
PALEKA LEINA'ALA MATTOS 

Paleka Mattos named her halau "Hula Halau 'O Kamuela" in honor of 

her uncle and mentor, Sam Nae' ole. Bach year, her halau 

p a r t i c i p a t e s in the Merrie Monarch Festival and the Queen 

L i l i ' u o k a l a n i Keiki Hula Competition. 

My r o o t s o f becoming a Kumu H u l a began a t t h e 

t e n d e r age o f s i x y e a r s o l d . I s t u d i e d u n d e r H u l a 

M a s t e r Sam Nae' o l e - he was my u n c l e (my m o t h e r ' s 

b r o t h e r ) . I l e a r n e d u n d e r him and g r a d u a t e d f r o m him 

liiinlPriitiiiiii Ml i I I I I iiii I I I I I I |1 1. \\ ~7C . 

My U n c l e Sam s t u d i e d t h e h u l a f r o m v a r i o u s 

t e a c h e r s , where he had a c q u i r e d a c o m b i n a t i o n o f 

d i f f e r e n t s t y l e s o r methods o f h u l a . A l t h o u g h he was 

a h u l a t e a c h e r , i t d i d n ' t mean he s t o p p e d l e a r n i n g . 

He s t i l l h ad so much more t o l e a r n f r o m t h e o l d e r 

p e o p l e who knew more about t h i n g s t h a t r e f e r r e d t o 

h u l a . He p u t a l l t h i s knowledge t o g e t h e r and he 

f o r m e d h i s own s t y l e . 

My " u n i k i " ceremony was h e l d i n Waimanalo i n 

a l u ' a u t e n t . Some o f t h e most p r e s t i g i o u s p e o p l e i n 

h u l a t o d a y a t t e n d e d . A n o t h e r g i r l was t o u n i k i a s a n 



a l a k a ' i and I a s a kumu h u l a . 

The d r e s s i n g ceremony f o r t h e u n i k i was done 

by my U n c l e . P r i o r t o my u n i k i , I had l e a r n e d 

numerous o l i and c h a n t s and was f o r t u n a t e t o p r e s e n t 

m y s e l f w i t h d a n c e s , where I p e r f o r m e d on t h e s t a g e . 

I t was a s i m p l e ceremony f o r u s . 

My U n c l e s a i d I d i d n ' t have t o go t h r o u g h a l l 

t h e o t h e r r i t u a l s b e c a u s e we were C a t h o l i c s . E v e n 

t o d a y , we r e s p e c t t h e h u l a and t h e H a w a i i a n c u l t u r e 

b u t I ' l l go t o c h u r c h and s a y a l i t t l e p r a y e r b e f o r e 

I go t o t h e M e r r i e Monarch F e s t i v a l . T h a t i s my way, 

and my U n c l e d i d t h e same t h i n g t o o . 

I j u s t knew h u l a was my c a l l i n g . I l o v e 

d a n c i n g and I l o v e e v e r y a s p e c t o f h u l a . B u t my U n c l e 

w a n t e d me t o l e a r n more about P o l y n e s i a n d a n c i n g . He 

s a i d t h a t i t w o u l d be an e x t r a a s s e t when y o u go i n t o 

t h e w o r l d . When t h e h o t e l s c a l l , t h e y w i l l want more 

t h a n o n l y h u l a . T h a t was b u s i n e s s . 

P a r t o f my s t y l e i s my U n c l e ' s s t y l e , b u t 

a n o t h e r p a r t o f i t i s my s t y l e . I s t a y e d w i t h U n c l e 

Sam u n t i l he p a s s e d away i n 1 9 8 1 . I t was a t h i s 

f u n e r a l t h a t a l o t o f h i s s t u d e n t s a s k e d me t o " t a k e 



o v e r " . I s a i d , "No, I'm n o t g o i n g t o t a k e o v e r , b u t 

I m i g h t c o n t i n u e where U n c l e l e f t o f f . " So 11 i fiiPinnl j 

n a Qjjuim^r-rj-mji^ '-17 I s a i d t o m y s e l f , " T h i s i s i t , P a l e k a . 

L e t ' s do y o u r t h i n g . " 

I f i r s t went i n t o what i s commonly known a s 

" c o n t e m p o r a r y H a w a i i a n " , meaning t h a t I s t a r e d t o j a z z 

e v e r y t h i n g , up. I t h o u g h t t h i s i s what t h e p e o p l e 

w a n t e d . E v e r y t h i n g was s c r e a m i n g . A t t h e t i m e I had 

come o u t f u l l bloom, many h a l a u were j u m p i n g a l l o v e r 

t h e s t a g e , d o i n g f a b u l o u s f a s t - s t e p p e d k a h i k o . So 

t h e r e I was g o i n g w i l d ; j u s t l i k e them. I t was 

awesome t o l o o k a t , b u t i t was n o t r e a l l y h u l a . I t 

t o o k me a l o n g t i m e t o r e a l i z e t h a t I must r e t u r n t o 

b a s i c s where I o r i g i n a l l y s t a r t e d f r o m . I t was o n l y 

a m a t t e r o f t i m e , b e f o r e I had t o g e t t h a t 

" c o n t e m p o r a r y " s t y l e o u t o f my s y s t e m . 

I remember g o i n g t o my f i r s t c o m p e t i t i o n . I 

had been o n l y t e a c h i n g h u l a f o r s i x months on my own 

when I e n t e r e d t h e Queen L i l i ' u o k a l a n i K e i k i H u l a 

C o m p e t i t i o n . T h e r e , I o v e r h e a r d someone s a y t h a t 

" P a l e k a was f a b u l o u s i n T a h i t i a n b u t she knew n o t h i n g 

a b o u t h u l a " . I s a i d t o m y s e l f , " I ' 11 - ^ * r y o u . " 



A l t h o u g h my h a l a u came i n t h i r d o r f o u r t h t h a t 

f i r s t t i m e , I was d i s a p p o i n t e d b e c a u s e t h e c h i l d r e n 

w e re so good. 

To p r o v e t o m y s e l f t h a t t h e c h i l d r e n w ere good 

i n h u l a , t h e f o l l o w i n g week I went t o t h e h u l a 

c o m p e t i t i o n i n Maui and won f i r s t p l a c e i n a l l 

d i v i s i o n s . 

T e a c h i n g h u l a i s a j o y . I c a n t e a c h e v e r y d a y 

f o r a h u n d r e d y e a r s . T h a t ' s how much I l o v e i t . My 

g r e a t e s t a c c o m p l i s h m e n t i n h u l a i s b e i n g a b l e t o t e a c h 

t h e g i r l s who h a v e a h a r d t i m e l e a r n i n g t o d a n c e . 

E v e r y c h i l d does n o t h a v e t h e same l e a r n i n g a b i l i t y 

and i s d i f f e r e n t . H u l a t e a c h e r s h a v e t o r e a l i z e i t 

and work a t a s l o w e r p a c e . Some a r e n o t a s q u i c k a s 

o t h e r s . T h a t ' s where b e i n g p a t i e n t comes i n . I j u s t 

know t h a t I c a n make anyone l o v e h u l a a s much a s I do 

and e v e n t u a l l y t e a c h them t o dance t h i s s p e c i a l a r t . 

H u l a goes t h r o u g h p e r i o d s o f change s u c h a s 

l i f e - l i k e a c i r c l e o f l i f e . W i t h t h e g r o w t h o f o u r 

c h i l d r e n and kupuna, t h e s t y l e o f h u l a changed f r o m 

t r a d i t i o n a l t o a more i n n o v a t i v e and " f a n c y " s t y l e . 

B e c a u s e o f i t s f a n c i n e s s , I b e l i e v e t h e k e i k i l i k e d i t 



so much and t h o u g h t i t was e x c i t i n g and f u n . T h e y g o t 

b a c k i n t o h u l a . 

T h r o u g h t h i s l a r g e d e s i r e t o l e a r n and dance 

t h e h u l a - i t made i t s c i r c l e and became t r a d i t i o n a l 

a g a i n . B u t by t h e n , t h e s t u d e n t s h a v e l e a r n e d t o l o v e 

t h e h u l a and t h e y i n v i t e d t r a d i t i o n . H u l a w i l l n e v e r 

l o s e i t s t r a d i t i o n , a s l o n g a s kumu a s m y s e l f i s 

t e a c h i n g . We a l l w i l l go t h r o u g h o u r l i t t l e s p o r a d i c 

i n - b e t w e e n s o f e x p e r i m e n t a t i o n and new i d e a s , b u t w i l l 

r e t u r n . 

R i g h t now I'm s e t t l e d i n t o a more t r a d i t i o n a l 

l i n e . B u t who knows. Two y e a r s f r o m now, a h a l a u 

m i g h t come up " b u r s t i n g w i t h s o m e t h i n g ( s t y l e ) new and 

e v e r y b o d y w i l l f o l l o w t h e t r a i n " . 


