Standing On Water

“Long lumps of water are generated by winds across the ocean. They gather speed as they approach the shores of the world. When these waves hit shallow spots, the waves pitch and peel towards shore. Really smart animals called ‘surfers’ have figured out a way to ride these waves with a featherweight plank made of oil, sand, and wood. They frolic daily until they are exhausted. They eat, sleep, wake up and do it again and again. They can’t help themselves.” (Gallagher 26)


Growing up in California, I have always marveled at the pulchritude and power of the vast Pacific Ocean. However, the allure of surfing never captured me until recently, when Step Into Liquid, a documentary on big wave surfing, pulled me in like a rip-tide no surfer could avoid. The documentary portrayed the physical, emotional, and spiritual aspects of surfing, the lifestyle surfers choose, and the astonishing beauty of colossal waves.


Furthermore, the movie showed that surfing means something different to almost everyone. To some, surfing is an art form, the board a paint brush, and the ocean a canvas; allowing the rider to create beautiful images of white foam, which the furious ocean wipes clean in the next instant. To others, it is a sport that encourages intense competition. Yet the spiritual aspects of being one with Mother Nature and her massive, perilous waves entice others to experience standing on water. However, the common appeal of an intense adrenaline rush keeps surfers coming back to the beach like waves rushing away from the shore, only to return again.

Despite icy winds, giant storms, itchy sand, and frigid waters teeming with unseen threats from below, something extraordinarily powerful, a deep-rooted stimulus, calls surfers to the sea. I hope to acquire a passion for gliding atop the waves. In my quest, I will answer the questions: What environmental and psychological factors contribute to surfers’ obsession with their sport? And how do surfers show their love for this sport?


The essence of surfing is using waves from the environment to produce a rush unlike any other. “Waves are caused by wind blowing across the surface of the sea. Their size depends on the wind speed, distance traveled and wavelength.” (Kim A1) Surprisingly, winds from storms gusting on the open sea thousands of miles away carry waves to local shores. These gusts cause long rolling waves to travel toward the shore in the direction of the winds. As the waves come near the coast line, the water becomes shallow and the waves begin to slow down and bunch together, like cars exiting the freeway on the crowded street. (Smith 19) With nowhere to go, the waves pile up to form larger waves, which bring surfers to the water like sharks to the scent of blood.

Although the wind out at sea is the backbone of surfing, local conditions and location play an equally important role. “Winds blowing off the shore, from land towards sea and against the direction that the waves are moving in, are called offshore winds. Offshore winds brush the surface of the ocean smooth and cause the waves to come in as graceful, even rollers.” (MacLaren 38) Ideally, surfers desire a big breaking wave that crashes powerfully into the sea, but the rest of the water should be perfectly placid. “Onshore winds cause the ocean to take on a choppy, crinkled appearance. All that chop makes for lousy rides, like skateboarding on a gravel road rather then smooth concrete. That choppiness also causes the waves to break here, there, and wherever else they might take a notion to, with out a discernible pattern.” ( MacLaren 114) Without a motor to power through the rough water, a surfboard is worthless in rough waters. Understanding the wind is essential in finding the right conditions to surf and is the first step to catching a wave.

However, the winds do not insure a surfer of great surf, the contour of the ocean floor plays a major part in the way a wave breaks. “Surging Breakers happen on beaches where the slope is very steep. The wave does not actually break. Instead, it rolls onto the steep beach. “Spilling Breakers” occur on beaches with gentle slopes. These waves break far from shore, and the surf gently rolls over the front of the wave.” (Smith 68) But neither of these waves provide surfers with the kind of rush they crave. When waves do not break with vigor, they make for slow, uninteresting rides. Therefore, adventure seeking surfers depend on beaches with an intermediate slope. “Plunging Breakers happen on beaches where the slope is moderately steep. This kind of wave normally curls over, forming a tunnel until the wave breaks.” (Smith 68) Surfers are clever linguists, and refer to the tunnel created as the “tube”. The sensation of “tuberiding” with the noise, speed, and proximity to power, combine to make “time slow down in the tube.” (Gallager55) The allure of incredible tubes at beaches like Pipeline in Hawaii and Mavericks in California bring carloads of surfers looking to experience the ultimate ride.

The crowds these beaches draw are well-deserved. Waves at Mavericks have been known to exceed fifty feet in height. These tremendous waves are caused by the presence of an unusual contour of the sea floor dropping from 66 feet to 21 feet below sea level. (Kim A1) With modern information technology, spectacular waves drew attention from newspaper, television, and surfing magazines. Due to all the hype, many surfers consider surviving a ride at Mavericks to be the ultimate measure of a surfer. They strive to acquire the courage and skill to challenge the giant walls of solid, white water. 

“I think the best moment or day I have had surfing was the first day I


actually got to surf Mavericks. I had been working on doing it for two


years and when that day finally came I wanted it so bad. It was a dream


come true for me. It was all I wanted in my surfing at that stage. After


my first wave I had a grin from ear to ear and it lasted for weeks. Actually


I think it’s still there!” (Gallagher 72)

The deadly waves provide a lifetime if memories for those who dare to surf them. As the sport of surfing continues to grow, year after year, so too does the legend of Mavericks.


Like surfers all over the world, I heard about the prodigious tubes and mythical size of the breakers at Mavericks, and had to experience them for myself. After an anticipation-filled hour in the car, my door swung open and released me into the parking lot at Mavericks. The cool, midmorning air rushed through my hair with the fresh scent of the ocean, as my shoes took their first step off the crunchy, gravel parking lot onto the smooth California sand. Boom, the first deafening blast came from over the dune; my pace quickened with excitement. Upon clearing the dune, my eyes widened with my first glimpse of Maverick’s massive waves. The twenty-five-footers towered like nothing I had ever seen before. As the waves crashed, it took an eternity for the water on top to reach the bottom of the wave. The treacherous, white waters were desolate, too choppy for even the best surfers to ride. However, a few people filled the beach on the brisk, overcast Saturday morning just to admire the “Holy of holies”. (Kim A1) With each crashing wave, my heart pounded like the waves pulverizing the sand below. The surrounding noise was drowned out by the overpowering volume from the break. I felt small and insignificant next to these bone-crushing 25 foot waves. I marveled at the intricacy of the ocean as each wave differed from the last. I felt paralyzed by the splendor and power if Moth Nature’s wonder.

Although surfing an extraordinary break like Mavericks is now considered a sport where athletes display great physical and mental toughness and demand respect from everyone, there was a time when attitudes toward surfers were different. When Europeans ventured to the islands of Tahiti and Hawaii, they found a culture based on the love for the sea. The natives had been surfing the shores for many years until European missionaries convinced a Hawaiian queen that many aspects of the island lifestyle, including surfing, were bad and convinced her to ban them. (Werner 93) The island culture quickly died down, but surfing stubbornly refused to roll over without a fight. The lifestyle began again as a counter-culture—a way for young people to have a good time—but the majority held a different view. “Despite surfing being such a healthy physical activity, non-surfers in the past saw surfers as typically young, idle people wasting their lives away. Lazing on the beaches and straying from the normal paths of education, jobs, family, and retirement did not seem like a path towards fulfillment.” (Gallagher72) In the 50’s and 60’s, the California beach bums were shunned by society who did not see a place for them in popular culture.

I decided to consult George Huang, a family friend who began surfing in the sixties, to learn how the surfing culture resurged. He politely agreed to shed light on the issue, recalling his college years at the beach. Opening his front door wearing a smile, a dark blue pair of board shorts with a Quiksiliver surfing logo, and a matching Hawaiian shirt, Huang looked to be in his late fifties, with a tan, weathered face, worn from years in the sunny beaches of Southern California. He graciously invited me into his kitchen, which was intricately furnished with cheery colors matching his good-natured personality.


After a few questions, I realized how perfect he was for the interview. Huang began surfing in 1965, which is considered by many to be the resurrection of the surfing culture. “Back in ’65, surfing was just starting…It wasn’t too serious; it was fun to go out there and crash around.” Huang’s attitude shadowed the views of most surfers of the time who were eager to enjoy the sun, the water, and life. However, when I asked him how he felt about society’s attitude towards surfers of the time, he was quick to point out that surfing is not for the lazy. “Well, clearly surfing is a physically demanding sport just on its own, but back when we went , we would hike through miles of dunes with our fifty pound boards just to get a good surfing spot. So, ‘lazy’ probably isn’t too accurate.” Huang’s attitude about surfing, even years after he was forced to stop, reflected the same passion and love for the sport that young surfers express today.


Since the 60’s, interest in surfing has expanded across the globe and has become mainstream. Wherever there is a coastline, people are finding ways to surf. A few fanatics are surfing the great lakes, and people are even building wave pools in Arizona and Nevada just to satisfy the “surfing bug”. (Werner 10) The “surfing bug” is an epidemic leaving few people without desire to get in the water and experience riding a wave. Surf schools are becoming profitable businesses in California and Hawaii, as young and old come to experience the thrill of standing on water. (Werner 103) Schools are a major step in bringing surfing to people throughout the world, regardless of their gender or age.

Although the suture of surfing is looking brighter than ever, there is no time like the present. A professional surfing circuit has recently emerged, holding competitions around the world. The circuit consists of 44 competitive surfers, with a lower circuit of surfers striving to make the pros. (Gallager73)  Judging an event like surfing is difficult and subjective, but competition adds something to surfing, just as it does to other sports. The competition adds something to surfing, just as it does to other sports. The competitions generate publicity and sponsors eager to provide surfers with the latest boards to astonish viewers. The boundaries are blurring as technology and talent continue to improve.

Some people believe that the desire to surf the biggest and most dangerous waves is more that just crazy people looking for a rush. “When the brain detects danger, the human body sends out norepinephrine to every part of the body. Once this danger has passed, the body sends out dopamine to the brain, a pleasurable chemical, as a way to congratulate the brain for surviving. These chemicals are what make people want to surf big waves.” (Gallagher) Whatever their motivation, the sport drives surfers to do things that are unthinkable tomost people. Even people as far north as Alaska have found a way to surf its frigid waters by wearing think wet suits that keep water completely out (Werner 10) Not to mention other surfers like John H. “Doc” Ball, who at age 94, was the oldest living American surfer when he passed away in December 2001. Throughout his final years, he continued to skateboard and surf without a wetsuit in Shelter Cove in Northern California. Doc had been riding waves since 1929. (The Older Surfers in Surfing for Life) As these examples show, surfers are willing to go to extremes to enjoy a different lifestyle from the rest of the population.

In order to look deeper into the psychology behind surfing, I turned to my second interviewee, John Kirby. Kirby is not only a family friend and a surfer, but a psychologist too, making him what I hoped would be the perfect interview. Unfortunately, few psychological terms can define a unique sprt like surfing. However, I pressed him to use his knowledge of psychology to reflect on surfing by asking him if surfing was all about the adrenaline rush. “No, it isn’t really the adrenaline rush for me, so much as being out in the glory of nature, meeting people and just having a good time.” Kirby corrected me. His philosophies on surfing were simple and interesting. “I love to surf. It relaxes me, after I have finished with a big case I always go down to the beach and go surfing. When I am in the water, nothing else matters, it is just me in the middle of nature, I don’t have a though or care in the world.” Mr. Kirby showed me that surfing is truly different for all surfers and for him surfing serves an escape to a perfect world. He reminded me that things you love do not need to be explained in technical terms, they must simply be appreciated.


This project has allowed me to meet several amazing people who were gracious enough to bestow upon me their time and their wisdom. I loved how accepting these surfers were of me based solely on my interest in their sport. This warmth that surfers show towards one another was enough to make me want to truly belong with them. I believe the next time I am out in the ocean it will mean something more to me because I will appreciate all they have taught me. I learned waves are created by winds thousands of miles away, and break due to the contour of the ocean floor, but rather than defining and simplifying waves I have learned to enjoy them as a gift from Mother Nature. Nature appears so simple, but countless factors builf into each wave. I hope that by witnessing some of the most amazing of these waves at Mavericks, I will learn to appreciate the intricacies and splendor behind all of nature’s enigmas.


The surfers who wrote the books I read, and those who took the time to talk to me, had such passion for their sport; they created a spark of interest in me that only the ocean will satisfy. Huang, and several other authors, agreed that surfing is a sport where it is just you and the vast ocean, but friendships develop through the brotherhood of surfing, which is what the sport is all about. The spirit of surfing runs through everyone I come across, yet Huang portrays it best. Before I could ask my first question, he began to talk about his surfing days. His eyes crinkled with joy at the memories of surfing, as a smile engulfed his face. Twice during the interview, he dropped on his hands and knees to demonstrate how to pop up on a surfboard. After nearly an hour and a half of reminiscing, he jubilantly insisted that he show me his 1965 10’2” Dewy Weber surf board, with its original blue skagg still intact, which we dragged out of his garage to admire. Huang’s excitement for surfing radiated like the sun on a summer day, further inspiring me to use everything I learned to experience first-hand the thrill of standing on water.
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