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The Zen of Surf:

From Outside In
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One cannot deny surfing as a modern popular culture icon.  Its presence is everywhere: Laird Hamilton appears in American Express television commercials; Lucky, a women’s shopping magazine, advises to sport “rash guards” with skirts and heels; sixteen-year-old girls everywhere apply Roxy decals to the rear window of their first car; Jack Johnson has become a worldwide music sensation.  Quicksilver, the originator of the ‘board short,’ is quickly growing, threatening such sporting good giants as Nike and surpassing Adidas.  
 This fascination of outsiders wanting in has thus created “surfing” as a commercial opportunity, ironically further widening the ocean of difference between ‘landsharks’ and surfers.  ‘Landshark’ is slang for a ‘poser’ or a ‘wannabe.’  This can even be someone who surfs with regularity, owning the best equipment available, but is generally unaccepted in the local surfing culture.  

The surfer's uniform has lead to the development of a multi-million dollar surf clothing industry with companies such as Quicksilver, Rip Curl and Billabong leading the way. As in other areas of fashion the surf clothing is always changing and evolving. These surf-clothing companies have made the surf culture accessible to all areas of society even if they don't surf. By mimicking the uniform, a person in Minnesota can feel that they too are a part of the surfing culture. It is now possible to walk into any shopping center in the majority of countries around the world find a shop which advertises and sells surf brand clothing.

Even though the manufacturers of surf clothing rely on the general public just as much as surfers to be profitable (if not more so), these companies try to appear detached from mainstream society. This is often displayed in advertising and mottos, such as Billabong stating on their products that "only a surfer knows the feeling.”
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I grew up on Galveston Island, just off the Texas Gulf Coast.  As a kid, I played with boogie boards.  As a teenager, I sometimes surfed, but mostly I just paddled about.  Despite my exposure and my experience, I am not a surfer. 


Guilty of shopping at Pacific Sunwear in malls hundreds, even thousands of miles from the nearest body of water, I was an outsider looking in. How would I get inside this culture, much less explain it?

I decided a trip home to Galveston was in order.
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Upon returning home to my parent’s house, I was immediately struck with surf’s vast appeal, one that knows no boundary or limitation.  

There, in the middle of my living room, was my fifty-three-year-old mother stretched out on a nine foot, BZ beginner board sans fins, with her eyes glued to our big-screen TV.  


“Hey, Les!  I’m learning how to surf!” She announced emphatically as she mimicked the motions on the video.


My mother, who is never seen without her fifty-pound handbag—so that she’s “always prepared,”— is the least go-with-the-flow person you will ever meet.  What was she doing surfing?  What is this obsession with this act? This sport? This ritual?  
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In looking for persons engrained into the local surf hierarchy in Galveston, I did not have to work too hard.  I staked myself out at the Underground Surf Depot, where “If it swells, ride it,” is their motto.  

I watched between racks of Rainbow flip-flops for candidates to interview.  Tourist after tourist filed through the shop, intrigued by its name, but disappointed to find only a variety of boards, wax, fins, and leashes.  This was a pro shop—if you didn’t surf, it was likely that you would experience difficulty in finding something to purchase.

Finally, Oscar, an old friend and a state-wide renowned surfer, came in with a short-board in need of repair.  I was delighted to see him! He would be a perfect window into this world I wanted so badly to capture. 

Donning only a faded pair of red, Lostt boardshorts, with a backwards baseball hat over his shoulder-length hair, Oscar was my man.
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 The only problem was that Oscar was leaving for Costa Rica the very next day—to surf.  Time was of the essence, and I had no time to wait on his return.  


“Do you know anybody who is around right now?” I questioned.  


“Well, yeah of course.  My brah, Jeremy, would be a badass subject.  He just moved back from the North Shore.  You should check him out…” Oscar suggested, “Oh yeah, and there’s always my little brother.”


The North Shore.  Oahu. Hawaii.  Wow.   This guy must be big-time.  And of course, there was always Oscar’ little brother, Kurt, to fall back on…


“Thank you sooo much! I’ll try to do surfing some justice,” I promised Oscar.


“Right on. Take it easy.”
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I called Jeremy.  He agreed to meet after he got off of work at Beach Patrol, the city’s beach life guarding program run by the local Sheriff’s department.  It was July 4th weekend, and he had to work late.  But, he seemed excited to meet me on the phone, more than willing to participate.


As I pulled up to a local hamburger joint, I immediately recognized him waiting outside for me—despite never having seen him before.


He sat casually, with damp blonde hair tucked behind his ears.  A loose cotton, button-down shirt hung over his developed shoulders.  Flops and long, khaki shorts completed the ensemble.  He was dressed up, I thought.  One thing struck me the most however: his dark, dark tan.
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At Café Michael Burger, we sat outside on the deck overlooking the water.   Now dark, the gulf was just black nothingness that stretched infinitely.  Brightly lit oilrigs, the only indicators of separation between air and water, specked the horizon.  

Jeremy wanted to know about Southwestern, about my friends, about me. He searched for commonalities between us.  He too had gone to school, at Colorado State in Ft. Collins.  There, he had been a Division-1 athlete, a track runner, until he tore both ACL’s.

“I ate shit on a slope snowboarding!! Ha!  My coach was so pissed!!” Jeremy leaned back in his white, plastic outdoor chair in a fit of laughter.

“Did you lose your scholarship??” I instinctively worried.

“Hell yeah, I did.  I never finished after my junior year… I guess I only needed…umm like 20 hours to graduate?” Jeremy’s  pool-green eyes darken at the thoughts of could have been, but quickly regained their glow. “All I cared about was getting back on those slopes. It’s the closest thing to surfing on land there is.”

In the silence that followed, I wanted to lunge for answers.  But Jeremy had such an expressive, genuine demeanor I knew that all I had to do was sit back in my deck chair and wait for my answers to pour from him. 

“You see that rig out there?  The bright one in the middle?” He enthusiastically points to an illumined dot.  “I jumped from that thing.  120 feet! Ha!  My bro, he jumped and he crushed a vertebrate in his back. The man forgot to point his toes!”

“Holy shit,” is the only response I can muster.

“Ha! Yeah, we had to paddle him in the whole way on my board! That thing is miles out there.  It was a trip! ”

“Why? I mean, how would ever think to do that?” At this point, I make mental note to stop acting like a mom.  No judgments allowed, Les.
“You gotta do  somethin’in the dead months.  Shit, we were bored. We just wanted to get back in the water with our boards,” Jeremy retorted.  “You start to miss it, the surf… it makes you crazy if you don’t get your toes wet once in a while…”
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Jeremy was originally from the Texas Gulf Coast area, lending him much superiority locally through origin alone.  At twenty-eight, his age also contributes to the respect he’s achieved from fellow surfers.  But, it’s his skill, his fearlessness, that secures his spot at the top of the food chain in the water.  

“Have you ever seen him go at it?” Taylor grins at me knowingly, brushing his shaggy bleached hair out of his eyes. “That man rips! He just hangs out in the pockets, waits for the best waves.  When he sees the one he wants, he’ll just drop in on ya.  He doesn’t care who has claim to shit.”  

Taylor, an A&M Galveston student originally from Houston, is currently climbing his way up the social ladder in Galveston’s surfing world.  He’s young, but he’s talented.  He’s got Jeremy’s respect as a short-boarder.   That means a lot, considering Jeremy is considered Pro-Am for both, long and short-boarding. 

Taylor, like Jeremy, is bronzed beyond belief.  His skinny frame hardly holds his green board shorts up; they sag to a point of almost-awkwardness.  White globs of sunscreen streak his cheeks and his nose.  

Surf’s up.  I know I’m getting in the way, as my questioning is barring Taylor from the much-coveted waves.  Perfect sets of three come crashing in, all about hip-high. 

“Well, good luck out there today,” Taylor offers, as he lifts his neon board from the sand, shaking the frizzy blondness from his eyes and the sunscreen goo on his face.  My surf lesson with Jeremy is to begin any minute.
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The sun is setting as Jeremy and I return from my surfing lesson.  Sand grits in my teeth, and my salty hair sticks to my face.  Despite having actually surfed with a semi-pro, I still have the feeling that I just don’t get it.  I’m  so close, and yet so far.  

The entire ride back, Jeremy is bragging about how great I had done, “Ha! You never even totally wiped-out!” Out of the water, he was jovial and easy-going.  However, minutes earlier, paddling on his board which stood at least ten feet high, he seemed fierce and competitive. “No, left foot forward!  Easy! Easy! Now go, go, go!!!” He had demanded.   He’d get after me for every little detail in which I had managed to nervously screw up.  

I almost felt guilty for stealing the surf from him in such perfect conditions.

Upon telling him this, he responded easily,  “Babe, North Shore is perfect.  This is Galveston, and today was just a good day.  Chill.  You’re missing the point.  You just gotta chill.  You gotta let yourself be free.”
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Our last meeting, my last observation was at Yaga’s Tropical Café & Bar, where a local reggae band had packed the house.   Jeremy and I crammed in to the small, makeshift club that smelled of incense and cigarette smoke.  

“So how about the surf today?” The dreadlocked lead singer announced to the crowd.  

“Hahaha! He’s talkin’ to you!”Jeremy laughed.  The crowd whooped, hollered, and “yeehawed.” “Sandbox,” Jeremy’s favorite track by these guys, began with its opening chords.  The sea of tanned, bleached blonde fans went nuts.

“Come on, let’s dance!” Jeremy announced, pulling me into the crowd. I panicked. What am I doing??   

He immediately read my panic and smiled, “Just chill. Everybody’s just here to chill.” 
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Jeremy gives off an air that everything will be okay, that allows you to trust him wholly, that allows you to dance like an idiot without care.   He is free—free of social convention, of societal judgment, of mundane normalcy.  He lives a life where he can live as he wishes, doing what he loves while loving what he does.

Surfing has allowed him this freedom, this freedom that separates him from the outside world. 
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From the outside, we see his freedom and we want it, too.   By wearing Volcolm and Billabong brands we feel the slightest association with the surf culture and more importantly free from our own humdrum, if just for a little while.    If listening to Jack Johnson’s new   album in rush-hour traffic is the closest we can get to Jeremy’s   everyday paradise, we will seize this relic and covet it inland.

 These products that the surf industry is based upon serve as manufactured artifacts, allowing outsiders limited access to the freedom that Jeremy is lucky enough to live everyday. 

“Today's surfing is a high gross business activity. Surfing is national magazines, TV shows, records, clothes and a new vocabulary," 

–Peter Dixon, 1966

"Surfing to me means enjoying the ocean every time you go surfing and enjoying what you are doing at all times . . . pretty simple.” 

–Kelly Slater, 5 Time World Champion, 2002

Author’s Afterward:

In writing this piece, to say that I struggled would be an understatement. Initially, I wanted to profile a recruiter for the US Army, specifically a ground troop recruiter. A week into observing, it became very apparent that I was not wanted there.   

Given our current political situation, this topic dazzled me.  The possibilities of emotions, depth, and challenges were intriguing.  However, the recruitment office was not quite so dazzled by me.  As the news of late has been full of military recruitment scams, my mere presence was a threat. 

So, after about ten mundane observation hours at the Army Recruitment office, I retreated home to Galveston Island for the weekend.  At this point, I had to make a decision—was I going to stick with the original topic or should I break away in a new direction?  

The encounter with my mother upon entering my home cemented my decision.  It was almost as though this topic found me and screamed, “LOOK AT ME!!!”


Throughout the article, I attempted to capture the obsession with surf, from the outside in to the inside out.  Fortunately, I found the local surfing community to be very open to my reporting.  As a female interviewing mostly competitive male subjects, I have to admit that being female myself helped…a lot.  In the end, I had an exorbitant amount of information as well as new and extremely unique friends.

Oftentimes, I felt intimidated by the subject matter, too unqualified to report.  The further I researched and interviewed, the more I felt like an outsider, a ‘landshark.’  There was something intangible about this culture, something too deep for words alone.  By recognizing this, I realized I was finally grasping the definition of “surf.”

Note:  I found that the creation of and appreciation for music is inevitably intertwined with the surf culture.  Because of this, I submitted a soundtrack of local surf music in Galveston.  At this point, I am not sure how to further incorporate this aspect of the culture into my article, though I realize an article with a “soundtrack” is relatively unconventional and infeasible.  (Any ideas as to how I could go about presenting my writing with the music would be greatly appreciated.)
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