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Introduction

Paddling to find the perfect position for the approaching wave, the surfer paddles faster
and faster as the wave moves closer. Finally the wave lifts and catches the surfboard, and surfer
and board move as one flying down the wave. While riding towards shore, feelings of adrenaline
and excitement flow through the surfer. After the ride ends, the surfer feels exhilarated to go out
and catch another wave. When surfing produces such a thrill as this, it is no surprise that surfers
become upset when crowds of other surfers interfere with their access to waves.

In order to surf there must be waves, but what happened when the waves were perfect
and many surfers vied for the best position to ride the next wave in? Overcrowding. What
happened when non-locals caused overcrowding? Localism. Localism is the act of local surfers
behaving territorially over their waves. While surfing surfers experienced “an ephemeral
endorphin high called stoke™ and when access to waves and the feeling of stoke became
threatened, surfers became angry and anxious.' As a result locals established an “in-the-water
hierarchy” in which they claimed priority over waves.” Through this hierarchy local surfers
delegated the resources or waves. Since good surf spots “are limited in supply,” surfers felt
protective over them.® Surfers expressed their possessive feelings over their waves and reacted
territorially to encroachment.

Surfers have expressed localism through verbal assault, violence, intimidation and
various other means. Sometimes they threatened newcomers by “simple turf-marking” in which

surfers used graffiti to assert that the surf spot was for locals only. Another more violent form of

! Steve Barilotti, “Localism Works,” Surfer Magazine (April 22,2003), 2.

*Eric Ishiwata, “Local Motions: Surfing and the Politics of Wave Sliding,” Cultural Values, 6 (2002), 259.

3 M. De Alessi, “The Customs and Culture of Surfing, and an Opportunity for a New Territorialism?” Reef Journal,
1, (2009), 85.
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localism was when surfers exchanged punches. Occasionally surfers used intimidation to frighten
outsiders by giving “hard looks,” dropping in on a wave and cutting off non-local surfers,
vandalizing cars or abusing non-locals verbally.! Using “fear, intimidation, and bravado,” surfers
tried to prevent outsiders and beginning surfers from riding their waves.” At times the
“reputation and notoriety” of a surf spot for having aggressive locals kept people away.’ Using
the infamous reputation of a surf spot as a form of localism, surfers did not have to actually fight
outsiders.

Localism in surfing has occurred since the sport originated in Hawai‘i. While historians
are not certain about the earliest date of surfing in Hawai‘i, historian Ben Finney stated that
Polynesians settled in Hawai'i in 500 A.D. bringing with them surfing. Finney believed that
Hawaiian surfing evolved several hundred years after the arrival of the Polynesians.7 Today
localism continues to be an aspect of the sport and surf culture because of the increasing
popularity of surfing. Through examining the history of surfing, especially the growth of the
sport, one can decipher the development and patterns of localism. The meaning behind territorial
behavior at a surf break often had specific explanations based on the background of the surf spot
and surfers. Although it seemed that the main reason for localism and surfers’ territorial behavior
was a reaction to the encroachment of outsiders on waves that locals felt entitled too, there were
other explanations that might not have been apparent.

Various forms of localism have existed since surfing began, but different versions of

localism have represented quite disparate responses to a wide range of conditions. In Hawai‘i

4 Matt Warshaw, The History of Surfing. (San Francisco: Chronicle Books, 2010), 263.
5 Brad Melekian, “Localism Doesn’t Work: a Purely Rational Study of Surfing’s Biggest Moral Quandary,” Surfing

Magazine (January 7, 2010), 2.

¢ Warshaw, The History of Surfing, 264.

" Ben R. Finney, and James D. Houston, Surfing: the Sport of Hawaiian Kings (Rutland: Charles E. Tuttle
Company, 1966), 23.
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the ali ‘i, or Hawaiian royal chiefs, practiced localism against the commoners to reinforce their
higher social status. After the arrival of Westerners and the ensuing colonization of Hawai‘i the
sport did not disappear. In the early twentieth century surfing spread to California and Australia.
As surfing grew in popularity the design of the surfboard changed, making surfing more
accessible to large numbers of people. Surfing became a part of American culture, and it was
popularized in music and in film. Once surfing became “accessible to the masses,” the masses
competed for a shrinking number of prime surf locations.®
In the twentieth century the Hui O He ‘e Nalu of the North Shore of O*ahu—founded by

mostly Native Hawaiians—practiced a form of localism that reflected resistance to colonialism
in Hawai'i. Their unique explanation for localism reflects the importance of surfing to
Hawaiians and their culture. Towards the end of the century, the Bra Boys, from Maroubra,
Australia, a notorious self-described surf brotherhood, exhibited localism not only at their home
break but also at a neighboring surf spot. Recently at the Tavarua surf resort in Fiji another form
of localism developed in the form of economic localism. In order to access the waves at
Tavarua, surfers have to pay and stay at the resort; however, within the past year this practice
ceased because the Fijian government decided to open up Tavarua to all surfers. Surfers have
tried to improve and decrease localism in surfing, yet the phenomenon persisted. It is difficult to
combat localism due to a number of causal factors: localism as a way to denote status, resist
western colonialism and the intrusion of outsiders, respond to overcrowding, and create a sense
of community. Localism is a social phenomenon that occurs in surfing where surfers defend their
local waves and beach from outsiders for specific reasons relating to that particular location and

group of surfers.

* Guy Trebay, “Hawaiians are demanding a Little Respect,” New York Times (May 19, 2008), 1.
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The First Occurrence of Localism in Hawai‘i: The Ali‘i and Commoners

The powerful ali‘i, or chiefs of Hawai‘i exhibited localism when they claimed access to
the best waves for surfing. Even though there were areas where both the ali‘i and commoners
surfed, the ali‘i had rights over particular surf breaks and excluded others using the kapu
system.” Through the kapu or “governing system,” chiefs maintained order over their subjects
and punished them for disobeying the kapu.'” A Hawaiian legend about Piikoi illustrated the
authority the ali‘i had over certain surf breaks. According to legend, Piikoi surfed near the break
that the queen claimed for herself and was taboo to everyone else. Yet the only good waves for
surfing that day were the queen’s “forbidden surf.” As a swell approached Piikoi suggested to the
queen that she take the first wave while he followed on the second. However, the queen decided
to surf the same wave as Piikoi. By surfing the same wave as the queen Piikoi, broke the taboo
and his punishment was execution. Fortunately Piikoi proved that he was “the famous rat-killer”
and the queen did not kill him."" This legend revealed that interfering with the ali*i or the locals

had consequences. The ali‘i declaration of exclusive access to waves was an early form of

localism because they denied commoners use of those waves.

? Finney and Houston, 46.
10 warshaw, The History of Surfing, 23.

"' Finney, 46-47.
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Olo and Alaia: Surfboards that Denoted Status

Figure 1. Olo and Alaia Boards'

Ali‘i distinguished themselves from commoners through the type of surfboard they
utilized. The olo board was the surfboard of the ali‘i. Construction of a surfboard for a chief had
rituals, while a board for a commoner did not have any special ceremonies. To make the
surfboard a builder used wood from a koa, breadfruit or wiliwili tree. After cutting down the tree,

the builder buried a kumu fish at the foot of the tree and said prayers to the fish as “compensation

to the spirits.”'? Large and heavy, the olo board weighed around one hundred fifty pounds.

"? Finney, 47.
1 Warshaw, The History of Surfing, 24.
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Because of its size, the olo was useful for “large, humping swells™ that existed in a few parts of
Hawai‘i. Although such board could catch waves far off shore, it was difficult to maneuver. At
Waikiki the board was perfect for catching waves; however Waikiki’s “long, low swells and
sandy shore” environment was not common throughout the rest of Hawai‘i.'"* When the ali‘i
surfed with an olo they differentiated themselves from other surfers. Since they alone used the
olo board and because it worked best at certain surf spots, the ali‘i monopolized particular
breaks. The olo board reflected the high status of the surfer, as well as his local status.

Yet the ali‘i and commoners both surfed with the alaia board. This board was broad,
short and “plank-like in its thinness.” Some of the largest alaia boards measured “seven to twelve
feet long.” Like the olo board, builders used koa or wiliwili wood to build the alaia board. For
surfing fast steep waves, these boards worked best because of their mobility. Surfers preferred
alaia boards for surfing along the coast of Kona where waves broke closer in."” Since the ali‘i
also used the alaia board, they mingled with commoners when surfing waves best suited for that
board. When surfing with an alaia board, the chiefs’ high stature was not as prominent. As the
powerful rulers, the ali‘i had a choice of whether or not they wanted to surf by themselves or

with commoners depending on what type of board they used.

Personal Surf Chants

Surfboards were not the only way in which the chiefs defined themselves as different
from commoners. Chiefs had their own specialized chants that chanters recited while they were
surfing. One mele inoa or name chant revealed the surfing skill and high standing of King

William Charles Lunalilo. The name chant stated “ ‘Auhea ‘o ka lani la, Aia i ka he'e nalu, He ‘e

" Finney, 48-49.
¥ Finney, 48-50.
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ana i ka lala la, Ho'i ana i ka muku, A ka nalu o Ho'eu la” (“Where is the royal chief? There
surfing, Surfing on the long wave, Returning on the short wave, On the Ho*eu wave.”)

According to translator Nona Beamer, “Ho‘eu” means “very high, referring to royalty,” so this

chant emphasized both the king’s ability to surf a large wave and his royal status. One line from

the chant of King Lunalilo stated, “Kanaenae o ka lani,” meaning “a prayerful chant for the
chief.”"® This line illustrated how surf chants were a medium for sending prayers to the surfing

chief. Chanters sang the chants to help chiefs perform well out in the surf.’

Colonists Take-Over Hawai‘i, yet Surfing Prevails

Surfing was a popular cultural activity for Hawaiians, but the arrival of Europeans to
Hawai‘i decreased the Hawaiian population. On January 18, 1778 Captain Cook’s ships the
Resolution and the Discovery landed at Kaua‘i." With them the explorers brought diseases such
as syphilis and tuberculosis, to which the Hawaiian people had no immunity."”” Cook knew that
some of his men carried venereal diseases and tried to keep the Hawaiian women from coming
onto the boats; nonetheless, the sailors and the Hawaiians intermingled and diseases spread.20
William Ellis, a member of Cook’s expedition, stopped by the islands in 1778, and when he

returned ten months later he noted that “we found the venereal disease raging among these poor

16 Nona Beamer, “Auhca ‘O Ka Lani’ (Where Is the Royal Chief),” in Pacific Passages: An Anthology of Surf
Writing. ed. Patrick Moser (Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 2008), 42-43.

" Finney, 45.

™ Gary Y. Okihiro, Island World: a History of Hawai'i and the United States (Berkeley: University of California

Press, 2008), 136.
19 David E. Stannard. Before the Horror (Honolulu: University of Hawai'i Press, 1989), 7, 48.

20 Gavan Daws. Shoal of Time: A History of the Hawaiian Islands (New York: The Macmillian Company, 1968), 6.
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people. . . and it was the opinion of most, that we, in our former visit, had been the cause of this
irreparable injury.™' When the explorers first arrived the Hawaiian population numbered around
400,000 people; however by the 1890s the population reduced to 40,000 because of the
diseases.”” Although many died, the Hawaiians who survived proceeded to surf.

In the 1800s the next wave of foreigners that entered Hawai‘i, the American and
European missionaries, discouraged surfing. Because they viewed the Hawaiians as inferior
savages, their goal was to civilize them.” They regarded surfing as associated with “idleness and
sexual freedoms” especially since women and men surfed together in the ocean naked.”*
However surfing did not disappear, and on Maui and O‘ahu surfing continued with smaller
crowds of Hawaiians.” Chester S. Lyman, a teacher, witnessed surfing in Waikiki in 1846 and
noticed that “chiefs are all provided with surfboards” and even tried surfing himself*® The
intrusion of the missionaries into Hawai*i marked the beginning of the colonization of the
islands. Hawaiians preserved and practiced surfing, their cultural and recreational activity.

As the missionaries established schools and businesses in Hawai‘i, more Whites became
involved with local politics. In 1848 “the mahele” or “division of lands” occurred where
Hawaiians lands were divided and open for sale. American businessmen purchased land for
sugarcane plantations, taking Hawaiians’ land and marginalizing them.”” The White

businessmen became powerful in Hawaiian politics and imposed the Bayonet constitution in

! Stannard, 69.

* Okihiro, 59.

2 Daws, 62.

* Okihiro, 59.

25 saiah Helekunihi Walker, “Hui Nalu, Beachboys and the Surfing Boarder-lands of Hawai'i,” The Contemporary
Pacific, 20, (2008), 94.

> Chester S. Lyman, “Around the Horn to the Sandwich Islands and California,” in Pacific Passages: An Anthology
of Surf Writing. ed. Patrick Moser (Honolulu: University of Hawai'i Press, 2008), 106-107.

7 Isaiah Helekunihi Walker. “Terrorism or Native Protest? The Hui ‘O He'e Nalu and Hawaiian Resistance to

Colonialism,” Pacific Historical Review, 74 (2005), 593.




1887. It included voting requirements that excluded most Hawaiians from voting.” After the

Bayonet Constitution, Whites gained control of the government and King Kalakaua lost power.20

When Kalakaua's sister Lili’uokalani became queen in 1891, she created her own constitution

9,3 ()

that would “restore the liberties of the Hawaiian monarchy and the Hawaiian people.™" In

reaction to her bold agenda, a group of White politicians formed the Committee of Safety and
planned to overthrow her.' On January 17, 1893 the Committee of Safety with the support of
John L. Stevens, the United States minister, took over the government building and overthrew
the Hawaiian monarchy.32 On August 12, 1898, the United States annexed Hawai‘i.*’ The
displacement of the Hawaiian monarchy signaled the completion of the colonial takeover of
Hawai‘i by White Americans. As a result of this unjust takeover Hawaiians resented foreigners
and turned to surfing to escape from colonialism. Surfing would later become a medium to

express opposition to the unfair seizure of Hawai'‘i.

Surfing’s Popularity Expands out of Hawai‘i

After this coup, a white businessman Alexander Hume Ford appropriated surfing as a

way to increase the tourism industry. In his Mid-Pacific Magazine, he promoted surfing and

** Michael Kioni Dudley, and Keoni Kealoha Agard, “A History of Dispossession,” in Pacific Diaspora: Island
Pcoples in the United States and Across the Pacific, ed. Paul Spickard, Joanne L. Rondilla, and Debbie Hippolite
Wright (Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 2002), 315-316.

* Daws, 253.

* Ibid., 264, 271.

" Dudley and Agard, 317.

*2 Walker, “Terrorism or Native Protest?” 593.

* Walker, “Hui Nalu, Beachboys,” 95.

9
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stated that “anyone can learn to ride the surf-board at Waikiki.”™* By writing about surfing, Ford
used the sport to lure tourists and money to Hawai‘i.** Ford taught writer Jack London how to

surf, and London wrote about his surfing experiences. London described how simple it was to

si¥bop o
learn how to surf and wrote, “what that Kanaka can do you can do yourself. Their writings

acquainted the sport of surfing with mainlanders in the United States.

With the growing popularity of surfing came the development of organized surf clubs in
Waikiki. In 1908 Ford formed the Outrigger Canoe Club, an organization that taught Whites
how to surf.*” However only Caucasians could become members of the Outrigger Club™® The
club was “a racially segregated organization for the elite haole” or the Hawaiian word for white
people, and in reaction native Hawaiians formally created their own surf club, the fui Nalu, in
1911, which had first been constructed in 1905.” While surfing out in the ocean had been a
place where Hawaiians had sole control, Waikiki beach became a location “where haole and
Hawaiian worlds collided.™” Competitions between the two clubs occurred, and the Hawaiians
dominated.”" Although the Outrigger Canoe Club tried to overtake Hawaiian surfing by forming

its own elite group, Hawaiian surfers challenged the club and remained superior out in the surf.

Surfing Travels Qutside of Hawai‘i: More People Catch the Stoke
Surfing began to spread outside of Hawai‘i. The first people to surf in California were

three sons of a chief from Kauai who while attending school in San Mateo, surfed in Santa Cruz

* Alexander Hume Ford, “Aquatic Sports,” in Pacific Passages: An Anthology of Surf Writing, ed. Patrick Moser
(Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 2008), 147-148.

* Okihiro, 54.

% Jack London, “Riding the South Seas Surf,” in Pacific Passages: An Anthology of Surf Writing, ed. Patrick Moser
(Honolulu: University of Hawai'i Press, 2008), 139.

‘" Ford. 149.

* Finney, 71.

* Walker, “Hui Nalu, Beachboys,” 95-96.

“Ibid., 91.

' Ibid., 96-97.




in 1885." In 1907 George Freeth traveled to San Francisco and Los Angeles and demonstrated
surfing.”’ Freeth was part Hawaiian and described how “when I made my next trip to the United
States | brought the surfboard art with me” and contributed to the growth of surfing.*! Freeth’s
demonstrations of surfing at Redondo Beach and throughout Southern California attracted people
to the sport.** During these presentations Freeth also taught children how to shape their own
surfboards.** Hawaiian Olympic swimmer and surfer Duke Kahanamoku also helped popularize
the sport throughout the United States by giving swim and surf exhibitions."” While
Kahanamoku traveled on the east coast for the Olympic games, he modeled surfing. From 1922
to 1929 Kahanamoku surfed often in Southern California, at the same time that he worked on his
acting career; his presence in the Southern California surf encouraged more people to try
surfing.** Because of Freeth’s and Kahanamoku’s displays of Hawaiian surfing, people
elsewhere took up the sport.

Surfing dispersed beyond California to Australia several years later. A form of body
surfing or “surf-shooting” existed in Australia. Arthur Lowe from Manlu Beach described it: “I
found myself plunging with the wave as it rolled to shore. And then swimming with the wave [as
it] broke.™’ Tommy Tanna from the South Pacific Island Vanuatu had also introduced a form of
bodysurfing in Australia that circulated to different beaches.” However it was Duke

Kahanamoku who introduced Hawaiian surfing to Australians. In 1914 he went to Australia and

*2 Warshaw, The History of Surfing, 48.

** Warshaw, The History of Surfing, 49.
“ George Frecth, “Article from The Evening Herald (1917),” in Pacific Passages: An Anthology of Surf Writing, ed.

Patrick Moser (Honolulu: University of Hawai'i Press, 2008), 153, 154.

45 Warshaw, The History of Surfing, 49.

“1bid., 50.

7 Ibid., 55.

% |saiah Helekunihi Walker, Waves of Resistance: Surfing and History in Twentieth-Century Hawai'i, (Honolulu:
University of Hawai‘i Press, 2011), 32.

4 Warshaw, The History of Surfing, 57.

Ibid., 57.
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demonstrated surfing, shaped boards and offered tips about technique.”' Kahanamoku shaped a
surfboard out of a sugar pine tree to use while surfing at Manly Beach in Australia.** Australians
surfers made copies of this board and practiced surfing.”’ Surfing gradually became more
popular in Australia; however the Surf Life Saving Association or SLSA, which focused on
lifesaving skills, dominated the beaches.** While surfing developed slowly in Australia

compared to California, it did eventually become popular.

The Evolution of the Surfboard: From Over One Hundred Pounds to Twelve

As surfing spread beyond Hawai‘i, the design and materials of the surfboard began to
change. Tom Blake, a surfer originally from Wisconsin, moved to Hawai‘i in 1924 where he
surfed and experimented with new surfboard designs.” Inspired by the olo board, Blake made a
fifteen foot redwood board in 1926; however, he thought the board was too heavy so he decided
to modify it. To make the board lighter, Blake poked holes in it and then covered it with veneer
naming it the hollow board. Blake’s hollow board weighed around sixty pounds while a solid
redwood board weighed “up to one hundred and twenty pounds.” Further altering his design,
Blake built a “cigar model” which had a rib-bracing similar to the wings of an airplane. During
the 1930s Blake made his boards even lighter; a ten foot board weighed forty pounds.
Lifeguards at beaches liked and utilized Blake’s boards because they were light, easy to use,
floated well and moved quickly on the water.>® In 1932 he patented his hollow board also known

as the “water sled.” He signed with the Robert Mitchell Company, a furniture company, to

* Ibid., 58, 59.

52 Walker, Waves of Resistance, 32.

53 Warshaw, The History of Surfing, 69.
*Ibid.. 70, 71.

3% Warshaw, The History of Surfing, 61.
* Ibid... 64.
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manufacture and sell his boards en masse. Overall Blake did not sell many of his manufactured
boards because surfing in the United States in the 1930s had a small following.”” Yet by creating
a hollow board and reducing the weight of the board, he enabled more people to take up surfing
because the board was casier to carry. Another innovation Blake contributed to surfboard design
was the stabilizing fin. Blake found a steel “keel-shaped” fin that was four inches by one foot
and in 1935 attached it to the bottom of his board. With the addition of the fin surfing changed.
Blake stated “never before had I experienced such control and stability,” because the board
“turned any way you wanted it.”*® Although the fin allowed surfers more control on waves,
surfers did not adopt the new technology until the 1940s.*” His experiments with board design
prompted others to try altering surfboards.

In the late 1930s three haoles, while surfing in Hawai‘i, created a new style of a
surfboard. John Kelly, Fran Heath and Wally Froiseth went surfing at Browns near Diamond
Head on O*ahu and kept “sliding ass” or picking up speed while moving down the steep wave
causing the tail of the board to swing in the direction of the shore.”” “Sliding ass” or “spinning
out” caused the surf ride to end.®' Fed up, John Kelly decided to cut the end of a surfboard and
make the tail of the board five inches wide instead of eighteen inches. When he tried the new
board out, it was a success. Wally Froiseth tried out the new design and yelled “these things
really get you in the hot curl.” As a result “the new narrow-tail design™ became known as the hot
curl board. Although the board did not become very popular in Hawai‘i, the hot curl was a

precursor to future boards.” During the 1940s changes to surfboard design stalled because of

7 1bid., 72.

** Ibid., 64.

* Ibid., 65.

“ Warshaw, The History of Surfing, 82, 62.
" Ibid., 82.

“Ibid., 82, 83.
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World War I1. Output of surfboards declined because materials for boards became necessary for
war produclion."" However, after the war more drastic changes to surfboards occurred.
Bob Simmons, a surfer and engineer, designed lightweight surfboards in the late 1940s

inspired by science. Reading Lindsay Lord’s Naval Architecture of Planing Hulls in 1946,

Simmons used the information in the book about hydrodynamics and boat designs and related it
to surfboard construction. Lord also described applying fiberglass and polyester resin to a
surface to create a “waterproof shell.” Influenced by Lord, Simmons put fiberglass and resin on

the tip of his surfboard to make it stronger and then a year later covered the entire board with the

64

substances.* Simmons wanted to make a board that had “more speed and a longer ride.”

Eventually he built a board eight feet long and twenty-four inches wide that moved fast. He
added two five inch fins at the corners of the tail of the board so it did not spin out of control.
From 1947 to 1950 Simmons made his surfboards out of balsa wood covered in fiberglass that
weighed around forty pounds. Combing different materials, Simmons created a “sandwich”
board, which consisted of a Styrofoam core covered with plywood and had balsa for the rails.
The sandwich board weighed twenty pounds yet it was flimsy and difficult to make.%> Using
different materials and creative designs Simmons made strong, light boards that moved faster in
the water.®® Surfer Greg Noll described Simmons’s “contribution to surfing [as] the transition to
lighter-weight boards and the use of fiberglass.”’ Surfboards became lighter and lighter and with

lighter boards more people could take up surfing.

“* Ibid.. 87.

“ Warshaw, The History of Surfing, 100.

“* Ibid., 101.

“ Ibid., 102.

“7 Greg Noll and Andrea Gabbard, Da Bull: Life Over the Edge (Berkeley: North Atlantic Books, 1989), 95.

14
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Southern Californian surfers Joe Quigg and Matt Kivlin also built lightweight boards in
the 1940s and 1950s.** One of Quigg’s friends Tommy Zahn, asked Quigg to make a surfboard
for his girlfriend, Darrilyn Zanuck in 1947. Quigg made a “redwood-and-balsa squaretail” board
that weighed forty pounds and was ten feet and two inches tall. Not only did Zanuck like the
board but also Zahn and other male surfers because it was easy to mancuver.”’ In 1950 Quigg
and Kivlin continued to make twenty-five pound and nine-foot balsa boards for the female
surfers of Malibu. Because the boards were light, more teenage girls began surfing at Malibu.”
Clearly both male and female surfers enjoyed surfing with lightweight boards, and by the end of
the decade the prevalence of lighter boards made surfing more accessible and popular.

Surfboard design radically changed with polyurethane. Hobie Alter opened up his first
surfboard store in 1954 in Dana Point. In 1957 a salesman walked into his store with a sample of
polyurethane foam and Alter knew that the new substance would be useful for surfboards. He
exclaimed to his friends “this is it, boys. The future of surfboards, right here.””' However Alter
did not know if experimenting with foam would be economical given that balsa was still the
favored material for surfboards. Yet as surfing’s popularity grew, the supply of balsa dwindled.
Alter discussed foam with one of his workers Gordon “Grubby” Clark who believed that they
could develop some type of board with the foam. Clark and Alter went to Laguna Canyon and
developed a factory where Clark started creating formulas for the foam.”* To build a foam blank,
they added polyurethane to a mold in the shape of a surfboard and then let the foam expand.” In

1957 and 1958 Clark tested the foam and mold designs. They built a “concrete-and-steel

“* Warshaw, The History of Surfing, 104,

“ Ibid., 105.

" bid., 107.

" Warshaw, The History of Surfing, 164, 162.

" Ibid., 165.

" William Finnegan, “Blank Monday: Could Grubby Clark Destroy Surfing?” The New Yorker (August 21, 2006),
38.
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clamshell mold™ for the foam, but air bubbles appeared on the foam. To solve this problem, they
added a paper lining into the mold that absorbed the air bubbles.”! By June 1958, Alter and
Clark finally constructed a foam board.” It was revolutionary because it only took forty minutes
to make a foam blank and each weighed twelve pounds. When they first introduced foam
boards, some surfers continued to surf with a balsa board; however, by 1959 most surfers in
California used foam boards.”® As Greg Noll stated with the launch of foam, “the balsa board
faded into oblivion.””” Foam boards because of their lightness and ease of production became
the new surfboard allowing beginner and experienced surfers to maneuver better on waves.

As foam blanks became popular and in order for Clark to keep up with the orders, he
created his own factory in 1961 called Clark Foam in Laguna Niguel.78 There he continued to
improve his formula to make the best foam blanks.” The light and cheap foam boards allowed
more teenagers to be able to afford surfboards and take up surfing.*’ A year after Alter and Clark
sold their first foam board surfing became a part of mainstream American culture due to the film
Gidget and the Beach Boys. Hobie Alter knew just how significant the foam boards were; “if
that movie [Gidget] come out in the balsa era. . . no one could have supplied ‘em,” yet his foam
boards could meet the demands of teenagers eager to try surfing.”! Because of the new

technology, shapers could produce enough boards for the ensuing boom.

™ Warshaw, The History of Surfing, 166-167.

5 Finnegan, “Blank Monday,” 38.

7 Warshaw, The History of Surfing, 167-168.

" Noll and Gabbard, 98.

" Finnegan, “Blank Monday,” 36.

" Ibid.. 38.

¥ Joan Ormrod, “Endless Summer (1964): Consuming Waves and Surfing the Frontier,”
Film & History Journal, 35.1 (Fall 2005), 41.

* Ibid., 41.
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Surfing in American Popular Culture: Gidget and Surf Music

Gidget, a film and novel about a girl learning how to surf in Malibu, California initiated
American teenagers to the exciting sport of surfing. Fredrick Kohner wrote the novel in 1957
based on his daughter Kathy’s adventures surfing at Malibu the summer before.” Listening to
his daughter’s surfing stories, Kohner “became so fascinated by his daughter’s new world and its
bizarre slang.”™ He explained “the more I heard, the more interested | became.”™ Kathy
brought sandwiches to the surfers at Malibu in exchange for surf lessons. A petite woman of five
feet and ninety-five pounds, Kathy earned the nickname “Gidget,” which meant girl midget.85 In
the novel after Gidget rides her first wave she thinks about what it would be like “to be able to
ride this—all by yourself!™ She becomes determined to obtain a surfboard and learn how to
surf. Written from the perspective of a teenage girl Gidget, inspired more women to take up the
male-dominated sport of surfing. By focusing on a teenage girl’s surfing adventures, the novel
conveyed to young women the easiness and fun associated with learning how to surf. The book
was successful and appeared on “the West Coast best-seller lists.” Although the novel
“eventually sold more than a half million copies,” the film version of Gidget was even more ofa
hit."’

The film Gidget introduced surfing and American surf culture to a mass audience. In
April 1959 Columbia Pictures released Gidget starring Sandra Dee as Gidget and James Darren

as Moondoggie. Gidget was a “coast-to-coast hit” promoting surfing and surf culture to

*2 Warshaw, The History of Surfing, 156-158.

o “Gidget Makes the Grade,” Life Magazine (October 28, 1957), 111.

*bid.. 114.

* Warshaw. The History of Surfing, 156-158.

¥ Eredrick Kohner, “Gidget,” in Zero Break: An Illustrated Collection of Surf Writing 1777-2004, ed. Matt
Warshaw (Orlando: Harcourt Inc., 2004), 32.

* Warshaw, The History of Surfing, 158,
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