadloble there For a modest fee,
After hours the wi-fi is tumed on, and any-
one ¢an sit outside and connect. This has
made the conencil hiowse the new gathering
spod in Lhe evening, where islanders sit
messaging friends in faraway places and
shopping on Amazon for things Kl will
evenivally deliver,

Ives wife, april Fountain, working
from her home office on Hawai'i 1sland,
rens Kuweri’s business operation, feking
orders and overseeing the shoppers who
scour Honolulu®s retail outlets for the best
deals. Every day at 7:30 p.m., when Kwai
iz out in the world plving its trade, she geds
on the shorbwave radio to falk with Tes,
When there's dramea to report, it usually
flows from ship to shore. But on this trp,
s Kwail returns to Kirtimat, Fountain s
the one with the bad news. It May 2018,
and one mile abowe Ives and Fountain's
farm, the groand has cracked open and lava
has come powring out. Civil authorities
are evacuating the naighborhood.

If bwies is Treaked out, he doesn't let one
But when we get back to Kiritirmati, he
hopa the first flight for Honoluhs, Over the
next two weeks, more voleanie vents will
apen up above and below the house, isswing
lov amd clouds of sulfur dioxide. Ives and
Founiain make a fiow trips to the property
to remove the office files and some furmi-
ture before lava destroys the home, “Ewary-
thing we didn't grab and toss into the
truck s gone,” Ives says,

Mearmwhile, ves flies in a relief captain
b il Kwadé back 1o Honolulu, where the
boats old Detrodt Diesel 15 seapped oul
for a rebailt engine, The arew coulks the
deck, painis and tars the hull and tends o
other routine maintenance. Fountain con-
timues o take orders from an office sef up
mn the couple’s new rental howse, and her
shoppers continue to amass merchandise
in Kwad's Honolulu warehouse. Two new
I-Kiribati crew members succeed in geiting
their visas and fly north to join the boat,
Just three weeks afier returning to Hono-
Tuhe, Ewerd 12 Joadad 10165 Plimsodl line and
ready to sail. With Ives staving behimad in
help at home, the relief capiain Blows the
horn and motors out of Kewalo Baso, All
aix Aails are set and five-hudred tons of
ship and carge plow through the waves,
bound for the Line 1slands and Northem
Cooks once again. HH
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Built in Germany m 1050,

Kiva! was orlpistly named
Kaperw, thea renamed after
the 1357 war lilm #ridge po
flver River Kwai, Ives Boupht the
ship (zeen here under fiull sad
fie e Line 15lands) in 2002
rescumg it from the scrapyard.
Fiaceng pape. lep bo bottom:
Palleiz of carpn sre ready for
lading 81 Ronoheh Earbor:
jHastin wrap is used to s=cure
lo=se dems; Ives {i& hard ket
adps show cargn,




