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“That’s one small step for man, one giant leap for mankind.” The words of Neil Armstrong echoed through my 
head as I overheard Niccolo Porcella and Jesse Richman planning kiteboarding’s equivalent of landing on the 
moon: kitesurfing Peahi, the giant wave known as Jaws. At that moment, as I sat awaiting registration for 
the inaugural Virgin Kite Jam Maui on the island’s iconic North Shore, I knew the days ahead (October 9 to 12, 
2012) would be out of this world. No surprise there, as Virgin (owned by passionate kiteboarder Sir Richard 
Branson) is planning to literally send people into space.

By GreG Orlandella / PhOtOs By erik aeder

Like a 
Virgin
The inaugural Virgin KiTe Jam maui deliVers a specTacular geTaway 
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BlasT-OFF
Upon arriving at the launching pad, the historic 
Canoe Hale at Kanaha Beach Park, I discovered the 
pros had come out in droves: Pete Cabrinha, Lou 
Wainman, the always beautiful Susi Mai and Annabel 
van Westerop, Andre “Dre” Phillip, Jason Stone, Nic-
colo Porcella, and Jesse Richman just to name a few. 
Not only were we fortunate kite jammers going to 
witness spectacular pro level kiting, but we also got 
to hang out, party with and take clinics from some of 
the best riders on the planet, as well as participate in 
the jam-style competition.
 Welcoming us to the event, Branson’s “go-to guys” 
and Virgin Kite Jam founders, Charlie Smith and 
Scotty Wilson, went over the pre-flight checklist, 
making it clear we’d be flying first class on this 
rocket ride. Next, the Maui Kitesurfing Community 
(MKC) gave us the lay of the land, highlighting the 11 
a.m. launch time, minimum distance to stay from the 
airport, and other essential info. Summing up what 
we needed to know, Richman told us to enjoy the 
island, and if we “don’t do anything stupid,” then we’d 
be in for the time of our lives. And with that, the jam 
began.

 Calling for light conditions with building trade 
winds through the week, the forecast looked stellar; 
combined with 10- to 15-foot (Hawaiian) surf fore-
cast for the first two days, Maui doesn’t get much 
better. Always two steps ahead of the conditions, 
the Virgin crew—which also included local organiz-
ers Markus Schale and Donovan Lynch—not only 
supplied plenty of libations that first day, with winds 
a tad too light to ride, but also gave us a choice menu 
of alternatives ranging from outrigger canoeing to 
stand-up paddle surfing to watching Jaws go off, and 
more. 
 Jumping at the chance to SUP, I caught a few 
sweet bombs in the surf of Kanaha. But when gun-
ning for “just one more” I got caught inside by a fero-
cious set. As the powerful wave sucked me over the 
falls and snapped my leash, I couldn’t help but laugh, 
wondering if this epitomized Jessie’s definition of 
“stupid”.... Thankfully, most of the other participants 
didn’t witness my beat down. Instead, the majority 
sat nestled on the cliff at Jaws, with a spectacular, 
stadium-like view of arguably the greatest surf 
break in the world, watching history being made. 
 Amidst a day of epic surf, Jaws dished up huge, 

30-foot-faced barreling monstrosities, and the top 
pros were on hand: Ian Walsh, Shane Dorian and 
Greg Long. Catching the waves of their lifetimes, 
these guys didn’t tow in via Jet Ski, though—they 
paddled in, traditional surf-style. Having heard from 
a number of jammers that Jaws was a highlight of 
their trip, I made a point to see it myself the next 
morning. 
 Known for its “play hard by day, play hard by night” 
reputation, the Virgin Kite Jam proved equally as 
exciting each night, with dinners, special parties and 
incredible atmosphere. That evening, we all met at 
Flatbread, a local eatery in Paia, where it quickly 
became a who’s who scene of Maui’s top watermen. 
I couldn’t have been more stoked to walk up to Pete 
Cabrinha like he was a long-time friend and start a 
conversation. All the pros in attendance were equally 
as approachable and friendly. Over dinner and drinks, 
the congregation of kiteboarding royalty treated 
us to a feast of stories, tips, tricks and heartfelt 
hospitality. 
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Jaws reTurns & Jammin’ galOre
Determined to make my pilgrimage to Jaws 
on Day Two, I woke up early and arrived at 
7:30 a.m. with my bro, Ollie, who wanted to 
scope the scene before filming Jesse and Nic-
colo later that day. Perched in the shade atop 
the cliff, we witnessed another day of history 
go down at the mecca of mega surf. Watching 
the action unfold, my mind wandered to pic-
turing Niccolo and Jessie kiting this monster. 
Are these guys insane? How could they even 
begin to think about putting themselves out 
there with a kite? As an early morning wind 
line began filling in and white caps appeared, 
I knew it was time to get ready for an awe-
some day. 
 Before I hit the water, the itinerary 
brought me to Cabrinha/NP’s headquarters 
and flagship store for breakfast and Q&A 
with Cabrinha’s world-class design team and 
the pros. After we fueled up on a killer break-
fast, Mr. Waterman himself, the legendary 
Pete Cabrinha gave a presentation, sharing 
his knowledge and enthusiasm for the sport 
we all love. What keeps Pete so amped and 
engaged in the industry is his search for the 
next “big thing.” Because the sport is so young 
and there is so much potential, he said that it 
is the search itself that keeps him so passion-
ate. 
 Cabrinha’s lead kite designer, Dave Has-
tilow then took over and shared some of the 
more technical aspects of kite design. Things 
like sweep of the leading edge, wing-tip 
length, arc design, bridling, inflation pres-
sure and kite maintenance were among the 
technical aspects discussed and demystified. 
Prior to this behind-the-scenes crash course, 
I had always assumed kite companies simply 
tweaked gear each year just to psych us into 
spending more money; I couldn’t have been 
more wrong. Hearing how Mai and Cabrinha 
re-engineered kites and boards to meet the 
growing influx of female kiteboarders was 
enough to convince me otherwise. From the 
bottom of the board to the trailing edge of 
the kite and everything in between, clearly 
their intent went towards optimizing gear for 
ladies. Mission accomplished.
 When I arrived at the beach at 11 a.m., the 
wind hadn’t filled in all the way down to Kana-
ha yet. It worked out perfect, though, because 
I wanted to talk with Dre and get some advice 
about riding strapless on the bombs breaking 
on the outer reef; I had always resorted to 
using straps “just in case” when the big swells 
rolled in. So I headed over to the beachside 
lounge for Dre and Charlie’s strapless clinic. 
They gave the consummate presentation on 
strapless riding, and answered any questions 
that we had. What legends! They armed me 
with exactly the confidence and know-how I 
sought to send my level of riding through the 
roof.
 We couldn’t have asked for better 
atmosphere as we waited for wind. The beach 
transformed into a luxurious Virgin first 
class lounge with all the amenities: beanbag 
couches, live music, fresh-cut fruit, cold 
water, Reboot (to cure hangovers and boost 
nutrition), Kona’s Longboard Island Lager to 

quench your thirst, Susi and her bevy of beau-
ties circulating amongst the crowd and doing 
photo shoots, and massage therapists from 
the Hotel Wailea easing our aching muscles. 
“How am I ever going to go back to kiting 
coach class?” I wondered while savoring it all.
 As the conditions turned rideable, the 
Cabrinha crew had a slew of bigger kites (nine 
to 12 metres, which are big by Maui stan-
dards) pumped and ready for us kite jammers 
to ride and try; Drifter, Chaos, Switchblade, 
plus directional and twin-tip boards in every 
size, every day. What a wonderful, unexpect-
ed perk. Taking advantage of the gear buffet, 
I headed out to the giant surf armed with a 
10-metre Switchblade and five-foot-eight-
inch directional. 
 Returning to the area of yesterday’s 
punishment, I sought to apply my new 
strapless knowledge. Given the big surf and 
vast amount of moving water, I couldn’t have 
been more stoked with this money combo. 
As I dropped into my first pumping outside 
set, redemption felt within reach. And sure 
enough, setting foot strapless on this world 
I’ve always dreamed of, I redeemed my inner 
self. After such a breakthrough, kiting would 
never be the same. Only cracking a cold brew 
and sharing the stoke with my new friends 
remained.
 Before I headed off to the party that night, 
Ollie showed me the video proof of Porcella 
and Richman at Jaws—which wasn’t at all 
what I expected. With winds on the marginal 
side, the duo didn’t have enough power to 
ride upwind to get on the freakishly powerful, 
barreling beast. Rather than call it a day, 
though, they took turns hitching a lift on the 
back of a Jet Ski and dropping in underpow-
ered. As if kiting Jaws in decent wind wasn’t 
challenging enough.... In one epic clip, as the 
unforgiving aquatic giant pitched over Rich-
man’s head— when it looked probable that 
serious carnage would ensue—he boosted 
out of the pit, blasting his way through the 
monster lip to safety like Super Aquaman. 
With that vision in my head I made a mad 
dash to the night’s party to get my drink on 
and celebrate with these crazies.
 The Paia Beach Inn, a waterfront boutique 
hotel in the heart of Paia town, set the stage. 
The Flying Knife Chefs performed culinary 
teppan magic while beautiful women served 
up martinis of all flavors as I walked in. 
Abuzz with everyone sharing their kiting 
stoke of the day, the place was happening. 
When I thought it couldn’t get any better, a 
surprise performer came on stage: Taimane, 
a mind-blowing ukulele genius discovered by 
the legendary Don Ho. Even the Virgin crew, 
who arranged the special appearance, wasn’t 
prepared for what came next. Intense, beauti-
ful, powerful, fun and exciting—the musical 
embodiment of kiting—Taimane’s out-of-
this-world uke skills left us all spellbound 
and hypnotized. With trade winds and stellar 
swell forecasted for the next day, elation 
ran high as a bikini-clad fire dancer lit up the 
magical Maui sky and drinks flowed well into 
the night.
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BOrn-again Virgins
“The first two events [BVI Kite Jam 
in 2010 and 2011] were so great, and 
the fact that they managed to keep 
that same vibe going even when they 
switched location is high praise to the 
organizers.” —susi Mai 

 
 
 
 
 

“Aside from the fashion show at the 
closing party, most of all, I enjoyed 
meeting and riding with Pete Cabrinha, 
Andre Phillip and Jesse Richman (who 
did a kite loop 720 over me!).”  
—henry Connart

 
 
 
 
 
 

“It’s that fun, sexy, beautiful element 
of the sport that we are trying to 
promote and showcase to the world, 
and brands like Virgin, Billabong and 
Sony couldn’t be a better fit.”  
—Charlie smith, Virgin kite  
Jam co-founder

 
 
 
 
 

“If I had just one word to describe the 
2012 Virgin Kite Jam in Maui, I would 
say ‘fantastic.’ But, ‘outrageous’ would 
be a close second. However, if I had 
just one word, I might choose some-
thing simple like ‘super.’”  
—sonja Fischli

KiTe, parTy, repeaT.
While the swell backed down a little on Day Three, the surf looked more manageable for 
jammers to experiment on. But since kiting couldn’t start until late morning, the Virgin crew ar-
ranged for complementary zip-lining at Maui Zipline Company. Then, as 11 a.m. hit, the jam went 
into full swing with more clinics, product demos and freeriding. 
 Amidst pumping wind and perfect waves, six- and seven-metre kites filled the sky. While Dre 
killed it on the wakeskate, Richman held court on his twin-tip, and kite jammers threw down 
megaloops left and right, with outstanding 30-foot-plus megaloops from Jeremy Lund. As 
the impromptu big air contest kicked off, the level of kiting shot through the roof, as pros and 
amateurs vied for bragging rights and a pair of Kurtis Surf Goggles.
 I spent the whole day on the water, jumping in the jam, surfing and taking advantage of the 
killer conditions. From Uppers to Lowers to Pier 1, I left my blast mark on each of Kanaha’s 
launching pads. Cold beer brought the day’s sessions to a close, along with beachfront massage 
to work out the soreness from another epic day of kiting.
 That evening’s festivities brought us to Johnny B’s, where we experienced dinner and a movie 
Maui-style—right on a private oceanfront lawn. Staged all around the landscape, kites illumi-
nated from behind painted the surroundings in pinks, purples and blues, putting the finishing 
touch on our kiter’s party paradise. Adding to the ambiance, the giant inflatable movie screen 
flashed pictures of kiting as we traded stories of the amazing day on the water, ate fresh fish 
burgers, desserts, and unlimited drinks flowed from the killer margarita bar.
 Following the prize ceremony for the day’s big air contest (Richman, Lund, Joe Brittingham, 
David Macneill and Janeen LaForme took top honors), the evening concluded with a screening 
of Cabrinha’s BVI (British Virgin Island) video, then the surf movie Walls of Perception. Watching 
the footage fired up everyone for another day of mind-blowing Maui kiting.

grOundhOg day
When the final morning arrived, it felt like Groundhog Day in kiting heaven: strong wind, waves, 
sun and a jam-packed, exciting schedule. We all hit the water at 11 a.m. sharp for an afternoon 
filled with freeriding, demos, great company and another jam-style contest. 
 Holding nothing back, the participants and the pros gave it their all in the competition for 
the coveted waterproof Sony Xperia smartphones. The ladies threw down as hard as the men, 
and technical tricks won the day. Unhooked or hooked-in, boost or pop, it all got done in a mad 
crescendo as the jam hit its terminal velocity—a sight to behold. As the day wound down, ela-
tion remained high; cold post-session beers flowed, and massage therapists prepared everyone 
for the event’s closing after-dark mega party.
 “Houston, Tranquility Base here. The eagle has landed.” Neil Armstrong’s voice came to mind 
once again when I walked into the luxurious Hotel Wailea’s pool party that evening. The most 
beautiful island goddesses served the finest of tropical island drinks at the open bar, and 
chefs Brian Ethridge and Chris Kulis from the hotel’s restaurant, Capische, prepared culinary 
masterpieces. Illuminated kites and boards arose from the pool like the Hawaiian Islands from 
the Pacific. This blowout party was made for kiters by kiters.
 Once the party was fully jammin’, the awards ceremony for the day commenced. The unstop-
pable Jesse Richman won the pro division again, but not without special mention going out to 
Jeremy Lund for throwing down more of his super-amped megaloops. The youngest participant, 
15-year-old Henry Connart, won a sweet Cabrinha surfboard for proving his up-and-coming 
amateur prowess. Richman, Lund, Kellen Hall and Sonja Fischli won the Sony Xperia waterproof 
smartphones.
 Then came the party highlight: a swimwear fashion show by Letarte, the iconic Maui-based 
label created by Pete’s beautiful wife, Lisa Letarte Cabrinha, and her sister. When I used to hear 
the name “Cabrinha,” I only thought of kiteboarding—but not any more. Now I will have visions 
of the island’s most beautiful ladies donning the sexiest swimwear ever. It’s no wonder her suits 
have graced the cover of Sports Illustrated Swimsuit Edition four separate times. 
 This is how you put on a world-class kite jam; promise the moon and deliver the stars.

a perpeTual Virgin
Set to take place in the exquisite British Virgin Islands, the 2013 Virgin Kite Jam BVIs is rapidly approaching. Mark your calendar for July 7 to 12, and get ready to experi-
ence the kiteboarding utopia of Anegada, Sir Richard Branson’s Necker Island and the surrounding areas. Updates with more info will be available at VirginKiteJam.com.
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