
Gail Grabowsky’s life has been connected around the ocean both intellectually and 
recreationally.  At age nine she was coached by legendary Mark Schubet of Mission 
Viejo Nadadores, swam 15 years of annual Waikiki Roughwater, Double Roughwater 
and North Shore Series wins, as well as paddling in major channel races.   
 
“I was lucky to have some awesome coaches along the way: first Irwin, then 
Courtney Seto, Steve Scott, Bob Rocheleau, Pat Irwin and Raven Aipa.  Ocean legends 
all!”   
 
The best memories of paddling for Gail involve the people she has met, the races, 
and the crazy things that happen during practices and races.   
 
“I can remember getting hooked on fishing line around Portlock, being blown out of 
our seats by waves that were too big, shoeing snorkelers out of our path when we 
decided to come inside around Diamond Heads during the Na Wahine race (you 
could do that way back when!), getting swamped at Diamond Head buoy at 7 at 
night when we were novices, getting T-boned by Kailua at the Macfarland regatta 
when we were ahead in the Senior Women’s race and watching the ama break in 
half (as we hulied!) and losing the Molokai Hoe by 16 seconds!  AHHHH!”  A win in 
the Molokai race has eluded Gail. “It’s the Holy Grail of distance canoeing and I have 
4 second places!” 
 
Seven World Sprints gold medals from Bora Bora, Australia, Hilo and New Zealand.   
 
“I was lucky enough to get to paddle with Kelley Fey, Donna Kahakui, Margie 
Kawaeaia, Maile Chong, Makanani Wong, Cindy Razda and Denise Darval-Chang in 
those races.”  She is proud of golds in State Senior Women’s races, the Hamilton Cup 
and 5 Queen Liliuokalani races. 
 
Gail first came to Hawaii to do research in the course of acquiring a PhD from Duke 
University in oceanographic studies.  While training at Ala Moana Beach   
during her research at Kewalo Basin, she and life guard Landy Blair developed the ‘9 
day after the full moon” predictor for Box jelly fish.  Landy would walk the beach in 
the mornings and look for jellies and Gail would keep a spreadsheet with all the 
possible environmental data: tides, waves, moon states, weather conditions that the 
jellyfishes appearance might be correlated with.  
 
“I have been fortunate to be able to combine my career with my love of the ocean.”  
At Chaminade University, where Gail has now been a professor for 15 years, she 
designed and initiated “with wonderful help from the Chaminade community of 
professors and administrators” an Environmental Studies degree program in 2002. 
Gail has been active with her students doing research on albatrosses, monk seals, 
reef fish, and alien algae.   Her favorite research entails mentoring Pacific island 
undergraduates each summer through an NSF grant to UH headed by Dr. Mike 
Hadfield.  This research is wonderful because it provides an opportunity for Pacific 
Island students to gain scientific skills they can use to study their own homes in 



order to better use, understand and protect their ocean environments.  “I have 
worked with students from Majuro, Guam, Samoa, Palau, Pohnpei, Yap and Hawaii 
over the years.  Each has had concerns about the ocean at his/her home.”   
 
Gail has also published an award winning book with Bess Press: 50 Simple Things 
You Can Do To Save Hawaii and appeared as a “science character” in National 
Geographic/Sea Studios’ series: The Shape of Life.  Gail was appointed by Governor’s 
Cayetano and Lingle to serve on the State’s Environmental Council for eight years, 
the last two as Chair.  She has also helped advise on policy and education as a 
member of the Advisory Council for the Northwestern Hawaiian Islands Coral Reef 
Ecosystem Reserve, now known as Papahanaumokuakea National Marine 
Monument a World Heritage site right here in Hawaii. 
 
It wasn’t until Gail entered the Outrigger Invitational swim in May of 2011 and felt 
so exhausted during the swim that she had to get rescued that she realized 
something was really wrong with her.  In July she was diagnosed with colon/rectal 
cancer and from that July to this July 2012 it has been a year of dealing with the 
cancer.  Gail had some serious complications due to a rare intolerance to the 
chemotherapy drug and ended up spending 77 days, including one six week stay, at 
Queens hospital and second opinion validation from MD Anderson in Dallas, Texas.  
 
 “It was a crazy year, full of trips to the ER, but also full of love and support from 
friends and family that really pulled me through, along with these crazy hospital 
workouts I invented that kept me ‘feeling strong’!”   
 
Gail is at last through all that and except for one final surgery she will have next May 
she is feeling better every day, gaining weight, swimming and lifting.  But more 
importantly, going back to work in August to teach and take up her favorite research 
topics and environmental causes.  Her latest issue of concern is the collection of 
Hawaii’s ornamental reef fish (not food fish but pretty little fish) for the home 
aquarium trade.   
 
“Most people in Hawaii don’t realize that this state has no limit on the number of 
permits or the number of fish someone can remove every day from our reefs to sell. 
This means we could be at risk of selling all our yellow tangs, butterflyfish, endemic 
(unique to Hawaii) cleaner wrasses, etc. to people that don’t even live here.  I am so 
glad to have been given these bonus extra days of life.  I will use them to continue to 
teach, protect and enjoy the natural beauty of our home, and spend time with all the 
wonderful people I meet along the way.  I, like so many people who are going 
through something like I am, am so very very very appreciative of each day, each 
moment, each swim, each stroke, every minute in life’s canoe.” 
 


