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CURRENTS
Life and Style by the Sea

PEOPLE WATCHING

CATCHER 
OF THE DAY

Deep in the waters of the Pacific, a 

Hawaiian chef hunts down her next meal

BY �MADELEINE �FRANK� � �

WHEN KIMI WERNER picks up food for dinner, it’s a trip  

that’s far from the market routine. Instead, she ventures to 

the ocean near her home of Haleiwa, Hawaii, and readies 

herself for a dive with deep, meditative breaths through her 

snorkel. She relaxes each part of her body, from her feet to 

her fingers, gripping her speargun. She plunges in headfirst, 

kicking lightly until she can settle in on the ocean floor. 

Then, she waits. And the fish come to her. ³
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The 34-year-old’s history with 

spearfishing goes back to her child- 

hood on Maui, when her father would 

often dive for fish to put food on the 

table. “I loved placing my orders and 

watching my dad go down and get  

them for me,” says Werner. “I was  

his little tagalong, always watching.” 

Even in elementary school, she had a 

boundless interest in food and began 

cooking for her family and friends.

Culinary school seemed like a natural 

fit for the longtime foodie, but after  

she graduated and began working as a 

restaurant cook, she felt like there was 

something missing. “It was killing me to 

be stuck making the same thing every 

night,” she says. So at age 24, searching 

for culinary inspiration, she tried her 

hand at fishing using a small, three-

prong spear—with great success. “All 

those years spent tagging along taught 

me more than I had realized about how 

to hold my breath and identify di�erent 

fish and where to find them,” she says.

The most important thing she had 

picked up was how to be present. “The 

moment my head enters the water  

I’m not worrying about the past or 

future because there’s so much going  

on around me, and I need to stay calm,” 

she says. “When things do get crazy—

like when a big tiger shark comes in  

to bite your fish o� your spear—any  

form of panic is going to make the 

situation worse. Panicking anywhere 

doesn’t help, but panicking underwater 

is the deadliest thing you can do.”

Werner’s skills improved with 

practice and training. In 2008, she won 

the women’s division of the U.S. National 

Spearfishing Championships and the 

title of Rookie of the Year. In 2012,  

she took first place in the International 

Pacific Cup, beating out competitors 

from six other countries. But winning 

competitions has never been her sole 

motivation. “There’s no better feeling 

than sharing fish with the people 

around you,” she says. 

Now, Werner dives as often as the 

weather will allow and catches enough  

to feed herself and her friends. “The 

ocean feels like a huge, walk-in refrig-

erator where you can select the finest 

ingredients and see them in all their 

glory,” she says. “I only take what I need.” 

Werner estimates that 75 percent of 

what she eats comes from her dives and 

friends’ bounty of things like bananas, 

mangoes, greens, and eggs. “It’s so nice  

to say, ‘Rufus caught the marlin, Paula 

grew the avocado, and here are some 

limes from Mark’s trees,’ ” she says. “We 

are far more capable than we realize to 

provide for ourselves as a community.” Q

44��COASTAL�LIVING  April 2015

Clockwise�from�top��left��Werner�readies�herself�for�a�dive��Back�on�shore��she�grills� 

up�her�latest�catch�with�artful�presentation��Werner�catches�enough�fish�to�feed�herself� 

and�her�friends��who�pitch�in�with�their�own�supply�of�fresh�fruits�and�vegetables�


