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ncle” Apo Aguing welcomes me,

barefoot and beaming, into his
studio. I'm here to learn the art of
making ‘upena, fishing nets, It's my
first day, but I'm already pleturing
myself leaving with my own handmade,
floor-to-ceiling-length 'upena like the
oni hanging behind him. | don't know
how to fish, but Uncle says he can teach
me that, too.

Back in the day, Hawallans
made their own nets from cordage,
which they aleo made, But modernity
rendered the ledious, painstaking
craft obsolete and it, lke so many
traditional arts, is dying, Apo is one
of anly a few Native weavers beft.
Grownng up in a lacge Eona famiby,
young Apo had to help feed the ‘chana,
g0 his [ather and uncles taught him 1o
weave ‘upend, a8 much out of necessity
as passing on tradition. “™ve been
fishing the Kona Coast my whole life,
moetly with monofilament nets like
this,” says Apo, pointing to a ralnbosw-
hued kilod *upena (throwing net) in
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Unole Apo Aguing with an "upena (net) he
wove himeelf, The Hono artist and flsherman
iz one of only & few Native crafteman

lefe wha practice (and teach) traditional
Hawaiian net making and throwing,

Kona Town Hui. his art studio-cum-
‘upena making classroom. “If you see a
lecal fisherman with a multicolored net
maude of monofilament line, [ wose it
with my own two hands,”

That one's a utility net, meant to
catch fish. But not all of Apo’s nets are
plastic, He points fo a bowl filled with
atrips of dried, cording hau bark, *That
cordage? | made it for this net after |
atripped the bark off a local tree,” he
says, pulling out 8 not suspended in
a mriangular frame, This one’s more
artistic than functional—he won't be
fishing with it—hut Apo says he's *most
proud of this net”

Maybe I'll learn how to meke
cordage tomorrow, For me today, it's
the moat basie of basics: the half
hitch knot and how to create the piko
reenter) of the ‘upena, from which the

“eyes” rediate. & plastic spacer helps
enguire thal each eye will be the same
size, As Apo's nimble fingers make
an embarrasament of my own, he iells
iz how he went from subsistence
fisherman to artist,

“A vear or two ago. | wanted o
Enow how my ancestors, who fished
this coast for hundreds of vears, did
things. So | siarted making ‘upena
out of plant fibers, I never thought of
themm as artisdic until peaple would
visit and say, "Wow, what an art!” Now
they're hanging at the Mauna Lani
Resort, the Volcano Art Cenper amd
evan in some homes across the country,
Theyre going to places where peaple
might not have an gnderstanding of my
ancestors,” (o his mother's sdde, Apo
descends from Eedua Kaabhu ula, an
ali'i (chief) of Ka'lin the late 1700s.
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I manage to procuce a series of
tangles where knots should be. Apo
chucklea. "You're nod gonna learn it
in just & day. Took me a long time o
figure it oul” He quickly ties a half
hitch, a loop and another eye while
he explaing how o caleulate the
circumference of the “upena. Apo hasn't
written down the farmula: it's in his
head. I'm about to tell him that this is
more math than I bargained for when
he points o a vellow upena. *I dyed
this with ‘Glena [tormeric] | grew. And T
dyed this one blue using indige growing
wild on the island. That’s the art part
of me, The fishing part of me connects
all of this to our oeean and caring for
it by net overfishing, which my kipuna
{elders] taught me. Use my nets o
catch fish, but take only what you need,
My begacy is to keep my Hawaiian
culture alive by sharing this knowledge
with my studenis,”

We head out back to kilod ‘upena,
or “throw net” Apo teases a slipper
qatta the pavement—almost as good as
a fish. He throws, and the net dances
in the wind before landing on our cateh.
My attempis are less graceful, and 1
spend more time disentangling mysefl
than throwlng.

All is not bost, though: 1 leave with
my unfinished net, and mayhe with
some practice, Il eventually caich a
slipper. Hanging it up at home later that
iy, though, I see the artistry in the
knots and think that mayhe the point
il to create a functional ‘upena—It's to
make art so that a vanishing erafi can
live on in a modern waordd, bh
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