Lanai, Adam & Shawn:

Serving Up Aloha in The Great Food Truck Race
Story: “Sunny” Ashley M. Fitzgerald

W

hat do you get when you put an executive chef, a standup comedian, and a performer-turned-serial-entrepreneur
into a lunch wagon on wheels, complete with cookware
and sharp knives? Though this scenario is certainly a recipe for
hilarity, it is not the opening line of a joke. It was the beginning of an
incredible adventure for our kama’āina, Adam Tabura, Lanai Tabura,
and Shawn Felipe. A journey none of them had ever envisioned, but
one that their Hawai’i roots had already prepared them for.

ON YOUR MARK...

When comedian and actor, Shawn Felipe, got a call to audition for The
Great Food Truck Race earlier this year, he didn’t think much of it. He
had been living in Los Angeles for a couple of years already, and had
regularly attended auditions. When the casting directors asked him
who he would have on his food truck team, he didn’t give that much
thought either. “I just blurted out their names: ‘Lanai and Adam,’”
Shawn recalls, laughing. “I didn’t even ask them if they wanted to do
it. I knew they would.”
Shawn had known the Tabura brothers for over a decade, and he
knew they could cook. But he really didn’t know any of the details of
the road that lay ahead.
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“It was a roller coaster!” Lanai says. “We didn’t know what to
expect.” After completing an application, an interview, and some
additional auditions, the team was required to create a cooking
demo. As longtime friends, all with some experience in the kitchen,
this should have been a fairly easy undertaking. But the challenge of
coordinating three busy schedules based in three separate locations
- with only one week’s notice - was a concern. Thankfully, not one
that would stop them. “Shawn lives in LA, Lanai lives on O’ahu, and I
live in Maui,” Adam explains, “So it was very challenging for us. Some
great force that God gave us brought us together to make this happen
in such a short amount of time.”

GET SET...

When they received the call - almost three weeks later - inviting them
to come to California to start filming for The Great Food Truck Race,
they were given only two weeks to commit and clear their schedules.
“It wasn't easy,” Lanai says. Since the time he was a teenager, Lanai
has kept a busy schedule, working first in radio and television. He
has appeared in a variety of TV commercials and TV shows, including
Jake and the Fat Man and Baywatch Hawai’i; produced a number of
others, such as Jan Ken Po; is credited with the co-creation of Island
98.5; does news segments for KHON; co-hosts a radio show, Hawai`i

No Ka `Oi, with longtime friend, Augie T; has recently added standup comedy and winemaking to his long list of accomplishments; and
now also works as a consultant, advising local Hawai`i businesses on
marketing and branding strategies. Preparing to leave the islands for
an undetermined amount of time was no small feat. “I had to cancel
about 12 gigs - comedy gigs, MC gigs. I had to take off work. I had to
find people to replace me.”

‘What's 1959?’” Adam says. “Lanai would always tell them, ‘That’s
when we became a state. But aloha has been around forever.’”

“I think that was the craziest part for everyone,” Adam adds. As the
executive chef at Basil Tomatoes Italian Grille on Maui, a consultant
to numerous hotels and restaurants, and the owner of The Spice
Rack Hawai`i, Adam also had a host of commitments at home that he
would have to put on hold. “We all had to give up our lives, our jobs,
our families.”

“The weather was the biggest thing,” Lanai recalls. “We were not
used to hail and snow and the elements. We weren't prepared for it;
we were wearing shorts!”

And though Shawn had already been living on the mainland for some
time, he, too, had sacrifices to make. Auditions and stand-up gigs
would have to wait, as would his annual trip home to Hawai`i. “I am
usually traveling around a lot, doing comedy,” Shawn says, “So that is
my time to come home and reconnect.”
“And,” Lanai explains, “We didn't even know how long we were
going to be gone. We could be eliminated first or we could last a few
months. But we didn't know. That was up to us to figure it out. And
that was part of the challenge.”
Though they left behind their own respective responsibilities in three
separate cities, they brought with them a shared respect - for each
other and the other teams. “We all had the same sacrifice; we took
this big risk to be on the show,” Adam says.

GO!

The team also brought a shared goal: to spread aloha. With that goal
in mind, their slogan, team name, and logo were born. “We came
up with the name collectively,” Lanai tells us. “The concept was to
keep it simple: who we are and what we are trying to do. And what
we decided we wanted to do was share aloha, one plate at a time.”

They had a dynamic team, the perfect name, a recognizable logo, and
an endless supply of aloha ready to share. But they had no idea that
the most difficult challenges they would face were some they hadn’t
thoroughly considered.

“The weather and the drive,” Adam adds, “By the first city, I wanted
to go home. I live on Maui; the longest car ride I go on is about 40
minutes. Imagine going 14 hours compared to 40 minutes!” Lucky
for Adam, his teammates took on the driving responsibilities; Lanai
drove the pace car and Shawn got stuck driving the food truck.
“When Shawn first called us about the show,” Lanai says, “I told him
jokingly, ‘If we get picked for this, I'm not driving the food truck. And
I know Adam is going to tell you he’s cooking.’ So Shawn said, ‘Ok,
I'll drive.’”
Shawn may have regretted those three simple words on more than
one occasion during the course of the competition. “They have
no idea what it was like to drive that thing!” Shawn says. “It is
uncomfortable. It gets really hot. It gets really cold.” He pauses,
laughing at the memory of his misfortune. “I felt like my food truck
was going through menopause! And it’s not quiet; everything in the
truck is shaking. I was afraid a cutting board would hit me in the back
of the head or something! I have never driven a food truck before, so
I was really stressed and exhausted.”
“I always made jokes about Shawn because he drove so slow,” Lanai
says, laughing. “But you know, we are from Hawai’i, so we're not in a
rush.” Lanai wasn’t the only one who noticed that the team was on
Hawaiian time. Their slow pace and laidback attitude earned them a
nickname from the production crew: “Slow-ha.”

One of Lanai’s digital illustrators helped
the team translate their concept and their
heritage into a logo that would convey
their connection to Hawai`i. “We wanted
to use the fork and spoon because
all three of us are half Filipino,” Lanai
explains. “And every Filipino house has a
big wooden fork and spoon hanging. The
volcano was so people would know we
are from Hawai`i. And at the bottom of
the logo it says ‘Since 1959’.”
This small detail proved to be a big
topic of conversation throughout the
competition. “Going into this race, we
wanted to represent both sides,” Adam
elaborates. “In 1959, we became a state.
But we also wanted to give credit to the
Hawaiians that gave us the opportunity
to share aloha. It was a big conversation
starter.” And a lesson the team shared
along the way. “People would ask,
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“When we started out, we were real laid back. We weren't running
around like crazy,” Adam admits. But in a competition where every
minute counts, the nickname didn’t settle well with the Aloha Plate
team.
“It bothered us when we found out,” Lanai says. “And we decided we
couldn’t just let these guys walk all over us.” The nickname touched
a nerve and sparked a fire. “Once they called us ‘Slow-ha,’” Adam
adds, “we digested that and said, ‘Tomorrow, we're gonna run them
around!’”
Although the team adjusted their pace for the race, their goal - to
play and share aloha - remained. And, at times, this confused their
competitors. “One of the teams told us they thought we were trying
to take them out of the game,” Lanai says, “because we were the first
people that ever came up to hug and kiss them.”
“It’s in our nature to walk up, say hello, and give a hug and kiss,”
Adam adds. “All the teams felt weird about us doing it at first. But by
halfway into the show, they were all doing it too!”

ourselves what we were representing...otherwise we would have
killed each other; there were sharp knives in the truck!”
“There is going to be some trash talking,” Adam says. “But we
practiced and played aloha the whole way. As much as the others
wanted to not like us, they were forced to,” he laughs, “There was
no choice if we showed them aloha and respect. You can't fight the
word ‘aloha’; it's just love.”
The team killed their competitors with kindness and tackled the
challenges with a culinary creativity they were raised on; all three
were exposed to multicultural cooking from a young age. Shawn’s
grandfather was a chef in the Army and his mother - who his father
met while stationed in Thailand - was a cook for Keo’s in Honolulu.
“I learned a lot of things by watching my grandfather and my mom,”
Shawn says. His mother passed her knowledge of, and love for, Thai
cuisine to Shawn. And in turn, he brought some of that to the race.

The Aloha Plate team did not choose to use intimidation or
manipulation to get ahead in The Great Food Truck Race. They fought
back with what they knew best: the values, flavors, practices, and
skills they learned growing up in Hawai’i.

The Tabura brothers also infused their own multi-ethnic influences
into the competition. “Growing up, we did a lot of barbecuing on the
beach at Manele Bay,” Lanai recalls. “I remember my uncle, Julian,
fishing opihi, my auntie’s chili, my grandparents’ Filipino food...There
was always something on the grill, and there was always different
types of ethnic food. It was always a variety...like going to the food
court,” he says, laughing. “And when I cook and eat now, I still like to
have a variety of flavors.”

“What kept us motivated was we had to represent Hawai’i and
represent aloha. Our number one rule was Be Aloha. But,” Adam
admits, “we lost that at times.”

“While we were conceiving the menu, our whole idea was Hawai’i
- not Hawaiian, but Hawai’i,” Adam explains, “because Hawai’i is
home to all of these different types of foods.”

“There were a couple times,” Lanai adds, “when we had to sit down
and remind each other, ‘You have the word ‘aloha’ on your shirt. We
have the word ‘aloha’ on the truck. We cannot be yelling at each
other.’ Part of aloha is working together and we had to remind

“If you look at food trucks, a lot of times they corner themselves a hot dog truck, a hamburger truck,” Lanai says. “We didn’t want
to do that. We wanted to keep it broad. We wanted to represent
Hawai’i.” And, they assure us, they did so with whatever ingredients

AND THEY’RE OFF!
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The team was not willing to gamble their time on rice, and
Adam was not willing to put out rushed rice just to have it
on the menu. “That was one thing I was proud of Adam
for,” Lanai says. “He could have easily taken shortcuts. But
he didn’t. He really tried to keep it as real as possible with
what we had. And that's what we did growing up: we kept
it real because that's all we had.”

were available in each location and the creativity they acquired from
childhood.
“When I was in 7th grade, my mom had to work,” Lanai explains. “So
I had to cook for my brothers. As we got older, Adam had to learn
how to cook because I would be leaving. There was nowhere to go
out to eat; you had to be creative. It was whatever you could come
up with.”
“There is no fast food on Lāna'i. There are no grocery stores open
late,” Adam says, of the island he and his brothers grew up on. “So
you had to get creative. We watched our parents and grandparents
cook off the land, off the ocean. It was basically survival. If we had
fish that week, it was fish. If we had deer, it was deer. And we never
just eat it one way. Venison would go from a chili to teriyaki to a
roast. Fish would go from dried to fried to steamed or even a soup.”

The Aloha Plate team stayed true to themselves and
committed to their goal. And they found that in doing so,
aloha came back to them. “The greatest adventure of this
whole thing was meeting people from Hawai`i and people
connected to Hawai`i,” Lanai says, “There were literally
times where I cried because I couldn't believe the support
that people had for Aloha Plate. Even in places that I have
never heard of, people would show up. Halaus came out.
People planned pā’inas where we parked. We would leave
and people would stay. These people didn't know who we
were, but it was a Hawai`i thing. It was the aloha spirit. It
gave people a chance to be home again.”
Adam, Lanai, and Shawn found their way home again, too, as they
rediscovered their roots on a journey that took them far from Hawai’i.
The teams in The Great Food Truck Race are not given much money,
time, answers, or ingredients to get them through the competition.
But what the Aloha Plate team brought was more than enough. The
fighting spirit of warriors, the culinary influences of ohana, and the
aloha of ancestors - shared, one plate at a time.

“If we had a lot of cabbage in the garden,” Lanai adds, “then we’d eat
spam and cabbage, corn beef and cabbage, we would eat everything
cabbage for a week.”
Their ability to adapt to whatever challenges and ingredients were
thrown at them served them well in the race. There is perhaps
no better testament to this than the fact that Aloha Plate, the first
Hawaiian food truck to ever compete in The Great Food Truck Race,
never once served rice.
“You could have a rice cooker, but you were given a budget,” Lanai
explains. “So you buy a rice cooker, or you buy a lot of food.” They
had the option to cook rice in a pot, but time was also a concern.
“Every minute counts in this race,” Lanai says. “A minute that you are
not selling is a dollar that you didn’t make. And that could cost you
the whole game.”
“As much as we wanted to put out rice, we did everything without
rice,” Adam adds, knowing full well that this fact confounds most
kama’āina. “Trust me, every city we went to there was one Hawaiian
or one Polynesian that walked up to the truck and said ‘What brah,
get rice?’”
“No, that’s not true,” Lanai interjects. “Adam was in the truck cooking.
I was outside. It was nine out of 10 people that asked for rice!”
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Three Scoops of Aloha
KM: What did this experience teach you about yourself?
Shawn: It taught me about good friendships and how to work with people in general. And how unique Hawai`i is. I never knew how
unique it was, especially our aloha spirit. We are like one people.
Lanai: I learned how much patience I have. I knew I had patience, but this show pushed me to the edge. I learned how much aloha
I have, too. I am a big promoter of aloha, but I never realized that aloha comes from you; no one else can help you. There’s a lot of
people that have it, but they’re not sharing it. This world could be a better place if people share it.
Adam: I have always had a problem with authority. I don’t like people telling me what to do. This whole show was based on someone
telling me what to do and how to do it! Every day taught me - Lanai taught me, Shawn taught me - everybody offered me a little bit
of their time to show me I can be a better individual. Traveling along this journey was a life changing thing for me - not as a
chef, not as a local boy - but as an individual… Understanding that the world out there does not have the aloha
that Lanai talked about. I learned I have a lot of aloha to share. I just have to put it out there, so people can
either grab ahold of it, or be part of it, or have some ownership of it.
KM: Something you wish you had in your food truck?
Adam: Another cook.
Lanai: A rice cooker.
Shawn: Rice. Hawai’i people need rice!
KM: One thing that every kitchen needs?
Lanai and Adam (simultaneously):
Hawaiian salt.
Shawn: Sriracha.
KM: One thing you missed the most
when you were on the road?
Adam: The weather.
Lanai: Salt water.
Shawn: My bed. And my pajamas
that nobody is allowed to see.
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And a Side of...
KM: If you win, what would you do with the money?
Lanai: Pay the IRS. And take a nice vacation. I travel a lot, but I want to go to Italy to visit some vineyards.
Adam: I want to upkeep my business (The Spice Rack), take a vacation, go home to Lāna'i. I want to take some money home and help
my mom with little things around the house.
Shawn: Take care of my bills and tithes. And put it in the bank, I guess.
KM: That is so responsible, Shawn! But what would you really do?
Shawn: Buy pajamas.
KM: If you could sum up your experience in three words what would they be?
Lanai: What an experience. Shawn: Wild crazy fun. Adam: Un-truck-ing believeable.
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