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Marks Surf Instructions and Saga  

Foreword 

In learning to surf, I read a lot of books on various aspects of this great sport. I have 

been a life long skier and recent snowboarder. Surfing offers similar but different 

challenges than either of my previously two favorite sports. It becomes equally 

addictive. Living at the beach, I get to serve that addiction every day.  

I have participated in many other recreational activities. I have been a life long runner. I 

have always played tennis. I like some skateboarding, paddle tennis, basket ball, and 

played football in high school. I have always loved to hike and for a few years I was 

mountain biking four times a week.  

I found that other than swimming, there are very few sports that create the full body 

demands of surfing. Even a poor conditioned skier can last three or four hours, but even 

athletically fit individuals have arms that turn to noodles after 20 minutes of paddling in 

the surf.   

Most sports have a playing field that stays constant or fixed. When you ski down a hill or 

skateboard or play football, the terrain is solid.  Mountain biking brings on the surprises 

and certainly tests your reactions. When you surf, every wave you ever see will be 

different. They move at different speeds, have different heights and surfaces of different 

steepness. On sand bar beaches they break at different spots depending on the swell in 

which they are traveling.  

Some waves stay nice and open and some close out quickly. You not only have to 

paddle to meet the wave, decide whether it is going to be surfable, fight for position with 

the other surfers paddling to get the right of way, but then catch it and tame the beast.  

Your mind is capable of assimilating all the variables and communicating to your body 

how to react, but it takes time and practice. There are very few short cuts. Your body 

has to learn the new physicality. Your mind has to grasp and assimilate all the feed 

back from what the eyes are seeing. Your body has to automatically adjust to the feed 

back from the wave and surf board.  

I never found a book that really explained what I wanted to know. I always felt frustrated 

that the books would describe what you could already see, but didn‟t seem to relate 

what I was experiencing and feeling as a beginner or intermediate. Watching videos and 

surfers is priceless, but doesn‟t really tell you what they are doing and thinking. 

One of the most enjoyable books I read was “Kook” in which the journalist challenged 

himself to master the sport in a year. He humorously related the frustration and the 

poundings he took as a beginner.  
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In my book, I try to make the experience of learning more of a saga with narrative to 

explain what you may see and what you may feel. The psychological barriers can be as 

big as the physical and technical barriers. It takes mastery of all three to become an 

expert. The mechanics are important, but they may be easier to understand in a 

narrative that takes into account what you are feeling, thinking and experiencing.  

I hope you enjoy this book and that it is beneficial. I hope it relates what I have 

painstakingly experienced as my love of the sport has grown.  

Some of the areas that I cover and often between the lines are: 

Water Safety 

Board Selection 

Yoga for Surfers 

Fitness for Surfers 

Nutrition for Fuel and Recovery 

Paddling  

Riding the Foam 

Catching Waves 

The Line Up 

Riding Down the Face 

Carving 

Maneuvering 

Angling on the Wave 

The Addiction and Spirituality of Surfing 
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At the Beginning 

For beginners to intermediate this is a “how to” and what I experienced guide and saga. 

Hopefully the two together will keep it from being too much of a text book and a little 

more like a story. If you want to make your experience like a story, start journaling each 

day‟s experience.  I have and really enjoy writing down how I felt with each day‟s 

session. 

Different than many sports and more like skiing, you have to learn the mechanics, 

develop the physicality, and learn how to overcome the psychological barriers. I have 

never heard fear discussed as much as I do with surfing. Even the most famous big 

wave riders talk about the fear they experienced as beginners and how it is still part of 

their adventure. 

The ocean is beautiful and it is powerful. You learn respect early on for the impact of 

water‟s weight. It can weigh a few hundred pounds per square foot and when the lip 

lands on you or you get taken for a tumble, you develop real humility 

If you can‟t face your fears and over come them for the love of progress and desire to 

master both yourself and the sport, you will hit this psychological barrier. A surfer has to 

be a bit of an adrenaline junkie knowing that there is pleasure and there is pain and you 

can‟t always pick your outcome.  

I see many surf learning processes stalled by the psychological barriers. Beginners are 

intimidated by how tiring it is. They have never been hit like they experience in breaking 

waves. Pearling is a violent act of your board nosing into the wave that creates 

permanent trepidation. Being caught in the impact zone of big waves is a seriously 

humbling experience.  

Yet, these are the experiences in which you emerge saying “I made it. Wasn‟t that 

something? Can‟t beat me yet Mother Nature. I am going to survive and triumph.” You 

either get the spirit or you don‟t. The uncertainty is what keeps it exciting. You and your 

peers face the same challenges every time you enter the water. What will it be, great 

ride or wipe out?  

Sometimes these barriers are the fear of getting pounded by waves and sometimes it‟s 

fear of the water or what lurks underneath the surface. My own daughter has great skills 

and rode lots of waves her first two days. But when I took her out a little further, she 

wanted to keep her hands and feet tucked onto the top of the board  

Most big time surfers say they have fear and had lots of it learning. If you cannot face 

your fears, this may be a good time to try another sport. Facing your fears and over 

coming them, may be the biggest attraction of this sport. A mountaineering book I read 
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said one of the biggest thrills was making it back to base camp. Maybe some sports are 

for adrenaline junkies only.  

I know my adrenaline starts pumping in the mornings when I put on my wet suit. Most 

other things I do during the day just don‟t do that for me. I am thinking about how big a 

work out I am about to begin. I am thinking of whether the water will be cold. I am 

hoping the waves will be well shaped for great rides. I am thinking of how I have to get 

position in the line up. I am thinking about what I want to learn next and practice for the 

day.  

Every day is a different adventure. You experience the great days with your buddies in 

the water and everyone is smiling big. The rough days are equally shared when getting 

waves and avoiding wipes outs from closed out waves is on your mind. When you make 

a small break through by achieving something not previously accomplished, there is 

nothing better.  

I have to say, that as I have advanced, I rarely get wiped out or even fall off my board. 

At the turning point, your mind becomes more focused on getting better rides than your 

last best day. I am always looking for those few great rides everyday and if I can get 

more than I can remember, I am really stoked.  

Getting Started with the First Days of Surfing 

I had to relearn the sport starting in June of 2010. I surfed for a summer in high school 

and a few times in Hawaii, but I didn‟t remember what I did and I wasn‟t prepared for the 

variety of surfing every day on a sand bar beach. Oceanside also has the reputation of 

not being a real beginner friendly break. I have since learned why.  

I have ventured to Carlsbad, Cardiff by the Sea, and Trestles beaches. The reef breaks 

and different bathometry (bottom formations) can create slower forming and better 

shaped waves. I actually loved the ease of these beach breaks and also missed the 

variety and challenge of Oceanside. On a good day, I think the Oceanside break is as 

good as any.  

One of the real differences in beaches is which will hold shape on a big wave. Very few 

can deliver a beautiful wave once they are bigger than 6 foot. This is why the more 

famous beaches get their reputation; they can deliver the big wave that can be ridden.  

I have started several people on their first venture on a board. Nothing gives me more 

pride and pleasure than to see a person get their first ride. I feel like I have added one 

more aficionado to the great sport and culture.    

 

Where I live on a sand bar beach in Oceanside, a surfer has to paddle through the 



Mark‟s Surf Instructions and Saga 

 

Copyright © 2011 Mark Kaplan All Rights Reserved Page 5 
 

waves to get to the rides. If I lived on a reef, I could paddle on glassy water around the 

waves and then enter from the side or back of the waves.  

The first challenge new surfers face on my beach is the difficulty of paddling. Three of 

my recent experiences with introducing land lubbers to surfing have been men that felt 

they were very fit. My thirty four year old neighbor is extremely muscular and in his 

youth spent twice a day in weight work outs. Another neighbor is a thirty year old Marine 

lieutenant who works out every day and is very buff. My third friend is a fifty year old 

fitness buff who prides himself on how many push ups he can do and loves running the 

stairs in our near by ocean front stadium.  

All three could not believe how tired they were after their first sessions battling the rough 

surf. Regardless of your training, surfing requires the development of stamina in 

muscles you have not trained. Training is recommended, but nothing builds the stamina 

like frequent paddling and daily submission to roiling surf.  

Getting hit and rolled over in the surf also robs your body of a great deal of energy. 

People are surprised at how difficult it can be to get the high volume beginner surf board 

through the waves. These soft top boards are flat bottomed, thick railed, and wide to 

create stability and speed with a minimum of wave energy.  

Beginning instruction classes use these boards because they can get propelled by 

waves at the end of their energy curve. When waves have broken and turned to foam, 

they are on their way to dying on the beach. The foam that reaches close to shore 

would not propel advanced surf boards. Beginners who buy the board they want to 

eventually own and try to learn in the foam are quickly disappointed with the difficulty of 

catching a ride. 

Learning to surf is easier if you follow the lead of those who understand the process. 

Beginners belong on high volume boards. The advantage of the soft top over the 

fiberglass or epoxy long board is that they are not as likely to hurt you if they hit you. 

They also cost less and make the initial entry into the sport more affordable.  

The soft tops make learning the sport entry much easier. Many people get up on their 

first ride. My younger daughter, at 18, tried surfing with her high school friends on their 

short boards out where the waves were breaking. She could not do it. When I started 

her on a soft top board riding in the foam, she popped up on the first wave. She rode 

about 25 waves in two days.  

An instructor can only do so much. You personally have to battle the surf and take the 

tumbles.  After you have been in the water a few more times you will probably decide if 

this is a sport for you.  
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The beginning surfer might have a few realizations. They might say this is more difficult 

than I thought it would be. I never realized how thrashed one can get trying to fight the 

surf. I am not in condition for this. Or this is the challenge I want to conquer. This is the 

sport for me.  

Starting on a smaller board or “short” board is a mistake, because the skill needed to 

catch and ride a wave is too great for a beginner. They are also harder to paddle. Their 

lack of volume causes them to sink below the water surface creating a great deal of 

resistance. Their small volume requires vigorous paddling to create the speed to catch a 

wave. Their small volume will not allow them to be propelled by foam. Their design often 

requires that a rail be edged in the pocket of the wave for stability which is not possible 

in foam.  

A long board of fiberglass, epoxy, or polystyrene which is a board over 8‟6” is a good 

beginner board because it has volume. It has the disadvantages of being expensive, 

hard surfaced if it hits you, and more likely to pearl in the waves close to shore.  

My First Days 

I have been a fitness buff my whole life. At sometimes I have been greatly fit and at 

times I have let aspects of fitness fade. When I moved to Oceanside in San Diego, CA 

in May of 2010, I was in a period where my fitness had faded. I moved to a street on top 

of the beach that made the water accessible with a quick walk down the forty stairs to 

the one way frontage street that bordered the sand.   

My goal upon arriving at the beach was to get in great shape with running, biking, 

surfing, and swimming. I have always enjoyed running hills and I saw the 40 wood stairs 

as my first opportunity to start building some cardio. While running the stairs, you could 

see the beach, the surfers, the beautiful blue skies and the Oceanside Pier. I knew the 

stairs and I were going to be great friends.  

After a month of running stairs, running the beach, and daily enjoyment of tanning on 

the beach, I had not ventured into surfing. I needed a board and I needed a wetsuit. The 

year 2010 was one of cool summer weather and cold ocean temperatures.  The 

common conversation among locals was that it was not like this last summer.  

In a telephone conversation with my college aged daughter as I explained my exercise 

and that I had not ventured into the surf she said I was never going to surf. I was 

evidently stalling, she intimidated.  

It struck me, that as I watched the surf everyday from the top of the stairs with the locals 

who would come to check out the action, I continued to put it off. Her conversation 

made me realize what I was stalling. 
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I immediately marched down to a tent in the park below the stairs where a local young 

couple operated a surf school and used 8 foot Styrofoam boards. I asked Louie, the 

husband if they would sell one of the boards. A quick trip to the bank for some cash and 

I was the proud owner of a soft top 8 foot mini long board.  

Another quick trip to the local surf shop and I was the proud owner of a 3/2 thickness 

wet suit. Now I was ready and I was out the very same afternoon. The surf is often 

rough close to shore, labeled by surfers as the “inside break”. The inside wave breaks 

close to shore and forms a foam wave to the beach.  

There is often a second wave just out further from the shore break. Then on a good day, 

there is an outside break that usually provides the best shaped waves for the 

intermediate and advanced surfers.  

The shore is where the bathometry of the ocean floor rises to meet dry land. Waves 

don‟t break when they are in deep water. The shore stalls the circular motion of the 

wave energy and causes them to take an elliptical shape. When the elliptical shape 

becomes unstable, it breaks into a wave.  

Water doesn‟t move. Water particles revolve in a circle as the energy passes through 

them. The energy is commonly caused by wind blowing over a wide surface of the 

ocean called a “fetch”. The larger the surface catching the wind energy, the more 

energy there is in the wave.  

As the energy moves, it is not interrupted until the circulating energy hits an ocean 

bottom. The reason tides affect waves is that high tide requires a bigger wave to reach 

the bottom near shore and a low tide causes the wave to break much easier.  

Waves are dispersed out of swells. A swell may contain many waves. The interval of the 

swell determines how deep the energy is circulating in the water. When Hawaii gets a 

swell with 20 second intervals, you are looking at deep waves that cause the big surf.  

The big swells that reach Tahiti, Hawaii, and Southern California originate in the 

Antartica and New Zealand area. The swells travel thousands of miles dumping big surf 

on the various surf spots as they move towards California through the Pacific. This is 

the Southern Swell.  

The other swell that hits the California coast is the Northern swell which originates in the 

Aleutian Island and Alaska area. This cold water is propelled by wind and currents and 

often intersects with the Southern swell causing the highly desirable “Peaks” of waves.  

These peaks and swell direction along with the “bathometry” create the favorable right 

or left breaks. As a wave peaks and then rolls right or left, the surfer rides the unfolding 
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pocket and “maneuvers” with his bottom turns and shots off the lip. He harnesses the 

natural process for his own fun and amusement.  

Depending on the original force of the swell, the wave and foam can hit hard or barely 

cause a ripple. Some days the surfers sit on their boards as the waves roll under them 

with not enough power to cause a peak or a break. With more energy, the waves hit 

bottom and rise up with power to allow a surf board to get propelled.  

Depending on the tide, the swell energy, and the bathometry of the beach, the wave can 

be perfectly formed for great riding or just a “walled off close out” that cannot be ridden. 

Some beaches have characteristics that cause waves to get walled off or closed out 

when they hit a certain size. 

The beauty of the beaches that are famous is that they handle the biggest swells and 

allow the perfect waves to be formed. This is where we see the ASP contests and 

where the modern surf legends are born.  

As a beginner on my big soft top board, I got crushed many times as I tried to line up in 

the foam. The high energy of the wave created strong moving foam that would hit my 

high volume board like getting hit by a mini Mack Truck. When surfers advance to 

shorter boards that have much less volume, they can “duck dive” the wave energy and it 

passes right over them. On the big boards it is like holding a piece of plywood up in a 

tornado.  

The combination of rough foam and wave energy requires a real effort to paddle 

through it. As time goes, you learn the techniques to minimize the energy required but 

at the beginning you are at its mercy. I have never faced a challenge like this in any 

other sport. In skiing you get off a chair lift to the top and go downhill. No problem. You 

only have to know how to slow down.  

In the first days you walk out as far as you can and lay down on the board when the 

foam comes. Then you start going beyond the first wave and try to catch bigger foam a 

little further out. You paddle until you see the foam coming and then turn around to let it 

catch you from behind.  

To get to a foam wave that is surfable, you often have to fight several waves by jumping 

up over the foam or turning “turtle” where you go under water and hold the board upside 

down with the nose of the board pointed toward the wave.  

Getting hit, turning turtle, using your legs to fight the waves, paddling out through the 

foam and then paddling hard to catch a wave takes a tremendous amount of energy. 

This is a full body experience. Having some carbs and lots of water before you go out is 

a great idea.  
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Even today, the length of my sessions is often determined by how much wave energy I 

have to fight to get my rides. If the surf is not rough and it is easy to paddle out, I can 

get more rides. When the surf is rough, it usually causes riptides that run along the 

inside and then there are strong currents on the outside. I have to paddle through 

breaking waves, then paddle against the current to hold my position at the break, and 

then after I catch a ride, I have to paddle out again.  

It takes months to develop the stamina to get longer sessions.  Once I started riding 

waves, but didn‟t have the great stamina, I couldn‟t even get out on rough days. I would 

get hit by a wave and then the rip would push me down the beach and then I would get 

hit by the next wave and pretty soon I had moved down the beach a quarter mile. One 

secret is to find the places where the rip is going out so that it breaks up the force of the 

incoming wave. Watch where the good surfers are entering the water.  

At the beginning, I had chosen a new Storm Wave board sold by Costco and made in 

China which the surf schools use for beginners. The instructor I mentioned, Louie, said 

that I would not need wax as the board would get broken in. After two weeks of trying to 

stand up on the board and always sliding off, I came to the conclusion that even though 

this was a new sport, I could not be that uncoordinated.  

I trundled over to the Surf Schools tent where I met Brooke, the true operator of the 

School and Louie‟s wife. I had mentioned I bought the board, but I kept slipping off. Did I 

need wax? She said the board comes with a film to protect it in shipping and that I 

should wax it. After a quick wax job and return to the surf, I got up on the first attempt.  

Sometimes we have to learn the hard way.  

What is it about the Sea that gets Surfers so Addicted? 

In the beginning on a sand bar beach, the apprentice spends a lot of time getting wiped 

out. You try to jump over the waves or go under them and let your board go, or turn 

turtle as you let the wave pass over you.  

It is clearly a contest to see if you can survive and have a good time or if the ocean is 

going to send you to the beach with your tail between your legs like a whipped puppy.  

You often get out of the water and tell yourself you survived, but admit you had been in 

hell of a dog fight. Mother Nature can innocently dish out more than you may want. She 

thinks nothing of it. Can you match her power and learn to roll with the punches. In judo 

you learn to turn the other person‟s energy to work against them.   

Your motivation is seeing other surfers out having a great time and listening to them 

when they come out being all stoked. You are motivated by seeing surfers out in the 
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waves frolicking like so many seals or dolphins looking as though they were born in the 

sea. You say to yourself, “If they can do it and went through this, I can do it.” 

What is the feeling of glory in this? I have sky dived and scuba dived. In sky diving you 

are certainly daring the odds, but there is not quite the same feeling as being in the 

ocean. In scuba diving I have done somersaults under water at 100 feet and felt a 

certain freedom. I used to like to let my air run out at 40 feet under and just float to the 

surface as the air in my lungs expanded on the way up.  

Hiking in the Sierra Nevada Rockies near Mammoth Lakes at 12,000 feet and camping 

next to Lake Mildred and the adjacent water fall gave me a close bond with the 

simplicity of nature. This was life at its most basic.  There was sunshine, water, air, and 

food. Any creature could survive if it knew the ropes. This was Jeremiah Johnson 

country.  

The board is your paint brush in surfing. It allows you to express what it is you would 

like to paint. Some love to cut it up on a short board. Others appreciate the easier 

“driving” and more “retro” feel of the long board. Some have fun with the “fun board” that 

gives you characteristics of each.  

The real essence is that the surf is the canvass and the board is the brush. The wave is 

the paint and you can create the picture in your mind. When the wave is coming, it is 

your opportunity unfolding. The paddling into position is your practiced skill setting up 

the painting. Catching the wave and getting to your feet is the beginning of your dance.  

I have been a snow boarder and I wanted to carve in the water like you can carve in the 

snow. It is a great feeling to use gravity or the power of nature to give you a great ride 

for as many times as you can last.  

Riding out the wave in any fashion you desire is expressing yourself. It‟s like carving 

your initials in the water. The wave has traveled thousands of miles to die on your 

beach with one last burst of power and you are going to ride it to its final glory. Can you 

do it proud? 

Then I have to ask you. How many opportunities in your life do you have to create your 

own master piece? Others may judge or praise, but no one can prevent or take away 

your signature. It is the one time that you alone can determine what this painting will 

look like. You chose the color and the strokes.  

When you are surfing, the other surfers are watching to see what you do. Only a few at 

a time get to ride the wave and they envy everyone that has a great ride and share in 

your joy. They know you have to be smiling and they are smiling along with you. They 

too are among the privileged that get to be out on this fine day.  
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After you ride one wave you get the opportunity to ride another. You can get ten 

paintings in one session. How were they? Did they live up your expectations? Are you 

stoked? Are the first people you see after your session going to get your unfolding 

hyped up energy? When something exciting happens to you, you have the need to tell 

someone. Its often another surfer because they understand. 

Warm Up Exercises 

I have never participated in a sport where your body can get so twisted up as it does in 

surfing. When you come off the board in a fall you can hit the water and do under water 

somersaults. If you get in the impact zone of a big wave, it is guaranteed you will do 

underwater backward somersaults.  

I have often wondered how my body survived the motion without any tweaks or injuries. 

I guess I am loose enough. You definitely want to stretch out all your muscles. I find that 

I sometimes can get cramps as my legs get colder in the water or when I get sprung off 

my board. Sometimes it‟s just a calf cramp but I have had the hamstrings cramp as well.  

This can be a result of the cold, being low on potassium, not hydrated, or not being 

stretched. When this happens, I have had to get back on my board and straighten my 

legs until the cramps relaxed.  

It is a little frightening the first few times it happens because you are handicapped and 

not in a great position to swim. Getting on the board in a calm spot and stretching out 

your legs until the cramps relax usually works. It happens more when the water is cold. 

It is an indication it might be time to get out. I try to keep my potassium high with 

bananas, peanut butter, oat meal, and Gatorade. I try to keep hydrated.  

I try to keep my muscles loose by engaging in stretch exercises every morning when I 

get up even when I am not surfing. Depending on how stretched you are already, there 

are different degrees of limberness you can pursue.  There is a course called  “Yoga for 

Surfers” that is a designed by a lady surfer to help your surfing and improve your 

elasticity or suppleness.   

I usually stretch my legs, my back, and my arms. I also have cables that I will frequently 

use to loosen and warm up my muscles. They are a set of cables that wrap around a 

post and allows you to do front side and backside stretches.  

In the early days of surfing, I would walk to the beach each morning and do my second 

set of stretches. I would do push ups leaning on a 3 foot wall so there was not quite as 

much pressure on my shoulders.  My shoulders and back were always tight in the 

beginning and the first few sets of push ups hurt. Then as my muscles loosen up, they 
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would get easier.  I would do sets of ten and stop at fifty or sometimes just do thirty or 

forty in a row.  

Then I would do 10 to 20 sets running up and down the 40 stairs near me.  If it looked 

like a big surf day, I would only do 10. If it looked like I was not going to need all my 

energy, I would do a set of 20. A little running really loosens up your legs and gets your 

heart pumping.  

Practicing 5 pop ups while lying on the ground allows you to see if you are getting your 

feet in the right position and your balance set. This is a matter of muscle memory 

because you don‟t have time to think about it when you are in the water. I do at least 5 

practice pop ups every day. I found that after a time, they were getting smoother and I 

was developing better musculature for the pop up. 

At one time, I found that I had gotten in the bad habit of not bringing my front foot all the 

way around to the center of my board on my pop ups. That required a foot adjustment 

while riding. Sometimes it worked out, but this is not a good practice. I started doing pop 

ups to re train my muscle memory and now I do them each morning.  

After stretching, doing some push ups, and a little running, my body was nicely warmed 

up when I entered the water. Your heart has to get up to speed as you paddle and your 

arms have to get warmed up as you pop up. Being pre warmed I found helped me on 

those first few waves. I like to catch the first wave I see just to get my mojo going.  

Now, in the mornings after I wake up I like to do my warm up exercises.  Then I have 

my coffee and have fruit and oat meal an hour before I go out. I do some hydration with 

a glass or two of water.  Now my muscles have been warmed and trained. I have 

carbohydrates in my muscles. I am ready to go.  

Beginners have to understand the Sweet Spot on their Board 

A surfboard has a sweet spot where it will paddle best depending on where you lie on it.  

Each person‟s weight differs, so the sweet spot on any board will vary for each person.  

On the 8 foot Styrofoam or soft board as they are called, my position at 175 pounds will 

be different than my friend‟s spot who weights 200 pounds.  

I offered to give a 50 year old friend some instructions to get started. On the first day, I 

noticed he was lying way back on his board and the nose was projecting up a foot or 

two off the water as he paddled. This makes paddling twice as difficult and when a wave 

hits you from the front, it will throw that board over backward.  

When he came to shore after his first session in the water, I explained that he should 

move up on the board so that the nose was only a few inches above the surface for 
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easier paddling. The proper paddling position is ankles together and out of the water 

and chest up as you paddle. At the position where the board paddles easiest is the 

“sweet spot” on the board.  

This is important for catching waves as well. The wave is moving faster than you when it 

approaches from behind and you want to be moving as fast as you can when it catches 

you. If you are in the sweet spot, you can paddle faster and the wave will push you 

easier.  

The next time my friend went out he was doing the same thing. The nose of his board 

was sticking up in the air almost a foot off the water as he paddled to catch a wave. As I 

watched, he missed six or seven waves he should have caught. The soft boards are 

designed to be the best wave catchers in the ocean for small waves and foam.  

If you are not catching waves, it is probably your fault. I left before my friend finished his 

session, but the next time I saw him I mentioned the sweet spot again. He said he was 

lying back on his board because he didn‟t want to pearl.  

“Pearling” is where the nose heads straight down for the sand and throws the surfer off 

the board, sometimes violently. It is feared by all surfers. A board will pearl most of the 

time because the surfer is on a close out wave. A close out wave is one that does not 

break with a gradual face, but instead the lip comes over the entire length of the wave 

and there is no longer a face on which to ride.  

As you go, you will see that it is better to be standing up on these close outs than lying 

down. In the real big waves, the wave disappears below you and you are falling feet 

first. I often feel like yelling out as though I was on a roller coaster free falling to the 

bottom. I have had the same experience on the tall water slides where you go over the 

top and free fall to the bottom.  

Avoiding the close out waves is a life long trial. On sand bar beaches there are always 

close outs and they are usually on the inside waves or when waves get too big. The 

inside waves, as I explained before,  are the ones that break closest to the beach where 

the wave, in shallow water, finally hits the bottom and throws a rather violent lip over the 

top. 

The outside waves are the ones that break further out and are usually more gradual just 

because the wave is breaking in deeper water. At Oceanside, the waves at 6 feet and 

over are usually closed face regardless of where they break, so catching and riding 

them is always a challenge.  

When the surf is big in Oceanside, the surfers move to other beaches. They look for the 

reefs like in Carlsbad or Swamis where the surf hits better bathometry for large waves. 
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Swamis is the only beach in San Diego listed by Surfline.com that can handle waves 

that are over double “head high” meaning at least ten feet. 

Larger waves are moving faster so the decision to catch them has to be made quicker. 

You are often paddling to get speed and then at the last moment you can feel whether 

the lip that is forming is going to close out. It takes some experience to develop that 

feel. When you feel it is going to close out, you just back out.  

Caution. The lower volume boards can back out easily. Many times on my full volume 

soft top foam board, I thought I was going to back out at the top, but the wave took me 

anyway.  

The defenses to pearling are either sliding back on the board to keep the nose up or 

weighting the back of the board after you stand. The best method is catching the wave 

at an angle so that the straight down plummet is avoided.  Short boarders on their small 

“sticks” can catch and turn quicker to get past the lip in the first “section”.  To ride the 

face and avoid the closing out foam, you have to move fast to get to the open section 

where the pocket or shoulder exists.  

Nonetheless, if you lay prone too far back on your board as a habit to avoiding the 

pearl, you cannot paddle fast enough to catch waves as they curl or even as they have 

turned to foam. Lying on the sweet spot of any board allows you to paddle fast to catch 

the wave and then angle or weight the back to avoid the pearl. In the foam, you want to 

catch the wave and keep paddling to the front of the wave where the water is smoother.  

To test your board and gain confidence in it that it won‟t pearl, I suggest you boogie 

board a few waves to see how it handles. You will probably learn that the board handles 

fine and you can trust standing up on it for the next wave. I boogie boarded my first 5 

and 6 foot tall waves to see how my board would handle.  

Beginners shouldn‟t necessarily be trying to catch waves as they are breaking. The 

timing is generally too difficult for the newbie. Beginners should try to catch the foam 

after the wave has broken and get the idea of paddling and “popping up”. The secret is 

to get in front of the foam where there is a good push from the wave and the water is 

more calm. I rode the foam for several months.  

I did learn a lot and become stronger as time passed. You start learning advanced 

techniques even riding foam waves. There is often a small wave face in front of the 

foam. You will see experienced surfers riding this invisible face all the way to shore. It 

looks like they are riding the foam, but they are in that little power wave that allows for 

driving the wave or maneuvering.  
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Standing up in the middle of the foam is like being in a washing machine. It will be very 

difficult to get your balance.  You have to catch foam that has enough power and speed 

to allow you to stand up. If you stay prone too long, you lose the momentum and when 

you pop up you will just be stuck in a stall and sink. You also don‟t want to pop up so 

fast that you lose your form or have your feet too close together. This causes you to fall 

as soon as you are up.  

So, lying on the sweet spot and chest up as you paddle, you catch the foam. When you 

feel it pushing you, place your palms flat down at your chest and pop into a stance. The 

stance will have your favored foot forward at a slight angle forward and the rear foot 

either perpendicular to the board or at an angle. If you have been a snowboarder or 

skateboarder, you will probably take a similar stance.  

When you pop up, remain low and balanced between your toes and heels and between 

your front and rear feet. The upper torso should be slightly bent but not leaning out over 

your toes. It should be centered and neutral over your knees or maintaining the neutral 

balance between your toes and heels and back and front feet. When you ride steeper 

waves, you will start placing your weight on your forward or back foot. 

My first teacher was Brooke of the SurfCampsUSA.com beach surf school who couldn‟t 

help herself but to give me tips as she saw me surf. She would say, lying on the board 

as you catch the foam is not your friend as much as you think it is. Standing up is your 

friend, because that is when your board has real balance. This becomes the key all the 

way through the learning process as you graduate from riding foam to riding 6 foot 

waves. Standing up is your friend.  

The Pop Up 

The proper stance when you pop up is to have your hands in front of your torso and 

pointed forward, weight balanced evenly between front and back feet and between toes 

and heels. Your legs and back are bent in a slight crouch, but not with your head 

leaning too far over your toes. If your head is too far over the rail, you will fall head first 

over that rail. If your butt is too far back, you will fall backward. 

If you see photos of surfers riding big waves, this is their posture. They differ in posture 

when they need to maneuver. Then they will drop into a coiled position so that they can 

spring into a bottom turn or rip the lip or do a cut back. If you watch video, this semi 

crouch is a position you can ride anywhere on the wave.  

Sometimes to create a carve early or if it is a big wave, you might want to get a lower 

center of gravity by simply maintaining the same posture but getting lower. At a point it 

will be advantageous to weight the front or back foot, but the beginner is not ready to 
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worry about that. You will find that as the faces get steeper, you might fall off the back of 

the board because you were not properly balanced and prepared for the speed.  

The True Love Bite of Surfing 

I have read many a book by surfers and heard interviews of the life long board experts 

and surf champions. They all say that when you get that first ride, you become addicted 

for life.  

At first I wondered why surfers would sit outside waiting for waves that didn‟t come. 

Because I have the opportunity to surf everyday, I soon learned that a day without 

surfing was a day I was disappointed. Many surfers will say the waves are terrible but I 

am going in “to get wet”.  

That first stroke in the water is like the first sip of an ice cold beer on a hot day. You 

want to give thanks for the gift of being alive. You want to say “I‟m baaaack”.  It‟s like 

greeting a good friend where both of you are all smiles. The ocean is waiting for you to 

do your thing.  

When you come out of the water after a good day you are very amped and the first 

person who sees you or asks how it was is going to get it with both barrels. The joy 

pours out of you like a bursting watermelon and the adrenaline is triple espresso. It‟s fun 

to see your surfing friends after their session when they are all amped you can see the 

sparkles in their eyes. 

The day‟s surfing excitement starts building as you prepare in the morning. When you 

start putting on your wetsuit your mind starts accelerating to a point where you can‟t 

trust you will do everything right. I like to get my board waxed and everything set before 

I start putting on my suit because once I am in motion, the adrenaline is pumping.   

This occurs for me because I live across the street from the beach and am in the water 

a few minutes after putting on my suit. There is the anticipation of a good day and a little 

fear of getting trounced. There is the knowledge that good rides await but that a real 

work out is also waiting.  

A rough or big wave day can be a real muscle and nervous system work out.  If the surf 

is up and rough or rippy or a combination of both, it takes a real effort to paddle out. 

Then you have to avoid getting caught in the “impact zone” of breaking waves. The 

biggest waves break further out than the regular waves, so while you are waiting for the 

5 foot wave, a six or seven could come up outside of you. If you can paddle fast 

enough, you can get over it or other wise it is going to break on top of you.  

Making the right decisions create real adrenaline and fear. Riding a five foot wave is 

fun. Getting caught in the impact zone is fraught with dangers. You usually survive, but 
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when you are doing backward under water somersaults wondering where your board is, 

you know you are in the hands of fate. The day before the major thrust of a New 

Zealand storm recently, I was out in the morning looking for great waves. Two big ones 

came up on the outside. I paddled over the first one, but I knew the second one was 

going to get me.  

I have never felt the violence of a wave like this one. As I was underwater doing 

backward somersaults the word “drowning” popped into my head for the first time ever. I 

came up with one of those pre concussed feelings and swam to the board. As the next 

big one came in, I held to my board and pledged to ride it out to the beach. I had had 

enough for one day.  

A few other people got religion that weekend. It didn‟t make me fearful of the water, just 

a lot more respectful. It showed me that my limit might be an 8 foot to10 footer. It is not 

just holding your breath but the violence of the churning that makes you think it could 

knock you out. When your brain moves inside your skull, your body shuts down in the 

form of a concussion or passing out. Ask a fighter or football player what happens.  

On big days you also have to be particularly careful about the line up. Surfers are 

intensely judging the waves and are not as prone to see or be able to avoid other 

surfers in the water. You want to be in the line up where you can avoid their take off and 

not inside in front of them where they may not see you, can‟t avoid you, or might fall on 

top of you.  

You don‟t have to be drunk or stoned to get a lot of adrenaline out of one of these days. 

It is probably like combat where all your nerves are at the ready. The lizard brain is 

definitely in the fight or flight mode. There is a very primalistic feeling of man against 

nature. Nature can thrill but also kill without a second thought. A man has to know his 

limitations. 

So the process on these days is looking for a good wave that is not a close out. Watch 

the other surfers to see who has the right of way and who is going to paddle. Keep an 

eye out for the outside because there are the random swells delivering larger waves. 

Monitor your own energy because you need 100% to be safe. Have fun.  

In the water, I have three priorities. First, I want more than everything else be safe. This 

means I try to avoid getting clobbered in the impact zones, I try to avoid surfing the 

close outs, I watch where other surfers are going to be riding and avoid getting in their 

path or dropping in on them when they have the “inside right of way”.   

My second priority is respecting the “line up”. That is where the other surfers are waiting 

outside or inside to catch waves.  I watch the other surfers in the line up to be sure they 

see me as they take off in my direction. I size up the line up to see who the good surfers 
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are and try to figure out which direction they go when they catch waves. I get a handle 

on who are the over aggressive ones and who are the more respectful riders.  I watch 

them to be sure that we each get our rides without dropping in on each other. I yell out 

to others that they can have a wave we are both paddling for and I yell to riders about to 

catch a wave where I am in front of them if they are not looking.  

My third priority is catching my own waves. If there is a line up and they have given me 

my turn, then I want to catch the wave so that it is not wasted. This is my opportunity to 

have fun and once I am safe and have my turn; it is my time in the sun.  

When after months of surfing you have made it to the outside to catch waves, are strong 

enough to paddle, know how to stay safe, understand how to work in the line up, and 

can catch your wave, you have really arrived. 

Yesterday morning I went out with three friends. The waves were small but the day was 

beautiful and we were excited to be going out together. We all surfed in a clump and 

watched each other take waves and do our thing. As we paddled back to our own line 

up we could make a few comments about the ride or what was happening. The 

adrenaline was pumping. 

The water was clear and one friend saw four Corbina swimming underneath him. While 

we were paddling for position someone else yelled out “shark”.  I didn‟t hear the whole 

comment, but it is a word you do not like to hear.  I asked what shark and my friend said 

it was just a sand shark. There have never been big sharks spotted at our beach and I 

would like it to stay that way.  

I once had a dolphin clear the water 15 feet away in between me and another surfer. 

When I first saw the silver flash coming out of the water, I thought shark, but then 

realized a shark would not be jumping between us. This dolphin was at least 12 foot 

long and 400 pounds. It then cleared the water four more times and disappeared. It was 

a spectacular sight neither of us will ever forget.  

With my friends, there were no outside waves breaking so we paddled and searched for 

any break and the small inside break waves were taking us right to the beach where 

you jumped off into three feet of water or less. We had a great time because we were 

doing it together.  

I had similar camaraderie experiences with skiing and snowboarding and even playing 

basketball or tennis. They are all great when shared. There is just something however 

about being in the water on a sunny day looking for waves that makes surfing a little 

special.  
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Three Methods of Paddling 

There are probably as many ways to paddle as there are surfers. Everyone adopts what 

is most comfortable, most effective, and probably the least damaging or tiring.  

One of the results of a day of paddling is very tired shoulders, arms, back, neck, and 

rotator cuffs. The rotator cuff seems to cause the most difficulty because it seems to be 

the one area that surfing stresses most.  

I constantly stretch with yoga exercises that loosen my back, neck, shoulders, and 

arms. When I come out of the water, I frequently do some cable exercises both facing 

the cables and back to cables to release the lactic acid from paddling.  

Any exercise that builds strength and endurance of your posterior rotator cuff, 

specifically your infraspinatus and teres minor musculature is good. As these two 

muscles become more toned and in shape, the stability of shoulder joints increase. 

More stability = less joint play = less shoulder pain.  

The result for beginners is they may not be able to surf everyday. The fatigue and 

soreness from surfing and paddling may require a day or two of rest. I am at the point 

where I can surf everyday. I conserve my strength and generally come out with 

reserves. I usually take a day off after four days of hard surfing at and hour to hour and 

a half a day.  

When I don‟t go to exhaustion every day, it allows me to surf much longer on the great 

days. Each day you leave with reserves, you build reserves. At some point this allows 

the body to exercise for a very long period of time. On great days, the reserves allow 

me to go in twice. My younger buddies will go in three times.  

One paddling stroke surfers use is to cup their hands and pull. Your chest is up and you 

are reaching out along the front sides of your board and pulling straight back. You may 

find that this hurts your lower back. I have incorporated a full regimen of core exercises 

with a big flexibility ball to strengthen my stomach and lower back.  

A second recommended stroke is the one modern swimmers use to do free style. My 

daughters swam free style in high school and they were taught a stroke I didn‟t know 

when I swam. The stroke is in the shape of an “S” where you generally are pulling in 

three directions with each stroke before the arm comes out of the water. It might only 

cover half the distance that I would cover in my old style.  

For swimming it is faster and for surfing, it is more efficient. If you are not schooled in 

this stroke, you will probably not use it. It also seems to put minimum stress on the 

rotator cuff. I also have used a variation of this stroke by putting my open hand in the 
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water and pulling away from the board. It eliminates that downward stroke that stresses 

the shoulders.  

A third stroke I have used is where you put your whole arm in the water and with the 

fingers of your hand open and relaxed, you pull back along the board from front to rear. 

I have used it and like it. I can get a lot of power using my whole arm and open hand. 

The one I use most and most professionals would probably use is paddling with just 

your hand and forearm up to your elbow in the water and stroking fast when you have to 

and adding more power when necessary. The stronger you are the more power you will 

deliver. There is a “power to weight ratio” trainers discuss.  

Varying the strokes can relieve tired muscles and exercise new ones. Changing the 

stroke can also relieve some of the stress. Most days I would not think about changing 

my stroke. When the sessions are good and I am intent on creating my space in the line 

up, my attention is narrowly focused and I am in the zone.  

The relationship you develop between paddling, effectiveness, and tiredness may 

determine the type of board you like. When I started with my soft board, the paddling 

was relatively easy. I didn‟t realize this until I got on thinner boards and then got back on 

the soft board. At over 3 inches thick and with a lot of volume, a board can glide across 

the water on calm days with great efficiency. I learned I could catch a third more waves 

than with a thinner board because it was faster, easier to catch the small waves, and I 

didn‟t get tired as soon.  

Older surfers, those over 30 and definitely over 40 who cannot surf everyday definitely 

enjoy boards with more volume because they can paddle easier and surf longer. They 

often go for longer boards or now the shorter fat boards that deliver short board results 

with long board volume.  

My original ambition was to start with the 8‟ beginner board and move to the short board 

where I could do more athletic maneuvers. Everyone recommends to people over 30 

that they start with a learner board and go longer after that. Then if they want to go to a 

short board after a few years, make the move.  

One reason I wanted to go to the short board is that on rough days, the short board can 

be duck dived under raging foam and with the longer or higher volume boards you are 

going to take a beating or may not even get to the outside.  

The wisdom of moving to a longer board first, escaped me in my own stubborn 

determination to have free will. What became more evident as I tried shorter boards is 

that they paddle slower so catching a big fast wave is more difficult unless you can beat 

everyone in the line up to the peak spot of the wave (more later). 
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As time passed, I did see the wisdom in the philosophy for “older” surfers that the idea 

is to catch as many waves as possible and have more fun. Paddling with less stress 

and catching waves at almost any point on the break does have a lot of advantages.  

I am in pretty good surf condition because I am in everyday and I do additional 

exercises for strength, stamina, and flexibility. Weekend warriors or surfers not in great 

shape realize the short comings of not being in paddle shape because they have to 

work too hard. The teenagers and early 20‟s surfers can overcome most of these 

obstacles because they have energy and have probably not worn down any body parts.  

At one point, I had decided to go longer because it was easier, but now I have decided 

to go shorter again.  I have a 7‟6” fun board which is 25/8 thick and 21” wide that is a 

compromise between a long and short board. I also have a 6‟10” board which is 2 3/4 

inches thick and easy to paddle. I use the 6‟10”exclusively now as I wait to find my 6‟3” 

board.  

At a board demo day sponsored by a local surf shop and several manufacturers, I tried 

two different boards. I tried a 6‟3” X 21 wide  X 2 /12” thick. I found it was too hard to 

paddle. I like to stay active and chase breaks and go from outside to inside and back.  

Then I tried a 6‟6” x 21 7/8” x 2/5/8. It was also a quad fin (4).It was perfect. It was easy 

to paddle, stable, and fast. Modern design with a single concave in the front of the 

board and a double concave at the fins makes a board fast.  

I have since talked to a local shaper who can make me a 6‟4” board with the other 

characteristics being the same. He also builds it as a five fin board so you could go 3 fin 

thruster, quad fin, or go all five. At Teahupoo in Tahiti, Kelly Slater had a 5‟9” five fin 

board.  

The other day I was surfing North of the Pier and an older guy with a goatee had the 

fastest board I have seen. He was driving the waves and he was moving very quick. He 

said he was about 145 pounds and his board was 5‟6”, pretty flat, quad fin, with the 

double concave in the back and very little rocker in the nose.  

Both my 7‟6” and the 6‟10” boards perform close to the same because they have less 

volume than a long board and more than a short board. That means they are in the 

middle for paddling stress and wave catching ability. They are more maneuverable than 

a long board and less than a short thin “stick”. 

Now and then when I jump on the soft top board, I can paddle like the wind in calm and 

small surf. It is good because you catch small powerless waves easier and you can 

catch them sooner. If you catch a wave sooner, you have more time to stand up. When 

you catch it late (just as the lip is breaking over the top) you have to pop up faster.  
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Surfers start to acquire “quivers”.  This is a collection of boards that can be used in 

different types of surf. When I skied, we would often bring up to three pairs of skis to 

match conditions as they changed. Surfers bring a few boards to the beach and usually 

decide between short board or long board when they see the surf.  

Different factors will influence your board choices. Of course, having a quiver of different 

boards is fun and gives one relief from the same paddling routines. I also learn different 

techniques with each board that generally translate back to better performance when I 

switch boards.  

Beginners don‟t realize that they will be paddling much more than they will be riding 

waves. The amount you can paddle without getting too tired or injured determines how 

many waves you will catch each day. Some experienced surfers like to sit “outside” and 

only catch the best waves. They are happy with riding only 3-5 waves on big days when 

there is a line up.  

I like to catch as many waves as I can for the period I am in the water. I am constantly 

paddling and staying active and ready to move to a wave. On a sand bar, the waves 

may break in sets at slightly different spots and different distances from shore. I have to 

honor the line up, but I often find that when I start catching waves, the line up gives me 

more room.  

So a  7‟6” mini long “fun board” is easier to paddle than a short board, can easily duck 

dive better than a long board, has good stability when I “pop up”, catches waves easier 

than a short board, and I don‟t have to catch a wave right at the peak (most powerful 

spot of a wave)  like a short board might need to do.  

The disadvantage of my board is that I can‟t catch small waves as easily as a long 

board, it is not as fast and maneuverable as a short board, and it is not quite as easy to 

paddle on calm days as a long board.  So we pick the board according to what is 

important, our conditioning, and our priorities. 

Three Processes for Catching Your First Waves 

Catching waves is the key to enjoying the sport of surfing. The bigger the waves 

become the more difficult it becomes to catch them and even more precarious to 

survive the wipe outs.  

1>The Foam 

The beginning surfer should start with the easiest and the safest wave which is really 

the foam generated after a wave has broken. Surf schools are great vehicles for 

teaching new students about safety, how to handle a board, and how to get up on the 

board when you catch a foam wave.  
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The second advantage schools provide is having an instructor to help you get your 

board in the proper position for a foam ride and then giving you a push when it arrives to 

get you in front of it. If you are doing it on your own, then you can learn the same 

process perhaps by watching what instructors do in the water with their new students.  

If you have a friend learning at the same time, maybe they can push you when the wave 

arrives. The advantage of this process is that you want to stand up in front of the foam, 

not in the middle of it. The alternative is to catch a strong foam wave and then paddle 

until you get in front of it and then pop up.  

When I started with my daughter, I first put her in position and then I pushed. After she 

became used to standing up with my assistance, she started paddling for the waves 

herself and then turning around to get in position for the wave, and then paddling to get 

in front of it before she stood up.  

At the beginning, you will ride the crashing inside waves that break close to shore and 

are strong enough to push you.  As you develop in riding ability and strength, you can 

paddle out further to get a bigger wave that is breaking that will give you more power 

and a longer ride.  

Going out further may require ducking some of the foam that is barreling into shore. The 

soft top or styro foam boards have a lot of volume and therefore catch all the force of 

the waves. This makes them difficult to handle for a beginner in rough surf. There are a 

few ways to work with this foam board 

The first is to paddle fast as you can and let the nose of your board rise through the 

leading lip of the foam. If the foam is only a few inches thick up to a foot, this might 

work. Once the foam is over a foot thick, it will hit too hard and blow you and the board 

backward.  

The second method would be to turn turtle. As I explained before, that means you go 

under water and hold your board upside down with the nose pointing toward the wave. 

The wave will hit and pass over the board. If it is really strong it will grab your board and 

tear it out of your hands or feel like it is ripping your arms out of their sockets. So don‟t 

hold on for dear life in big waves.  

For real thick or powerful waves, you might also think of abandoning your board and 

diving under the wave. You come up after the wave has passed and pull your board in 

via the leash. Be careful when ever you let go of your board that there is not a surfer or 

swimmer behind you that will get hit by the board. 

Watch out for surfers that are surfing without leashes on their boards. Those boards 

become flying projectiles when the surfer falls.   
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As you get out further into the surf in pursuit of foam waves, you will want to get in front 

of where the waves break. You do not want to be in the “impact zone” of large waves. 

The impact zone of well formed waves is where the peak folds over first. In this path is 

where the wave is strongest and will trash you if it lands on top of you. Water weighs a 

few hundred pounds per square foot and it can hurt.   

>Stay far enough inside or towards shore where you can catch the foam at its strongest 

most stable state. If this is confusing, you will understand after a few trips out. When 

you get turned around, start paddling before the wave hits you to minimize the impact 

and give you better speed to get out in front. > 

When you are out in front of a foam wave, as I mentioned before, there is a little wall of 

water like a mini wave in front of the foam. When you get up in this mini pocket, you can 

run straight to shore or you could carve in one direction to ride sideways to the wave 

called “driving” it. Once you get used to it, you might learn to make a few carves on the 

way in which we call “cut backs” or maneuvering.  

You make your carves by just leaning on your toes or heals to get the rail to lean into 

the wave. For a front carve, you lean onto your toes, lead with your forward hand and 

shoulder, and look in the direction you want to turn. For a back carve you lean onto your 

heels and let your forward hand and shoulder lead while looking at where you want to 

go. You can still keep your weight balanced evenly between your back and front foot. 

You can lower your center of gravity.  

For a front turn, you might lean into the face of the wave on bending knees to create 

more pressure on the rail and carve and for a back facing turn (your butt to the wave 

face) you can drop your butt into the face to create more pressure on the rail and carve. 

If you ride a skate board, you know how to do this.  

Where your head is turned your body and board will follow.  If you are a snow boarder 

or skate boarder, you know this is true. When you ski and want to make a sharper turn, 

you lower your body and turn your knees up hill to put more pressure on the edges of 

the skis.  

I rode my soft top board for months and caught up to 5 foot waves. They are very 

capable boards and only offer the disadvantage of being hard to handle in rough surf. In 

the early days, you will not be trying to maneuver in the “pocket”, you will just be 

catching the foam of the waves and riding straight in. The pocket is the curved part of 

the wave that forms ahead of the falling foam lip.  

Surfers want to stay near the falling lip because this is where the most power and speed 

is gained. If they get too far out in front, they will “cut back” to the foam and then cut 

back again to stay in the power or speed zone. The more speed you have the easier it 



Mark‟s Surf Instructions and Saga 

 

Copyright © 2011 Mark Kaplan All Rights Reserved Page 25 
 

is to maneuver and carve.  Speed makes a board feel like it has power steering. That 

day will arrive for you eventually.  

2>Catching Breaking Waves 

When it is time to try and catch a wave as it is breaking, start with small ones. The small 

ones won‟t toss you too bad and they are moving slower. You will get your first 

experience of riding down a face which puts the board at an angle towards the ocean 

floor. This is a position where you could experience pearling although you probably 

have experienced that already just riding foam.  

Many a surfer has said they were terrified as they stepped up to a new level. Each time 

you decide to ride bigger waves you have to take a leap of courage. Bigger waves 

mean a bigger fall off the top and maybe more punishment if you get caught in the 

impact zone.  

When your time has come to start catching breaking waves, you will know. Just be sure 

you are not going before you really have the fundamentals of catching and popping up 

on foam rides. Just like catching foam, there is timing involved. If you are paddling too 

slow or catch it too late, it will roll under you. If you are too far in front, it will land on your 

back and now you are riding foam again.  

If you have a choice in the early stages, don‟t catch it where it peaks. The peak on a 

well formed wave is where the water rolls over in foam first at the apex. This is the most 

powerful spot on the wave and should be saved for later unless the waves are small 

and mushy. It is a point that will most likely make a beginner pearl. Advanced surfers 

and short boarders aim for the peak. Catching it at the peak also gives you the right of 

way on the wave.  

If you are riding small and “mushy” waves, you will find they don‟t have much power. 

You will want to catch these waves in the middle of the break or most powerful spot. 

You will have to paddle in advance of the wave arriving and paddle hard when it starts 

to lift your board. The corners of these waves won‟t have enough power to push you. 

Mushy occurs in the afternoons when the wind is making the tops crumble. The waves 

don‟t form pockets and they just break into foam right away.  

When you are paddling and catch the wave before it breaks, let it catch you and you will 

feel it pushing your board. Then put your palms flat on your board at chest level and pop 

into position smoothly, like you did in the foam. The wave will usually have enough 

power to push you whether you stand or not, so there is no need to jump up too fast and 

lose your balance.   
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If the small waves are closing out, meaning the whole top is coming over at once as 

opposed to peaking and breaking in one direction, right or left, you need to get up 

quickly and angle towards the break. Getting up quickly will allow you to get down the 

face before the whole lip rolls over. When you learn to drive the pocket, you will angle 

and hold your carve in the pocket.  

If you drop down the face a little first, then carve into the face or backside with toes or 

heels pressuring the rail and sit in a coiled stance. When I want the back side carve, I 

like to drop my butt into the face to really hold my rail. The opposite would be true for 

the front side carve.  

As you get better and ride bigger waves, you will wait patiently for a second as you feel 

the wave catch your board and then smoothly pop up into a balanced position. It is truly 

like a ballet maneuver with nice rhythm and form. You can see surfers do it and they 

look perfectly controlled and poised. Poised is the secret.   

If the wave is slow, after it starts to push you, you might have to give a couple more 

strokes to be sure you are in the wave. Many times in a slow wave it will start to push 

you and you will stand up only to see the wave proceed without you. You often have to 

paddle until your board is actually facing down the wave before it will have the power to 

catch you.  

On great days at my pier where the waves are forming nicely but without a lot of power, 

many surfers will miss the waves because they stop paddling as they get over the lip 

but fail to get onto the face. The wave rolls past them. On these days, you have to 

paddle to catch the wave and once you are even with the top, paddle more to get down 

the face. Then you can pop up.  

Beginning surfers fear paddling down the face because they think they won‟t have 

enough time to pop up before they pearl. It takes a while to get the courage to make 

those extra few paddles that are necessary to catch waves. A long board catches 

waves with little power much easier than a short board.  

Once you are on the face you have to pop up a little quicker, but these waves are 

usually more gradual faced. Going down the face might also give you more speed so 

that you can carve into a face side or back side drive more easily.  

I repeat, the proper stance when you pop up is to have your hands in front of your torso 

and pointed forward, weight balanced evenly between front and back feet and between 

toes and heels. Your legs and back are bent in a slight crouch, but not with your head 

leaning too far over your toes. If your head is too far over the rail, you will fall head first 

over that rail. If your butt is too far back, you will fall backward. If your weight is too far to 

the rear, you will fall off the tail.  
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If you see photos of surfers riding big waves, this is their posture. They maintain this 

posture as they pump or go rail to rail. They change their posture when they need to do 

bottom and top turns. Then they will drop into a coiled position so that they can spring 

into a bottom turn or rip the lip or do a cut back. If you watch video, this semi crouch is a 

position you can ride anywhere on the wave.  

In snap shots their postures may look impossible. They will be leaning so far forward or 

back it seems they have to fall in. They will often trail a hand in the wave. Trailing this 

hand tells them where they are in relationship to their angle and besides, its fun.  

When short boarders want to make their bottom or top turn, they might move their rear 

foot back to the leash to make sure they have maximum pressure over the fins. You can 

never see the surfers move this back foot on video, so you just have to try it yourself.  

Sometimes to create a carve early or if it is a big wave, you might want to get a lower 

center of gravity by simply maintaining the same posture but bending your knees. At a 

point, it will be advantageous to weight the front or back foot, but the beginner is not 

ready to worry about that.  

When I am riding a wave and catch up to a new section that is going to break again as it 

goes to shore, I get down real low so I can survive the drop and the tumult of the foam. 

Once you start catching waves as they break and experience the fall down the face, a 

typical tendency is to lean back and fall off the back of the board. This is usually from a 

lack of commitment and a fear of pearling. It is one of the courage hurdles you have to 

face to advance. You have to commit to ride the wave and get your balance centered.  

The other sensation that makes you lean back is the increased speed you experience 

by riding down the face. You say to yourself “whoa boy” and fall off the back. You will 

learn by watching your board as you fall off that you would have been fine. If you want 

to test this theory, stay on the board like a body board and ride down a few faces. As a 

caution, sometimes being up is safer than remaining prone. Riding prone can make the 

nose dip while being up allows the nose to rise at the bottom.  

I have learned that on the steeper more closed out waves, I need to get up quickly and 

as I ride down the face on my short board, the slightly “rockered” (curved upward) nose 

will turn up at the bottom. Sometimes I put weight on the back foot to help and 

sometimes when I think I am fine, I bury the nose anyway and face plant into the water.  

An advanced move would be to get up and immediately, lean your weight onto your 

heels to carve into a backside turn and stay high in the pocket or place the weight on 

the toes and do a face turn and stay high in the pocket. (assuming regular footed) 
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In these cases, your next move will be to drive the pocket or turn down the face again 

and do a bottom turn. Advanced surfers would talk about putting the weight on the back 

foot and steering with the front foot, but you will be doing the maneuvers with leaning on 

toes and heels before you start thinking about changing the weight from front to back 

feet.  

As you progress, turn or carve with your toes and heels. As soon as you get the feel, 

start experimenting with weighting your front and back foot.  

The first commitment has to be mental. You have to commit to catching the wave and 

getting your weight more forward on steeper faces or getting lower in your stance. If you 

are mentally committed to catch the wave, you will feel which posture is right. The 

commitment and the right posture seem to come together.  

Long boarders like to catch the inside close out waves by staying low on the board and 

taking an angle driving down the pocket and holding the outside rail of their board. This 

keeps the nose from heading toward shore where on these steep breaking waves, they 

would pearl.  

As you progress, you will start getting up naturally and not think about the process. At 

the beginning you have to think about getting your weight forward on your board and not 

letting it run away from you. It may not really be forward but you have to think forward to 

keep from falling off the back. After a while, you will develop a feel for the waves and 

know whether you have to stay low, get forward or maybe even put your weight on the 

back foot. I have always been told it takes 1,000 waves to get the feel.  

Two ways to keep the board from pearling or going nose first are to bring the weight 

back on your board by lifting your chest as you are paddling and also having your feet 

up so they are not dragging in the water. This brings your body weight centered at your 

belly and more at the center to rear of the board. When you pop up, you allow the board 

to do its thing which most of the time is to avoid the pearl.  

The other way is to start off at an angle so that the nose of the board is heading toward 

the direction the wave is breaking and not toward the beach.  

If you head the board at an angle, once the wave catches you it almost locks in your 

ride whether you get up or not. If you want to boogie board your first angle ride, you will 

have a great time. Once you catch angles, you will also realize you have a lot of time to 

get up on smaller waves if they are the outside waves that don‟t close out. You 

shouldn‟t purposely wait a long time, but you will know that you can get up smooth and 

controlled.  

Caution again: 
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If you body board a wave at an angle on a wave that is going to close out, the folding lip 

will roll you over in a “going over the falls” trashing. It is probably the worst type of fall. 

After a few of these you will learn to trust your board and that getting up quickly as soon 

as the wave catches you will get you past this folding lip and out into the smooth pocket 

or down the face where the lip and foam will break behind you.  

Paddling correctly in a raised chest position also places your weight toward the center 

and rear of the board so that the nose is not so heavy. With your chest up and then your 

palms down, your body will come up in a more weight balanced position to ride most 

any wave.  

Just like standing up is your friend, the pocket beyond the lip is your heaven.  

Driving the Wave 

Once you have started catching the waves when they break and riding down the face to 

the shore, the next move is to drive the pocket. This is fun at all stages of expertise. 

Driving is having a front side or back side rail dug into the wave face and racing along 

the wave ahead of the breaking lip and more parallel to shore.  

One way to start the drive is to ride down the face and then lean into the front or back 

rail. If your board is fast, it can get around the foam at the bottom and into the pocket. If 

it has more volume and thick rails like my 6‟10” board, it is not usually fast enough.  

I have to start my carve higher up in the wave or angle it immediately. If I angle it 

immediately and the wave isn‟t closing out, I can stay high in the pocket. This would 

allow me to drive until the wave dies or I could drop for a bottom turn or I could drop and 

carve back into the power of the wave with a cut back.  

The inside close outs are a great place to practice popping up quickly and driving the 

wave. You have to start at an angle on the close outs because they are going to crash 

straight down. So you angle your board, pop up quickly and stay low to force the rail into 

the wave. Some will even grab that outside rail to help hold it in the pocket and maintain 

their posture in the crouched position.  

Pumping and Going Rail to Rail    

On a short board, when you catch a wave and want to escape beyond the falling lip to 

get into the pocket for maneuvering, you will learn to pump your board and/or turn it rail 

to rail for more speed. This is beyond the beginner, but you will first experience it as you 

ride to shore and are pumping up and down on your board to stay in the wave.  

On a short stick, this pumping is necessary because surfers want speed to make a 

bottom turn and power off the lip and maybe do an aerial. The pumping is sinking and 
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rising on the board. The rail to rail is usually initiated with the front foot in a minor bottom 

turn and minor top turn scenario.  On a more full volume board like the soft tops, long 

boards, or boards with thicker rails, it is more difficult to go rail to rail because the 

boards cannot be as quickly maneuvered.   

On the rail to rail, the front foot can initiate the moves and then when you want to turn to 

the lip you drop down into the pocket, crouch into a low coiled stance and with the 

weight on the real foot you turn to the lip, looking at where you want to hit.  

As you drive up toward the lip, you can decide whether to turn before the lip, hit the lip 

or go over the lip into the air. If you are going to turn back to the bottom, the forward foot 

will get the weight and turn the board back to the bottom where your rear foot will again 

get the weight.  

You will see experts pump and go rail to rail in between their “tricks” or bottom to top 

turns. Often in contests they will get into that final near shore section and pump to get 

their last turn off the lip, 360, or aerial.  

Pumping Down the Pocket 

One of the more important ingredients for advancing in surfing is knowing how to 

develop speed down the line. When you watch videos, you will notice the experts 

getting in a few pumps to get past the initial section of the lip and getting ready to do 

their first bottom turn.  

Gaining this initial speed is not always easy to learn. We spend a lot of months learning 

to time the waves so that we can catch them and ride down the face. Then we learn to 

get an angle on waves so that we don‟t bury the nose at the bottom.  

When to take an angle also takes feel. If you take an angle on a wave that is folding 

over the top very quickly down the line, the lip might roll you over immediately which is 

taking you over the falls.  

If the wave is not too steep and open to the right or left, getting that angle gives you a 

quick start to beating the section and into the pocket where you could begin maneuvers. 

The most natural way to pump when you are riding the pocket is to go from rail to rail.  

This rail to rail pumping looks like real quick bottom and top turns. On going down the 

wave to the face side, pressure the front foot and the heels. To go back up the face, 

pressure the back foot and the toes. If you have skateboarded you know the rhythm you 

develop in angling the board right and left as you bend your knees and get the board zig 

zagging.  
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If you have taken the angle to the face side and the wave does not have much power 

you might have to pump up and down and put some pressure on your front foot to get 

the board into the power of the pocket. Sometimes you will use this pump to get to the 

next section in front of you as you head toward the beach and feel the current section 

dying.  

With speed you can start maneuvering. You can do a cut back. You can do a bottom 

turn that takes to the lip. You can come off the top if your first move was to stay high in 

the pocket and then turn it into a bottom turn that powers back up to the lip.  

Sometimes you might be running down the pocket on waves that are closing out and 

have to get over the lip to prevent hitting the pocket collapsing and coming your way. 

Many times in close out waves, you drop down the face, turn back or face side, pump a 

few times and then go over the lip. 

Not all beaches and breaks have great reef waves that peel off right or left for long 

rides. Many beaches like mine give you short breaks and to make the most of them and 

avoid the lip coming over the peak, you have to start going rail to rail right away.  

This maneuvering requires bent knees and good balance. Like we learned, we want the 

weight evenly balanced between the front and back of the feet and between the front 

and back foot. Then we can start applying pressure to make the quick turns.  

We also want to pop up fast and smooth and know in advance what we are going to do. 

We have been in the water watching the waves break and know in advance that we are 

going to pump.  

At this stage in our learning, we are beyond worrying about catching the wave and 

popping up. We are thinking positively that we can catch the wave and our focus is how 

we are going to pop up balance, remain with a low center of gravity, and start our pump. 

The only strategy we will have before we catch the wave is whether we are going right 

or left.  

Depending where you are in relation to where the wave is peaking and which way it is 

peeling, you will determine whether you are going face side or back side. If you are on 

the left side of the peak and it is peeling left, then you will probably take a left angle and 

want to stay high on the wave and start your rail to rail maneuvers quickly.  

If you have speed and are driving fast, your first maneuver might be to drop down the 

face and do a bottom turn back into the pocket. The object is to ride the wave as long as 

you can in the pocket.  

If the wave moves to a new section you may want to enter that section. If it is slowing 

down on the shoulder, you may want to do a cut back to the main section and then 
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either turn towards shore, drive down in front of the foam in the opposite direction you 

were traveling, or just pop out and go get another wave.  

 

Maneuvers and Pumping 

These are four basic maneuvers after you have caught the wave.  

 You will carve to face the wave or go backside.  

 You will cut back to get into the power.  

 You will do bottom turns toward the lip. You will turn off the lip to head back to 

the bottom. 

 You will pump or go rail to rail for speed at the beginning or in between each 

major maneuver or turn 

 

The Angle Carve 

One of the most progressive steps you can make from the intermediate level to the 

advanced level is the immediate carve from the pop up across the face into the next 

section.  

For some reason, it took me a long time to get it. You might be quicker. The early 

progression is dropping down the face and leaning on your toes or heels to get a carve 

or bottom turn and run to the shoulder or run down the pocket.  

The type of beach you surf has a lot to do with what you can achieve. My sand bar 

beach where the waves like to close out makes it difficult to get down the face and into 

the next section where the pocket is located.  

Usually, by the time you slide down the face toward the beach, the whole top has come 

over and you cannot drive to the open pocket. On this beach the short boards and long 

boards get to the pocket by creating an immediate angle at the top of the wave and 

driving down the pocket.  

If the wave is slow, you have seen the experts pump the board by either driving it from 

rail to rail or just pumping up and down on the board. This pumping up and down 

creates all the pressure dings you see on the decks of used boards.  

I learned a lot by moving to the inside waves with my short board. I learned to pop up 

fast and angle the board to the open break. Be prepared for lots of crashes because 

once you are up, it is difficult to tell what will happen on the inside waves. Sometimes 

the whole lip comes over and takes you off the board, or you may nose drop suddenly in 
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to the next section because your wave caught up with another or hit the water trying to 

get back out to sea.  

The timing I finally got occurred as soon as I stood up and then placing weight on my 

heels and leaning my butt back into the wave. I am regular footed (left foot forward) so 

this would be a back side carve for me.  

In the close outs and inside breaks you often see the long boarders and short boarders 

grab the outside rail with their back hand. This gets your butt down low and reinforces 

placing your inside rail into the face of the wave. The inside rail is the rail on the wave.  

If you ski, the inside edge is the edge on the snow and the outside edge is the one on 

the downhill side and that you will turn into.  

One reason it took me so long was that I worked to get the timing on catching waves. 

Waves can be fast or slow, open or closed, big or small. I was happy to get through the 

line up, get my shot and get up on the wave and I figured I would think about 

maneuvering later.  

It was easy to drop to the bottom and carve a front side or back side turn. The problem 

with smaller waves is that this is slow and you will probably run out of pocket or you will 

face the foam immediately before you can do anything.  

If you were on ten foot plus waves, you might need to drop to the bottom or at least 

midway down before you started to carve because the wave face deep in the wave near 

the peak is very steep.  

The other problem I had at times was popping up and getting my stance on the board 

perfectly balanced so that I could initiate a quick maneuver. If you pop up and your 

balance is not right, you will be fighting balance first and thinking about maneuvering 

second.  

I had to go through a second round of practicing my pop up on my living room floor. I 

had found that my pop ups were getting lazy and I was not bringing my front foot all the 

way forward to be centered on the board. I was only bringing it up to sit near the rail 

which required me to immediately adjust my stance.  

If you watch short boarders, you will see that they hit the pop up perfect most of the time 

and don‟t have to move their feet. If you could see them closer, you might notice that 

they move the back foot forward or back to pump or to initiate a radical turn up or down.  

So to get your angle off the top, you have to be beyond thinking about the line up, timing 

of the wave, and getting into the right stance. You have to pop up perfectly balanced so 
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that you can immediately lean into the heel or toe side. Most people find it easier to 

carve front side because they can see the wave.  

Many surfers will angle their board before they pop up. This is also tricky. You have to 

properly judge the steepness of the wave. You have to pop up at a sideways angle 

instead of straight down. You face having the lip come over the top of you.  

One way to get into the angle for a pop up is paddle into it. If you see the wave coming 

you can paddle to it and then turn sideways to it and then let it start pushing you while 

you are sideways. If the wave catches your rail, it often holds you so that it is easy to 

pop up. If the wave is moving too fast, it will take you over the falls.  

A second way is to paddle in front of the wave but angling so you can watch how it is 

forming. If you paddle to your backside and see the wave will break in that direction, the 

forward momentum you have already achieved can be very helpful.  

It seems that getting that angle is something that just clicks. For some reason, I had 

been concentrating on it and trying all sorts of waves to make it happen and then all of a 

sudden it did. It was a great feeling. 

The speed from driving down the wave is noticeable and the most fun. It also puts you 

in position once you are into the pocket to drop for a bottom turn, then turn for the lip. It 

positions you to make it to the next section which is often another wave breaking inside. 

Or if you reach the shoulder and the momentum of the wave is slowing, you can do a 

cut back and then drive in front of the wave all the way back and maybe onto the beach.  

The high speed makes your board more maneuverable. If you see the forward section 

closing off you can pop out over the top of the lip or turn shoreward to ride the foam.  

 

Taking the Wave Deep in the Pocket 

After a surf session at the Harbor, I was walking back along the beach toward the 

Oceanside Pier and where I live. I ran into a fitness instructor I had met a few days ago. 

He was teaching his children 9 and 7 to surf. He explained the surfing was to break the 

pace of their daily hour to hour and a half of swim training. Even his four year old was 

swimming an hour a day.  

In any case, he was saying that catching the wave is everything at the beginning. 

Catching the wave does put many elements together for that final test of catching that 

variable timed wall of water.  

It is the fact that each set of waves may have been sourced from different phenomena. 

There can be three to five different swells coming into a beach at the same time. There 
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may be a north and south swell that come in at a slightly different time and then maybe 

they combine for some sets.  

There are swells that vary in height and interval coming in at the same time. A longer 

interval like 15 seconds plus can create big waves. In Hawaii, a 20 second interval wave 

is going to be huge. The longer interval means the wave is very deep and will reach 

much higher once it touches the bottom of the sea bed.  

Then when you add the point in transition from high tide to low tide, you change the 

location where the wave reaches the bottom of the ocean and starts to break. It is 

frustrating sometimes to watch waves that form nice and big and yet never break as 

they roll under furiously paddling surfers.  

So especially on a sand bar beach, every set of waves that comes in could break 

outside or inside, from a slightly different direction, at a different speed, and a different 

height. In some sets the waves will break differently from the first to the last wave.  

Sometimes the first wave in a set is the small one and the second and third keep getting 

bigger. When I see this, I am glad to let others in the line up go for the first wave and I 

paddle out for the second or third one.  

Then you have to vary your approach depending on how many surfers are in the line up 

and how good and aggressive they are. If the waves are peaking, the best surfers will 

paddle to the peak in order to get the right of way. The best surfers will also start 

paddling toward a wave earlier than others to try and establish a right of way.  

The surfer inside of you has the right of way if he is going to take the break in your 

direction. If you are both paddling for a wave, you have to keep an eye on him to see if 

he is going to catch it and if the wave is breaking in your direction. If both are true, you 

will probably have to back off.  

Sometimes if a wave is peaking there might be a right and left. If two people are 

paddling for a wave, they might call out which direction they are going so they can both 

ride the wave.  

It is difficult enough, even if you have the wave all to your self to judge the perfect take 

off point considering how fast the wave is moving and how big and therefore how steep 

it will be.  

The next element is whether it is rather open faced or whether the whole lip is coming 

over in a steep wall. If it peaks at one point called the apex, it will then break right or left 

or both.  



Mark‟s Surf Instructions and Saga 

 

Copyright © 2011 Mark Kaplan All Rights Reserved Page 36 
 

The best surfers on their short boards will get right under the peak and as it breaks, they 

will pop up and take a direction. Knowing how to grab a wave that is breaking fast at the 

peak is also know as taking it late or taking it deep. Contest surfers get extra points for 

taking big waves deep.  

At Teahupoo, in Tahiti most waves barrel. Taking the wave at the peak is the most 

treacherous point and competitors get their top scores of “10” when they take it deep, 

get barreled and come out the other side. 

Because of all the above circumstances, you have to be able to catch the wave in 

various points of the break. You can‟t always get it just when you want. If waves are 

closing out, you don‟t necessarily want it at the peak because you will get caught in the 

foam before you get very far. In this wave you want it further from the power spot and 

closer to the corner.  

I any case, you may want to angle your board towards the break so that you can quickly 

escape the lip. This wave offers the opportunity to get out to the shoulder and then cut 

back into the power to get a longer ride. 

The smaller or slower the wave or more gradual the face, the more time you have to 

pop up. You can let the wave start to push you and then paddle an extra stroke or two if 

necessary to be sure you are in the wave, then pop up at your normal speed.  

If the wave is steep or it is already on top of you and maybe coming over the top when it 

starts to move you, you might have to pop up instantly. I learned eventually to get these 

waves after lots of practice on the quick breaking inside waves that usually are closing 

out just because they are breaking in real shallow water.  

If the wave is breaking on top of you or you are not moving fast enough when it catches 

you, it will have a tendency to propel your board forward. Most of the time you will see 

surfers get separated from their boards with this impact.  

When I think I am going to be in this situation, I know the wave is breaking steep. I want 

to angle my board towards the break and when it hits me, I want to use the momentum 

to pop onto my board much faster than normal. 

Normally, I would wait until the wave starts to push me, then put both palms flat on the 

board and extend my arms to raise my chest. Then I would smoothly go into the pop up 

and ride the wave. 

Catching the wave late requires popping up as soon as the wave hits. It is the only way 

to stabilize your board as it jumps into action. I use the impact of the wave to propel my 

board and my body at the same time as I rise and land on the board. It has to happen in 

one second instead of three or four.  
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I angle the board and when I come up I stay low because I am moving fast. Normally, 

you need to pick up speed as you drop in by pumping the board. When you get in late, 

you have instant speed and you need to keep your balance and low center of gravity so 

that the board does not get out in front of you.  

I would get a low center of gravity on a steep wave as well. When you catch them late 

and/or they are steep you are going to have the sensation of something in between 

going straight down and free falling. I want to be low so I can stay with the board at 

speed and also carve it into the face as soon as possible.  

When you watch surfers, you will see that if they catch waves in a taller stance, they will 

need to get a low center of gravity before their first bottom turn. If you catch a steep or 

fast wave, you want to start in a lower center of gravity so you can make it to the bottom 

or carve into the face quickly.  

Timing the wave and catching them late or steep requires practice and courage. I find 

that if I am standing and get crushed, I don‟t get as thrashed as when I am still prone 

and get crushed. As my first instructor always said, standing up is your friend. 

 

Paddling and Turning into Bigger Waves 

If you surf on a beach with a reef, the waves usually break in the same spot and look 

the same each time. If you surf on a sand bar beach where you can experience 3 to 5 

different swells, the waves can all look different.  

If the waves on a particular day are in the 3 to 4 foot category and breaking in the same 

spot, you can get your position by finding a focus point on land and then parallel to you 

in the water. I usually site a building or life guard tower on land and then the line up is 

often my focal point for how far out to sit.  

Then when a larger swell arrives bringing larger waves, they are going to break further 

outside.  The aggressive surfers will start to paddle out to get a position and maybe 

stake their right of way. On many beaches you will find a high percentage of surfers 

don‟t really want the bigger waves and they will just paddle out to avoid being in the 

impact zone.  

The bigger the wave, the faster it is moving. On a sand bar beach, the bigger the wave, 

the more likely it is to be steep and closing out. Most sand bar beaches cannot support 

a wave in good form over head high.  

There are two good ways to approach the wave. The first is to paddle out and judge 

where your turn around point is to start paddling in front of it. I like to paddle out and 
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then turn sideways to the wave so I can watch it. I like to be paddling pretty fast so that 

when I turn my board has momentum. I also like to be turned sideways to the wave 

hoping to see which way the wave is breaking so I can be pointed in that direction.  

When I feel I have matched my position to where the wave is going to start pitching, I 

turn into the wave at the angle facing the direction I think it is going to break and then 

paddle and even kick to catch it.  

The other way to catch a wave for which you are paddling out is to judge where you 

need to turn around and then come to a sitting position on your board. While sitting, 

your feet are turning your board around and then you resume your prone position and 

start paddling in the direction you think the wave will break.  

The First Day of Advanced Surfing 

There is no real definition of when you move from intermediate to advanced surfing. I 

marked my own day. It came after a previous real good day. I had been at the Harbor 

and I had a couple of milestone rides.  

The first was a steep drop on a wave that was only about 4 foot and I felt like I was free 

falling, but my balance was good and at the bottom I turned into the pocket. The second 

was taking a wave deep and propelling up into my pop up at the same time as the wave 

hit my board. I acknowledged to myself that these were two very good steps.  

Two days later, I was North of the Pier at a very good session three hours after peak 

high tide. I watch Surfline.com everyday for my beach and then try to understand when 

in the tide transitions the beaches have the best waves.  

However, my philosophy is to be ready every day at 9 a.m. and go. Most of the time I 

have waves and am only rarely disappointed. If I wait for the right time, I inevitably miss 

a day of surfing. If I have any single preference, it would be to go in the middle of the 6 

hour transition period between peak high and peak low or visa versa. 

On this particular day at high tide, the Pier was filled in meaning it was flat. I waited for 

three hours which put the theoretically best time around noon. The wind had not picked 

up and the sun was shining. Two of my buddies said they wanted to go out when I went 

so we picked a little after twelve noon.  

The Pier was going off when we arrived. The SW swell is bigger on the south side of the 

Pier but also more closed out. The Pier tames the swell for the North side and seems to 

give the waves better shape.  
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The line up was full with ten or fifteen surfers sitting close to the Pier. When the wave 

comes rolling along the Pier pilings it creates a nice right break that goes back into the 

Pier and a great left break that on some waves can be ridden for quarter of a mile.  

The waves were moving semi fast which means that you had to catch them and then 

paddle a couple of extra strokes to really get into the wave. If you have to paddle too 

long to catch it, you are probably going to pop up just as it closes out.  

But on this day, most of the waves could be caught with a couple of extra paddles after 

you had furiously paddled to get it. You have to match your speed with the waves. Once 

it has you a little, it tips your board down into the face which automatically increases 

your speed and can bring you into sync with the wave speed. 

The waves were four to five feet and forming nicely. The faces were pretty gradual but 

the lip was coming over pretty fast so most waves did not offer a long run down the 

pocket. I was watching my compatriots in the line up as they competed for position. I 

paddled for my waves and had to stop if someone had position on me or I could not get 

into the pocket. 

Nonetheless, I was catching plenty of waves and setting my angle so that I was getting 

a good carve down the pocket. I was getting both face side and back side rides. After I 

had ridden waves to the point they were all foam and I popped out, I would paddle back 

out.  

Because the sets were going off with at least five big waves per set, I would have to 

bide my time until the sets were finished so I could get back out. I would try to catch an 

inside wave on the way out just because it was available. 

I caught one great ride where I was on top of the lip the whole ride hoping it would break 

so I could get my first barrel. I realized this might have been the best I had ever ridden a 

wave. Coupled with the several rides on sizeable waves that I caught without falling and 

drove nicely down the pocket, I felt this was my best day ever. I wrote that in my daily 

journal and also that “Today I am a surfer”. 

I felt this was my entry day into advanced surfing. I dealt with the line up on a crowded 

day. I got several sizeable waves and rode them well. I demonstrated I could get face 

side and back side drives.  

Continuing on this trend, the next step would be maneuvering in the pocket when I had 

survived the first section with bottom and top turns. Bigger waves give you the speed 

where you don‟t have to pump to begin your maneuvers.  

But learning to pump is also an advanced technique. If I can catch and drive the waves, 

I can start pumping by executing real quick bottom and top maneuvers. On a short stick 
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the front foot can make this happen. My board is thicker in the rails and doesn‟t respond 

as easily to my front foot.  

On a long board you would have to pressure the back foot to get the front of the board 

to turn or if at speed you might be able to pressure the rails with toe and heel weighting.  

The short boarder will sink into a lower center of gravity to build some spring for bigger 

bottom and top turns. The short boarder will also weight the rear foot on the board to 

initiate the bottom turn and the front foot to initiate the top turn.  

As one advanced surfer on a short board with a stomp pad on the rear told me, he puts 

his rear foot at the front of the pad for catching the wave and pumping and at the back 

of the pad for turns. He was doing three sixties and reverse one eighties so I think he 

knew what he was talking about.  

The size of the wave, your speed, the dynamics of your board, and the shape of the 

wave will all play a factor in how you will maneuver.  

 

Dealing with the Demands of Paddling? 

Riding the board into shore is how you set up your next session of paddling out. It is the 

nature of the sport that the paddle out is longer than the ride in. Your surf session only 

lasts as long as you have energy to paddle out and get in position for waves. 

Sometimes you will find that the currents require you to continuously paddle to maintain 

your position on the outside break.  

In your sessions, you will find you have to paddle after many false waves that don‟t 

break like you thought they would. If you are on a sand bar where waves can vary from 

close outs to more open faces, you may chase more waves than you catch. You may 

pull out of waves before they break because you recognize them as close outs. You 

have to pull out of waves you could catch because another surfer has the inside right of 

way position.  

When you first begin surfing with your soft top board, you have to stay in the shore 

breaks to ride the foam. These sessions becomes exhausting within a very short period 

of time because there is no rest. Even if you are a weight lifter or train daily like a 

marine, you will find the new muscle requirements are not fulfilled with your previous 

exercises.  Working inside against the foam is a full body sport.  

Everything that happens in surfing, begins with paddling. We have to paddle to the 

waves. We have to paddle to catch a wave. We have to paddle out to the waves again 

to catch a second wave.  
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When we are tired of paddling, we are through for the day. Some days are so great, I 

never want to get out and then on one wave I fail to push myself up for the pop up 

because my shoulders are too tired. That is my red flag that I am done.  

At the beginning, our sessions are limited to the amount of energy we have but it usually 

centers on our ability to keep paddling out for the next foamy or next ride. I was able to 

last 20 minutes to a half hour in the beginning riding the foam, because the sum total of 

walking through the waves, ducking them, getting smashed, and paddling consumed all 

my energy.  

After months passed, I noticed that I was stronger and could stay out longer because 

my shoulders and arms were developing more stamina. Once I was past riding foam 

and started riding breaking waves, I faced the same problem. I could stay out for as 

long as I could paddle and pop up. I found that when I was tired, the pop up was the first 

thing to go.  

There were two things I did to accelerate the development of paddling stamina. Once I 

had moved to riding breaking waves and was on the outside beyond where the foam 

starts, I would always be moving. I would not just sit in the water on my board waiting 

for the next wave. I stayed in motion continuously paddling back and forth to stay 

occupied while waiting.  

If you are in a busy line up where there is just one narrow break, you don‟t want to 

sacrifice your position by moving around. You are waiting and gradually working your 

way inside where the best position on the wave can be obtained.  

As surfers catch a wave from the inside position, that leaves there spot in the line up 

open and everyone can rotate or move in. If some surfers have the best position for the 

break, I might let them catch the first wave and move in for the second or third wave in 

the set. Many sets have several waves. You also learn which wave in sequence tends 

to be the best wave in the sets. Sometimes on some days it might be the third wave. 

Don‟t always think you have to catch the first wave in a set.  

You might find that many surfers don‟t want the best position and surrender it to the 

better surfers. You have to have some gumption to feel you deserve the spot and move 

to get the prime location. Some surfers in the line up don‟t want the biggest waves. 

They are waiting for the smaller ones.  

If the waves are not coming rapidly and you are getting bored or cold, you can move to 

a position down the line of the line up and use your time to paddle around. You can 

paddle outside a little and then paddle back. You can paddle to either side and then 

paddle back. I find it keeps me loose, warm, and ready. Some people can sit and wait 

for their waves, but I find I have to keep moving to keep loose and to keep warm.  
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Maybe on quiet days when there are no waves, I just go in to paddle. I would often enter 

at the stairs which was a quarter mile south of the pier and then paddle to the pier or do 

it in reverse. I would look for waves while in transition, but if there were no waves at 

least I was building my stamina.  

The nature of muscle is that exercising it strenuously breaks it down. The body then 

carts off the burnt muscle and replaces it with stronger cells. Each time you destroy 

cells, you get new ones.  

You can also do push ups and weights or cables to build arms, chest, shoulders, and 

back. Everyday when I go to the beach to observe the waves and take pictures for my 

surf reports, I do my second set of yoga stretches. Then I lean against a low three foot 

wall and do sets of push ups.  

I find that I like doing them in sets of ten. The first ten are the toughest because my 

muscles are tight and the push ups hurt. I find that after the third or fourth set, my 

muscles are loose and the push ups are easy. Then I might do thirty in a row.  

I also like to do an exercise where I assume a push up position on the ground and then 

bring my knees up under my arms and stand up. This is also called a “burpie”. This 

assimilates a pop up. If you add a push up to each repetition, you are creating that 

much more benefit. 

Another great pop up exercise is to hop up on a short wall with both feet. I hop up into a 

spread stance position with arms balanced in front of me and my forward hand in front 

of me. Ten to twenty pop ups is a good warm up before you surf.  

An exercise that creates core and shoulder strength is the plank/push up combination. 

Holding the plank where you are in push up position but resting on your fore arms and 

elbows develops stomach and lower back strength. You can extend into a push up and 

back to your forearms to add more benefit. ??? 

I frequently do a two minute regular plank and then turn sideways to do a minute each 

on both sides where I put either my left or right forearm on the ground.  

Doing weights to build arms, shoulders, and back can also help. I like to use cables. I 

have a set that has two handles and three cables that reach to a center piece. I can 

wrap the cables around a post and do sets facing away from the post and sets pulling 

while facing the post.  

I like to use the cables after a long session in the water to release the lactic acid that 

has formed in my back, shoulders, neck, and arms. It seems a good cable session 

relaxes my muscles and takes the tension out of my shoulders.  
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In the mornings, my yoga exercises are mostly to open up my back, chest, arms and 

shoulders. Leaning into a door with your forearms used for support and releasing into a 

forward fall while breathing releases the tension in your back, shoulders and neck.  

At the beginning, my neck was always sore. I realized it was the tight muscles in my 

back from paddling that was causing my neck pain. By leaning into a door jamb several 

times a day, I could release that tension and loosen the pressure on my neck.  

I also hold my arms straight out to my sides parallel to the ground and turn them with 

palms up and down to rotate my shoulders. I place my arms in front, to the side, and 

then to the rear turning them in each position. They are often sore as my rotator cuffs   

are stiff from the lactic acid of paddling.   

At the beginning, the more times a day you open your chest, back, shoulders with 

exercises, the more you release the tension.  The pulling from paddling tightens 

muscles, so these are counter measures to support the muscles that are doing the 

work. When the muscles doing the work get over used and stressed, injury occurs.  

It is important to build the strength of the muscles and then the strength of the counter 

muscles to prevent injury and reduce the pain following exercise. On a day when the 

waves are great and I stay out until I drop, my muscles are going to be very sore and I 

must spend time afterwards loosening them up so I will be ready the next day.  

So riding on the board gets the glory in surfing, but the real engine is the paddling. The 

way to ensure a long career of surfing is to keep muscles loose and keep building 

strength.  

 

Swimming with The Dolphins 

One of the great pleasures of surfing is being close to the dolphins. When people are on 

the beach they see the dolphins touring up and down and often notice how close they 

are to the surfers.  

When you are on the outside, you also notice how close they often come where you are 

sitting. Recently, I was about ten feet from a surfer and I saw two fins about five feet on 

the other side of him. Two dolphins were swimming back and forth, seemingly ignoring 

him while they perhaps were looking at fish underneath the surface.  

On a recent occasion, four of us were sitting on the outside when a pod of dolphins 

decided to take a closer look at us. Ten feet away, a baby raised its head above the 

water and just stared at me to figure out something about humans. 
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Another incident I will never forget as long as I live showed me how big they are. On a 

very quiet calm day with hardly any waves, I went out just to get wet as we often say. 

There were only two of us surfers out near the stairs at Tyson Street. 

We were about thirty feet apart as I was approaching the outside. I was just about to 

say something to the other surfer when I saw a flash below the surface in between us 

and a dolphin came up and completely cleared the water with his body like at Sea 

World.  

Then he continued in the direction of shore with two more leaps, went to my outside 

with two additional leaps and disappeared. The other surfer and I were mesmerized and 

afterward said to each other, “you will never see that again”.  

What amazed me was the size of the dolphin. When you see their fins from shore or 

even out on your board, you imagine they are cute little things about six feet long. This 

dolphin was at least twelve feet long and had to weigh over 400 pounds.   

After researching them I learned they can grow to 12 feet and 1500 pounds. They take 

care of the young as a community and the babies stay with the mothers for six years. 

Luckily they seem to think of surfers as brethren. I have seen them surf waves next to 

surfers.  Where‟s the contest they want to know? Don‟t need no stink‟n surf board.  

 

Surfing On Any Day, Big or Small 

When I finished riding foam and was looking for the good days to catch waves, I would 

go to the stairs at the street above the beach where I live and where the surfers gather 

to look at the day‟s swell. 

They would often surmise that it was too small or not good and leave. I would surmise 

the same and not go in for the day. I could miss a whole week laying these judgments 

on the poor surf conditions.  

One of the things I have learned is that wave sets might be ten to twenty minutes apart. 

I have been fooled both ways. When it seemed small, I would get my soft board and as I 

started paddling out, here came some monster surf.  

I had purchased a smaller more high performance board which was also easier to duck 

dive. When I thought the day was going to be big, I would prefer the easier to manage, 

thinner board. But if you only watch the waves for a few minutes, you often grab the 

wrong board or incorrectly surmise there are no waves. I have been wrong so many 

times.  
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I have also paddled out thinking it was only a day for getting wet and paddling to find 

those interim sets had really good waves. I have also gone out with my expert 22 year 

old neighbor who has been surfing since he was seven and found out how much fun 

you can have in two foot waves.  

He drops in with his  7‟11” long board and drives the pocket for very long rides. I also 

found that small waves afford a great opportunity to learn. One instructor I talked to on 

the beach while he was watching his students on a small wave day said anyone can 

ride big waves, but it takes talent to make something out of small waves. 

Surfing tournaments frequently have to suffer small waves like the U.S. Open in 

Huntington Beach this year.  So here the world‟s experts have travelled to compete and 

show their stuff when waves are no taller than three or four feet. They have to get speed 

going down the pocket so that they can do their lip turns and cut backs. It‟s much 

tougher when the surf is small.  

So now when I see it‟s a real small day of one to three feet, I relish the opportunity to go 

in. Most of the time I have found that it is better once you get there than what you 

observed from a distance. Secondly there are usually good waves hidden in the various 

sets that are arriving.  

I have rarely been disappointed. It also gives me the opportunity to practice what I want 

to learn as my next step with out the risk of getting smashed as a result of mistakes. 

Falling in a 3 foot wave is nothing like going over the barrel in a 5 foot wave.  

One of the fun things to practice is beating the breaking sections and getting to the 

pocket to begin maneuvers. In larger waves, if you don‟t get past the breaking lip, you 

have to straighten out and head for shore or try and build speed driving at an angle in 

front of the foam to get to the next section.  

On larger waves you can get closed out and smashed trying to learn this, but on smaller 

waves there is no bodily risk. After you have learned to drop into the face and then 

make the turn, your next step is to beat the breaking lip by taking the wave at an angle 

and getting to the pocket directly before the lip curls over.  

The power is at the top of a wave and the closer to the breaking lip, the more power. So 

as you have made it to the outside pocket and the wave is losing momentum, you will 

want to cut back to where the wave is breaking to regain the power and speed of the 

wave. 

If you are regular footed, meaning you have your left foot forward and you are riding 

face side, meaning your face is into the wave, a cut back is initiated by leaning on your 

heels and turning the opposite direction from which you are traveling  



Mark‟s Surf Instructions and Saga 

 

Copyright © 2011 Mark Kaplan All Rights Reserved Page 46 
 

If you are not going fast, you have to turn more gradually or you will dig your outside rail 

(rail closest to shore) in the wave and crash.  

This is so much easier and gratifying to practice on smaller waves before you get to the 

bigger ones. Once you have the feel, it is easier to go through the same motions on a 

bigger day. Once you get your first cut back, you can then cut back again on the same 

wave. You could do cut backs running down the pocket or even riding that little lip in 

front of the foam on your way in. It depends on how much speed you have.  

 

Getting the Feel of the Wave 

One of my big breakthroughs from riding the foam to riding breaking waves was when I 

actually started observing and feeling what the wave was doing under and next to my 

board.   

When you are riding foam, you know where the wave is and what it is doing; it is 

pushing you from behind.  When you are catching waves as they break, you are riding 

down the face. Once you start turning your board “face side” or “back side”, (your face 

to the pocket or your back to the pocket) you need to know how much momentum the 

wave has. This will determine how long you can travel in the same direction or when 

you need to do a cut back to find the power.  

When you carve or ride down the pocket on a short weak wave you will hit the shoulder 

where the power fades very quickly. Before the wave dies, you need to do a cut back. 

The other technique if there is not enough power in the wave to travel down the pocket 

or if the whole lip is coming over blocking a drive, is to head straight in toward shore and 

pump up and down on the wave to reach the next section.  

Often a wave will break, then weaken, and then form again as it gets closer to shore. If 

you can pump into that second break, you may find a whole new wave that will allow 

you to drive down the pocket, do cut backs, or even maneuver with bottom turns and lip 

spikes. Or you might hit a close out and crash.  

On a long wave, a surfer might hit three or four sections as waves keep catching up with 

new waves. By the time you are close to the beach you will have to decide if you want 

to bail out or want to try one more run down a pocket.   

When you start getting an angle on the breaking waves, you can ride out the pocket 

until it dies at the shoulder. You have the thrill of seeing the wave forming in front of you 

and you just stay in the pocket until the end.  
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At a certain point you will start feeling and seeing the pocket and how much momentum 

is remaining. On waves that are 3 foot plus you can look at the pocket and then it is 

really a thrill when the pocket is higher than your head. It is a beautiful sight.  

After you make your cutback, you ride until you get back into the power and at this point 

you will probably meet the foam and turn shoreward until the wave dies. If you watch 

video you will see that the advanced surfers make a cutback and then when they have 

regained the power of the wave, cut back again to find the pocket. In the second cut 

back, they are turning back into the direction in which they started originally.  

In the early stages, you will not be maneuvering much in the pocket but you will start to 

look for which way the wave is breaking and make your first bottom turns or create your 

angle in that direction. Then you will start to feel what the wave is doing under your 

board and looking ahead to decide whether you should continue or cut back to regain 

more momentum. 

As this skill increases, you will start to work on building speed after the bottom turn so 

that you can go from section to section and maneuver and do cut backs. Getting the feel 

for the wave as you progress comes with building your ability to build speed. (more 

later) 

Every day when I go into the water, I have something on which I want to work as I 

progress toward my next step. I might want to practice grabbing my back side rail or 

pumping to build speed or carving face side or back side quicker at the peak so that I 

remain in the power of the wave.  

When I go in, I look for the opportunity to practice that day‟s goal. If the surf is small, I 

can practice with little risk. Catching a rail in a small wave is much easier on the body 

than catching a rail and getting smacked by a big wave.  

I journal my experience every day and what I need to work on next.  

Cross Training and Support Exercises for Surfing Endurance(paddling 

duplication and exercise duplication) 

One great way to make quicker progress is to get stronger and develop more stamina 

than the surfing alone provides. Paddling is definitely enhanced by doing more paddling. 

Whenever I was sitting on the outside, I would keep paddling for the entire time I was in 

to develop that strength and stamina. The results show up in months, not days or 

weeks. A beginner should not sit idle on the outside.  

To assist the shoulder strength you can do upper body exercises such as push ups, 

cables, weights, and even yoga. I try to work the counter muscles as well to be sure that 
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I don‟t over develop the working muscles and develop injuries. Loosening and stretching 

is very important because the paddling work creates tightness and tight muscles snap.  

I also try to add aerobics. When paddling to the outside on a rough day, you might need 

to paddle for 5 to 10 minutes straight as you duck dive waves and try to make it to the 

next breaking wave before it catches you in the impact zone. This is when you would 

really appreciate the stamina and recovery resulting from aerobic training.  

I happen to like running up hills or stairs. Running is difficult on one of my previously 

injured knees until it warms up. But to persist in the training,does help my recovery from 

a strenuous paddle. Running up my 40 stairs ten times before I surf also warms me up 

and gets my heart pumping.  

On days when I know the surfing will be calm or when I feel more energetic, I will run 

the stairs 20 to 40 times. This is good for the lungs and good for the quadriceps. It also 

helps recovery on days when you are paddling and catching lots of waves in quick 

succession. If you have to struggle to get to the outside on a rough day, you don‟t want 

to be finished as soon as you arrive.  

Biking is also a great cross training activity. It can build the legs and develop the lungs. 

Using muscles not normally used support the working muscles that are over used in 

surfing and can help prevent injury. 

Squats are everyone‟s go to exercise for developing leg strength. The more advanced 

you become, the more power you need in your legs to power your turns. Whether you 

use weights or just include calisthenics that require the squat position, you will develop 

your legs, lower back, and even your breathing.  

The plank is a second go to for developing core muscles. You lie on the floor on your 

forearms and hold your body straight off the floor for as long as you can. One minute is 

considered minimum core fitness. You can also do side planks and even lift a leg while 

doing so. This will find new muscles for most people. 

I like to use a large flex ball for core exercises. I lie on my back and place my feet on top 

of the ball then raise my buttocks off the floor. I roll the ball from left to right with my feet 

while my core is struggling for balance.  Build until you are doing it 50 to 100 times.  

I then like to take the ball between my feet and do leg raises. At the beginning you might 

do ten or twenty leg raises, but after awhile, you should be able to do 100.  

When you are tired surfing, the first thing that goes is the focus. You might then find 

yourself in a dangerous situation as your mind has wandered and you lose the 

concentration to see or avoid a big wave. Avoiding other surfers is just as important and 

if you are tired, you might wander into a surfer taking off that doesn‟t see you.  
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Let me mention holding your breath. Try now to see how long you can hold it. In reality, 

we can hold it longer than we think, but many of us will start to feel a struggle after even 

ten seconds. Getting used to holding your breath for a minute will increase your 

confidence when you have been taken under.  

The power of the wave can make you think you are running out of air after even after a 

few seconds. Even though we don‟t know how long we are held under by waves, the 

average is probably not more than ten seconds on waves up to six feet. If you are going 

to be riding bigger than ten feet, you better spend more time on breath conditioning. In 

Hawaii where a succession of big waves can hold you down for two minutes, surfers 

grab rocks and run along the bottom of the ocean.  

Being in good shape helps you remain present and fully attentive. When I am not fully 

attentive, I feel it is dangerous. When you are not at full strength, your will to save 

yourself after a good trouncing is reduced. You must always have reserve energy to 

save yourself in a bad situation. When my energy is depleted, I get out. On days when I 

am too tired, I don‟t go in.  

Even though I might go surfing twenty days in a row, when I take a day off, I am 

amazed at how much better I feel from the day‟s rest.  

 

Surfers Have Disappointing Performance Days 

As much as being in the water is important, we have expectations of having fun and 

getting better every time.  

Some days there are nothing but close out waves and in our efforts to at least get some 

rides, we get trounced. No one enjoys getting trounced. Sometimes we get caught in a 

set of strong waves and rip currents making it a struggle to get to the outside. By the 

time we get there we are half used up.  

Once on a really great day, I got stuck on the inside and in the impact zone by at least 8 

waves in a row. By the time I got to the outside, I was greatly depleted and didn‟t get to 

surf for as long as I hoped. Sometimes if I am conscious that a long set is going to pin 

me inside, I will wait in the shallows until the set is finished. Then when it is calm, I will 

paddle out. This practice can greatly extend your sessions.  

Sometimes the sets that looked good dry up because the tide fills in and we are left with 

only a few rides. Yes, I have felt disappointment and witnessed disappointment, and 

heard it in others‟ voices. Even though we can feast on the minimum, we sometimes 

feel we have negative experiences that didn‟t live up to what we were hoping.  
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One thing I have learned to do, however, is rarely make excuses for why I am not going 

in. I have found so many times when the surf looked unexciting that I was surprised by 

the great sets that arrived after I was in. Don‟t always believe forecasts. The waves are 

subject to all kinds of influences. Those influences can come to bear at any moment to 

create a great set that was unexpected.  

Most surfers have also learned that the waves look different when you are in than they 

look from afar while observing on the beach or up on a bluff.  Surf can change in twenty 

minutes with the tides or a great swells come up in twenty minute intervals.  

I still go in each day with an objective in mind of what I want to achieve. It may be that I 

want to race through the pocket to catch more sections or I want to do a double cut 

back. I look for the opportunities to make my next step every time I am in.  

One of the dynamics of surfing is that it can deliver highs and lows. If everyone can get 

perfect waves everyday, they would probably get bored. The fact that the conditions 

change and you never know what you will get make the great days that more special. 

Like life, sometimes we get low for no reason. Sometimes great things happen that are 

unexpected. Always looking for the best and having an expectation of performing to the 

best of our ability and taking advantage of all the training we have invested will on 

enough days deliver the golden ring.  

 

Don’t Lose Your Enthusiasm  

You have a bad day or bad experience or a few bad experiences.  

I have three friends that started surfing at about the same time and each has lost their 

enthusiasm. They found the going a little tough and really didn‟t have the commitment to 

learn more about how to make it better.  

I have had the commitment to surf as part of my exercise routine since moving to the 

beach in May of 2010.  I didn‟t start surfing until a month after having begun my 

exercise build up. Once I started, however, I knew it was for me.  

I was fortunate to start on the right board. A soft top 8‟ board is perfect for beginners. I 

see surfers start with an advanced board and try to ride the foam. All they get is beat 

up.  

I have come to the conclusion that I just go in every day and take what is there. I have 

found surprisingly that there are not very many surfers on the monster days when the 

surfing is a lot of work because of duck diving, rip tides and currents not to mention the 

difficulty.  
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I have found alternately that on days when there is not much happening, there are a lot 

of surfers sitting on the water like ducks in a pond. They are clearly just there to get wet.  

On these days, they will chase small swells or sit near the shore to catch the waves that 

close out before they hit the beach. I have learned that you can learn from each type of 

day. 

I have also learned that we all have different agendas. I want to get better every day. 

Others are looking for an escape or relief from work or troubles. Many of us feel our day 

is just not complete if we haven‟t gotten wet. Surfing and the ocean is a great 

connection.  

When you have really good days, it is easy to feel a little down when the next day is not 

as good. You start to expect premium days every day. When my timing is off or I can‟t 

get my waves in the line up, I am a little disappointed.  

When I began, I would always go out on big days. Even if I didn‟t catch a wave I would  

just observed other surfers, I got the feel of surviving in the surf and watching how the 

waves break. There is always someone catching them and I observed how they 

paddled into the wave, how quickly they popped up, how they took their angles, and 

what they did once up.  

It seems when I am out now, there are always a few surfers out to get the feel and 

observe what is happening. They don‟t try for many waves.  

On the small days, I observed how good surfers managed the small close outs. On the 

near shore close outs you have to be quick, take an angle and be willing to get tossed 

and maybe pummeled.  As I started surfing more near shore close outs I improved more 

quickly. It accelerates the action.  

Sometimes the middle break is a wave that doesn‟t break outside but rather it is from a 

different swell and not as big. It doesn‟t hit bottom until it is further inside. In my home 

spot north of the pier, this inside wave is great. Instead of breaking left on the outside 

this wave has a great right break.  

In any case, getting in every day is about commitment. What are you committed to 

when you begin. A real estate guru used to say you could tell your commitment by the 

result. If you reached your goal you were committed from the start.  

Seth Godin recently posted an article about how some people could put in a little more 

effort and become professionals instead of amateurs. I commented to him that people 

take the same attitude about weight loss or fitness. 
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People want to lose a quick ten pounds through a fad diet but don‟t really want to 

change their regular eating habits. People want to get fit but buy shoes or join a gym 

and that‟s the end of it.  

The price of reaching anything worthwhile is facing the ups and downs. The downs look 

like total discouragement. There are days I am discouraged with my surfing progress. I 

have to keep my long term view of committing everyday to facing what is there. We can 

all surf some types of waves better than others.  

I know that sometimes I make advances of a millimeter and other times I go backward. 

Then on one day I make a breakthrough and I know it was all worth it. I rarely have 

several bad days in a row. A great day may be followed by a disappointing day and visa 

versa.  

Part of surfing is building up paddling strength so even if I don‟t like the waves I don‟t 

want to go too many days without paddling. Like any sport, we fall out of peak condition 

after three days. The longer you don‟t paddle, the more your stamina declines. In any 

case, I always feel better for just having been out.  

I have witnessed my beginner friends having a few bad days or feeling they were not 

making progress. Then I would notice they hadn‟t been in for many days or even a few 

weeks. The longer you wait, the worse it gets. You start developing mental blocks and 

then you start seeing the waves as unbeatable foes.  

We could make these same judgments in other activities of our lives. We might get 

discouraged in a sales profession or looking for innovations in engineering or trying to 

find new ways to increase market share with products.  Developing an attitude that you 

can over come obstacles is important for all phases of your life and surfing might lead 

you to the right mind set in other endeavors.  

We have to understand our commitment. We have to understand that if we don‟t quit, 

we haven‟t failed. We have to have faith that we are able to learn and observe and ask 

questions and put ourselves in uncomfortable positions to grow. 

We do not make progress in anything without leaving our comfort zone. We have to 

learn that everyone that tries to advance can have set backs. We can‟t be afraid of what 

people say when we don‟t make progress or even make fools of ourselves.  

I have been writing for a few years almost everyday. I have friends that wanted to be 

writers but quit because ideas stopped coming or they lost inspiration. I have seen 

people begin all types of endeavors and bounce out when things didn‟t go their way.  

You can do it if you want it and don‟t quit.  
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How Far Can You Carry Stoked? 

For the surfer, stoked means adrenaline. It‟s the high before or after a session. Before 
you go into the water, your blood seems to be pumping and your adrenaline is active as 
you expect great things. After you have had a great session your adrenaline is pumping 
because life is great. 

Gratitude is certainly at the core of stoked. You are so happy that you have the 
opportunity to experience what is going to happen. Afterward you are so happy that you 
are alive and have discovered a sport or recreation that gives you the greatest joy 
imaginable. The fact that you combine your physical capabilities with the forces of 
nature is a connection that certainly speaks of a higher order. It is certainly a feeling of 
unity with the cosmos or God or what ever your highest ideal of life on earth seems to 
merit. 

I just watched “Surf School” on Netflix which is the Red Bull sponsored national high 
school team surf championship. Living in Oceanside, I felt the kinship as two out of the 
four final teams were Carlsbad and San Clemente which are the two adjacent towns 
north and south of me. It is a great story about how kids raised with surfing and 
competition compete as teams and not individuals to bring glory to their schools. 

But it is about the camaraderie of physically gifted teen agers developing a skill to their 
highest potential and throwing it into the ring to see how they match up against others 
doing the same. Surfing is a culture for each of them supported by family, schools, 
coaches and their peers. 

Carissa Moore just won the ASP Women‟s World Championship in France. She started 
surfing when she was about 5. At 18, she is the youngest champion ever. She has 
blended a skill, an aptitude, a passion, an attitude, and a drive to reach a high plateau. 

Like with Texas Hold‟em, she is all in. Isn‟t that what makes life really special? When 
you become one with a passion and it becomes who you are and expresses what you 
can do? Flow or being in the zone is the highest form of emotional intelligence 
according to the expert Daniel  Goleman. 

Most people know the story of Bethany Hamilton, Hawaiian surfer, whose arm was 
taken by a shark. Within a month, she was back in the water. Surfing was her life and 
who she was. Nothing was going to take that away.  

Flow is the result of engaging in an activity in which you have developed through 
practice until you reach a competency. The engagement is without distraction and 
without thought of reward or consequence while you are in the midst of performing. It is 
being lost in the beauty and sensation of the moment. It is having just enough 
adrenaline to perform and just before being anxious. It is an arena from which you never 
want to emerge. 
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The term “stick it” can apply to your best performance when you are in the moment and 
you have fully focused your mind, body and soul to perform at your highest potential. It 
takes courage to risk being “all in”. It is an ultimate declaration of who you are and 
subjects you to judgment.  

Going for it requires a suspension of concern for judgment. It is your declaration that 
you are going to put yourself on the line for yourself or maybe in front of others to see 
how much courage and how much talent you possess. 

Or maybe you don‟t care about judgment and are really free. 

It is definitely being “stoked” and it can apply to anything. 

 

Surfing is Dolphin Friendly and Visa Versa   Duplicate 

A few days ago four of us were outside south of the Oceanside Pier when four dolphins 

traveling by decided to come in for a closer look. They swam around us at ten or fifteen 

feet when a baby came up ten feet from me to give me a studying look. I said “Hi baby” 

but it said nothing back.  

Dolphins care for their young up to six years and when they are born they are milk fed 

by mothers. Babies are nurtured by the community.  

Recently when a few of us were out two came within ten feet of the surfer next to me. 

They were sort of wildly swimming back and forth as though we didn‟t exist. They often 

hunt as a cooperative pack corralling the fish into a circle or against a bank where all 

the dolphins can then feed. 

Recently when just one other surfer and I were out on a very calm and glassy no wave 

day, I saw a sudden flash in the water between us. He and I were thirty feet apart and 

this huge dolphin breached the water between us. It was at least twelve feet long and 

easily 400 pounds. It did two more breaches toward the beach and then went outside of 

me and did two more; never to be seen again. 

The bottle noses can get up to twelve feet and 1500 pounds.  

There was recently an event day sponsored by the World Paddle Association. In one 

event everyone swam a mile around the Pier. I over heard one swimmer say the 

dolphins were swimming under them and they were huge.  

They are friendly to man. They hunt fish, squid, and other small sea life mostly by sonar. 

They have poor eye sight and yet can find food and navigate the oceans with the use of 
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what is called echolocation. They are warm blooded mammals that can spend up to 

fifteen minutes under water but mostly they live on the surface and dive for food.  

One day I saw two surfers take off on a wave and a dolphin was surfing right next to 

them.  I don‟t know if they saw it. Dolphins must think we surfers are relatives. They 

have been known to nose swimmers to shore and I am told that there won‟t be sharks 

around when dolphins are present. Yea dolphins.  

Finding the Board that Matches Your Expectations and Reality 

I have learned that surfing delivers our expectations slowly. As I have learned side by 

side with other surfers in the learning curve, that breakthroughs arrive slowly through 

arduous practice.  

My neighbor surf buddy was saying yesterday as we came back from a great trip to 

Cardiff by the Sea, that surfing is often so frustrating. The thing that keeps you going is 

the addiction you acquire in the early days. Many don‟t get this addiction and they quit 

because learning to surf is not only trying, but exhausting, and often brutal.  

Water weighs a few hundred pounds per square foot so when it is moving fast and hits 

you, your body is no match. It is amazing there are not more injuries, but for some 

reason when you have been hit and survived you just become more stoked.  

Finding the right board for our circumstances often requires placing our expectations 

and egos in the right compartment. When I started, I was fortunate to follow an 

instructor‟s advice and begin with one of the high volume soft top boards. I also followed 

everyone‟s advice to start by riding the foam that occurs after waves break.  

I spent several months on this foam board riding the foam and then progressing up to 

catching small waves before they broke. I eventually took the foam board out on big 

days and watched others while I tried to catch some small corners. I did catch some 

waves up to five foot and this board was more than up to the task.  

The difficulty I found riding a sand bar beach that delivers on its reputation of delivering 

rough surf and close outs, is the foam board is hard to handle in big surf. When the 

waves break and several hundred pounds of Mother Nature hit the high volume board, 

there is no easy path through it.  

I watched the surfers with the little sticks duck dive and progress as though nothing had 

happened. My experience was frequently a failure to reach the outside where the waves 

were breaking. Because so many big waves were close outs I found that this eight foot 

board with little rocker in the nose was difficult to keep out of pearling. 
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Most surfers will advise newbies over 30, 40, and 50 to go longer on a board before you 

go shorter. This is good advice. I happen to be stubborn. I have spent my life skiing and 

then snow boarding. I figured I had all the balance necessary to surf. I wanted to wind 

up on the short stick and get there as fast as I could. I wanted to rip and shred.  

After I spent four months on the soft top 8 foot foam board, I purchased a fun board that 

is 7‟6” x 21 x 2 5/8. I was on my way to shorter boards. This new fun board had the 

characteristics of a short board.  

It did not catch foam waves easily. It needed power from the wave so I had to be in the 

pocket. It was a little harder to paddle than the soft top board. It was easier to duck dive 

waves so I could have more fun when the surf was big or rough. I learned that it was 

more maneuverable and faster than the soft top board.  

Because the board had less volume it was not as easy to paddle. Therefore, my 

sessions at first were not as long because I became tired faster. Friends of mine who 

have tried this board after using long boards had the same reaction. You have to step to 

a new level of paddling strength.  

Within a month, I traded my neighbor my soft top board for his short board of 6‟10” x 21 

x 2 3/4 .  I found the paddling to be about the same. The duck diving was also about the 

same. I liked the shorter length because I felt the likelihood to pearl was less. The ability 

to catch waves was also the same in that I needed to be in the power of the wave.  

After several months of using this board, my paddling stamina was increasing. I could 

now stay in sessions for an hour and a half. I am very active when I am in the water. I 

am paddling between breaks looking for the wave and I might be catching outside and 

paddling in to catch inside waves.  

When the high tide starts filling in so that wave frequency decreases, I usually get out. I 

do not enjoy waiting a long time in between sets. My body starts to get cold and my 

muscles feel like they are getting stiff. I am not as prepared to catch and pop up. I like to 

catch waves as soon as I get in the water and look for a wave to catch as I am paddling 

out.  

I became very adept at catching any wave. What I then noticed was that the 6‟10” 

board„s volume and shaping kept it from being very fast. Therefore, I could not beat the 

sections of the falling lip and get out into the pocket for maneuvering very easily. Most 

of the waves were not big enough to give this board the speed it needed to maneuver 

more easily. 

So, I figured it was time to move shorter and thinner. My neighbor purchased a 6‟3” x 18 

½ x 2 ½ board. I figured this was my target. When I tried it I had a few revelations. The 
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paddling was no more difficult to me than my 6‟10” board. But the smaller volume made 

it much more difficult to catch a wave. I really had to be in the power. Also, because of 

the thinner volume and my strength level, I could not paddle and kick into a wave from 

behind.  

Then popping up and balancing on the board was also a real challenge. I caught a few 

good faces, but then the ability to control the very loose nature of the narrow board 

eluded me.  

When I returned to my fuller volume board, I was a happy camper. I realized the 

paddling was easier, I could catch up and paddle into a wave that was passing me, I 

didn‟t have to be as deep in the pocket to catch the power, and the stability once I 

popped up was better.  

My next experience was on a demo day sponsored by a local surf shop chain. We 

traveled to Cardiff by the Sea where the manufacturers had brought several of their 

boards and you could try as many as you liked.  

My first choice was a 6‟2” x 21 x 2 ½. This time I felt the paddling was laborious. The 

waves were small and I could not paddle into them. I also could not move around from 

inside to outside or break to break as the paddling was too tough. Even when I popped 

up, I found my ability to balance the narrow board was lacking.  

I switched this board for a 6‟6” x 21 7/8 x 2 5/8 board that was a quad fin. All the boards 

I have used to this point had been 3 fin thrusters. This board was heaven. It was easier 

to paddle than even my 6‟10” board. It was easy to catch a wave. I found that for my 

abilities, popping up was easy. I also found that I could move the nose around with my 

forward foot. This would allow better maneuvering. Because it was faster, I assumed 

that with bigger waves, I could beat out the sections and get past the lips into the 

pockets.  

So I decided that the target of moving to a 6‟3” board was too ambitious. The next 

easier step that I could have fun with immediately was just a slight adjustment from my 

current board.  

Some surf shop salespeople had suggested I move to my ideal board and just learn to 

make it work. I don‟t think this is good advice. If we get a new board, we want to have 

more fun than we did before. I mean, why are we doing this? 

Surfing is tough enough without using boards that are too challenging for us.  

The advantage of going to longer boards is they are easier to paddle, catch waves very 

easily and with their width and volume are very stable when we stand up. Shapers 

certainly recommend them for people that weigh over 200 pounds and for older or less 
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athletic people. Remember that in surfing, you are considered older after 30; certainly 

over 40.  

This is a function of the extent you work out or have stayed in shape. Surfing requires 

upper body strength, cardio vascular endurance, balance, an over all stamina from 

using your total body to fight great resistance. Once you start doing advanced 

maneuvers, you need great leg strength.  

So if you have finished your training with a soft top board and want to move to better but 

still easy board, move to a long board that is 8‟6‟ up to 9‟6” or the “fun board” which is 

typically 7‟6” x 21 x 2/58. The long board will be easier to surf but more difficult to 

handle on rough or big days.  

The fun board is a good transition to a smaller board or just much easier to handle on 

big or rough days. The fun board is more like a short board in catching waves, but like a 

long board with good stability. The thin rails can make it easier to maneuver than a long 

board, but it is not as fast as a short board.  

What do I mean? In San Diego we have sand bar beaches and reef breaks. The sand 

bar beaches might allow all the power of big swells to hit the beach bringing close out 

waves, rip tides and current. These are not fun days for long boards.  

On the other hand, the reef breaks are long board paradise. The waves start small on 

the outside and the long boarders can catch them and ride them as the wave builds in 

size. Also, most of the time on our sand bar beach, the waves are not big. Getting a big 

swell is a rarity and subject to getting storms.  

Therefore, a long boarders can sit outside all the short boarders and pick their wave. 

Because they are up first, they have the right of way and the short boarders have to 

concede the wave. Everyone else has to take the opposite break from the long boarders 

so if he is going left they have to go right if they want the wave.  

Long boarders in the beginning can catch more waves than beginning short boarders. 

The short boarder has to catch the wave deeper which means it has to be breaking over 

the top of their heads before their board gets sufficient power. This means you have to 

have better timing.  

The short boarder has to have more strength and stamina. This requires a year or two 

of constant paddling. Gym work outs help but they are not substitutes. The board has 

less volume and requires more effort to paddle. The short boarder has to have better 

balance because the boards are smaller, narrower, and less stable. The short boarder 

has to be quicker because he is catching the wave as it breaks and must pop up 

quickly.  
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So as you can see, you have to choose your path by how you assess your skills and by 

where you want to wind up. Many a short boarder has started with a long board first. It 

gives them the time to build paddling strength, ocean awareness, wave timing, learn the 

line up, improve their balance and start maneuvering.  

Youth and teenagers probably go right to the short boards because that is what their 

peer group surfs. When you are young you have the stamina and leaner bodies so the 

power to weight ratio is probably very favorable.  

Staying on the foam board for months, or moving to a long board all help to build 

paddling strength and stamina. This training does not necessarily make the short board 

experience easier, only certain aspects. You are stronger, more ocean aware, have 

some wave timing, and better balance. Where you need to make the adjustments are 

greatly increased paddling difficulty, vastly different timing, quicker pop ups, and much 

better balance.  

The process can be made easier if with your long board, you start catching inside 

waves which break very fast as they close out. The difficulty inside with a long board is 

that the close out face can make you pearl. Therefore, you have to take waves at an 

angle and maybe grip the rail of your board to make it run down the pocket instead of 

straight into shore.  

Trying to move too fast off a soft top to either long or short may create frustration. 

Starting out with a short board and trying to ride foam is a mistake. Jumping too fast 

from a foam board to a small thin short board will require a lot of patience.  The long 

board also requires specific skills that are easier with a good apprenticeship on the soft 

top.  

The best moves in my opinion after the soft top board is to something around 8‟6” or to 

a fun board which is 7‟6”.  This allows skills to be developed that make the next step 

easier and not too much of a demand on strength and skills.  

 

Riding Bigger and Steeper Waves 

For some advances, you can‟t get away from the need for courage. I have faced this 

challenge whenever I want to ride bigger waves. This challenge comes frequently as the 

surf changes from small to large wave days.  

At the beginning, I would paddle out to where the five or six foot waves were breaking 

and mostly watch. I would try to get the corners where the waves were not as steep and 

I could get an angle that would take me to the shoulder quickly.  



Mark‟s Surf Instructions and Saga 

 

Copyright © 2011 Mark Kaplan All Rights Reserved Page 60 
 

On these days, the advanced surfers were aiming for the peak and the steepest part of 

the waves so that they could get the right of way. If they had the right of way, they would 

be to your corner quickly so you have to back off and give them the wave.  

If there is a line up, there is more of a need to get to the peak to control positioning. To 

learn how to ride the peak you have to start off on smaller waves and learn the timing. 

The smaller the wave the slower it moves. The slower it moves, the further in front you 

have to get to match speed with the wave.  

The larger the wave gets the faster it is moving. You have to paddle toward the wave 

and turn into it so that you have speed and you can catch it at the spot where your 

board responds best. The long boards can catch it early and let the wave build while 

they are already standing. The short boards need the wave to be arcing with the lip 

already breaking over their head to get the power.  

Boards shorter than long boards but not quite short boards, often called fun boards, can 

catch waves between the lip and the shoulder. If they have more volume, which can be 

the result of length and/or thickness, they can catch the wave closer to the shoulder 

where it is delivering less power.  

On big waves that are closing out, everyone likes to catch the corner where the wave is 

forming a lip, but real close to the shoulder so the angle is not quite as steep but the 

power is still there. At this point, you angle your board toward the shoulder or in the 

direction the wave is breaking.  You could catch it heading toward the shoulder and then 

immediately do a cut back to get in front of the foam that is being pushed by the lip and 

drive the wave all the way to shore.  

If the wave is big and moving fast and you are stationary in the water, it will probably hit 

you and pass you or take your board without you being by just tossing you. If you let the 

wave come up behind you, you will rise to the top of the wave and then you have to 

paddle hard to catch the momentum and pressure the front of your board down into the 

wave as you pop up. 

Sometimes the wave coming behind you will allow you to rise to the top and if it catches 

you, it is a real easy pop up and a nice ride down the face or you can angle as you are 

dropping, which is carving into the pocket. If it is a steep wave, you have to be prepared 

to drop straight down the face and then carve or bottom turn when you have reached 

the base. 

From the top of the wave, you can see down the face. It is often frightening because 

you are looking straight down and you wonder what will keep you on the board. You do 

need to know whether the wave is going to close in a wall or whether it will open up.  
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On the sand bar beach as we let the wave grab us we are also watching and feeling to 

see if it will be more gradual or whether the whole top is coming over in a wall. You 

learn to pull off the wave when you feel that centrifugal force as it begins to break. If you 

can angle the board on the wave away from the lip, you can get to the pocket. If you are 

at the peak and too far from the pocket because the whole wall will come over before 

you can angle down in front of the lip, you let it go.  

 

In any case, standing up and falling is usually not as hurtful as staying on your board in 

a prone position and getting rolled into the wave. We often hesitate because we are 

afraid that a steep wave or rolling wall will make us pearl. Most of the time, being up will 

get you past the lip or the straight fall standing up is not as bad as getting rolled over 

while lying on the board.  

Sometimes we stand up too early so as not to get taken over the falls. Some waves are 

moving too slow and as we are standing up, it rolls right past us. In these waves, you 

have to get the feel of whether it has you and maybe give a couple of extra strokes to 

be sure. It is an acquired feel. Many short boarders want to give it a couple of extra 

strokes anyway because it increases your speed down the wave and makes it easier to 

get to the next section. As they say, it takes 10,000 hours to make an expert. 

Most of the time the drop is only three or four feet, but it is the most terrifying part of the 

ride when you are learning. You have to be willing to sacrifice yourself to get through 

this stage. On a day when the waves are coming one after another, try to get position 

on a few and a feel for how the waves are breaking.  

If they are breaking steep, riding a few as though on a body board may not work. You 

need to be up and sometimes putting pressure on the back foot. I have experienced 

where it is fast and steep that instead of falling off the back, I lose my balance and am 

on the back of the board and still riding it as the board plummets down the wave.  

Then I regain my balance and try to do a back or face side turn. Chances are if I was 

out of balance and falling off the back, when I hit the bottom of the wave, I will have lost 

the momentum and have a short ride out in the foam before I have to kick out.  

Resolve to have a low center of gravity on the pop up. Resolve to have your weight 

forward. Chances are you won‟t be putting pressure on your front foot and won‟t really 

have your weight forward, but it might balance your tendency to be too far back on the 

board.  
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I have found that on my short board that has a little rocker in the nose, I drop down the 

wave and see the board turn up nicely as I reach the bottom. Then I am immediately 

giving it a back or face turn and looking for the pocket. 

If the waves are not too steep, I want to start on an angle so that I have speed in the 

pocket right away. On big waves when you take an angle, you also have to pop up 

quickly. Chances are your angle needs to take you past a lip that is coming over the top. 

If you stay prone too long, this lip will catch you and roll you. You‟ll have salt water in 

your sinuses when you come up.  

At the end of the day when I have been tossed many times, each time I bend over 

toward the floor, water runs out of my nose. It is a common experience for surfers and 

indicates you got worked a few times.  

Also, even while taking the angle you need to be upright on the board quickly to give it 

the necessary balance and speed to get to the pocket.  As Brooke said, standing up is 

your friend. 

Long Board Techniques 

The long board has advantages and disadvantages over the short board. When I 

started, because I was way past being a teen ager, most people recommended I 

progress from my 8 foot soft top to a long board.  

The long board is much more stable than a short board. When you get up on a wave it 

is more like being on a side walk than balancing on a rope. It moves smoothly and can 

drop down through foam more like an elevator than dive bombing like a jet.  

The biggest advantage is that it can catch a wave early before it has peaked. The long 

boarder has the sensation that the wave is getting larger as it propels him to shore, but 

he is already standing.  

The other major advantage which may cause many people to favor the long board, is 

that it paddles easier. With its volume and thickness probably greater than 3 inches, it 

floats on top of the water. This creates less resistance and can give the surfer a great 

speed advantage over the short boarder.  

The real short boards are under water and require a great deal of strength to move 

them. The long board requires less strength and stamina and can grant longer sessions 

to new people or older people who are not at their peak strength.  

After paddling a long board for a year, everyone picks up shoulder strength and 

stamina. At that time, a surfer might decide to move to a shorter board and will be a little 

more prepared for the extra difficulty of paddling. 
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If you are on a short board where long boarders are surfing, they are already up and 

riding by the time the wave gets to you and has enough arc that you could catch it. By 

then the long boarder has the right of way and you have to just watch him go. 

The disadvantage is that on rough days, the volume of the board makes it impossible to 

duck dive and it catches the full force of the wave. Long boarders often have to dive 

under the waves and let the board go and then reel it in by the leash.  

The other disadvantage is that if the waves are steep, the long board can more easily 

pearl. If the long board can‟t catch steep waves at an angle, they probably can‟t ride 

them. This, of course, depends on how big they are. Large waves in Hawaii give the 

long boarder plenty of time to angle once he is up.  

Five or six foot waves at my beach, don‟t give the long boarder a chance to weight the 

back before the nose is already buried in the surf. In these waves, the long boarder has 

to catch them early, have a great angle, and beat the lip to the pocket. 

Because the long board does have the volume spread out over a distance, one can 

walk up and down the board to weight it and control the speed. In the steep part of the 

wave, you want your weight on the back.  

If you are trying to catch a wave that has little power or trying to stay in a wave with little 

power, you want your weight in the front. I have found that when paddling for a wave 

with little power, as I reach the top of the wave, I want to push the front over and down 

the wave. Sometimes you can use your hands to push down the nose and then pop up 

closer to the front. 

If I get up and still feel I am not in it, I will walk to the front to get the nose over the lip. 

Once I am in the wave I can move back. One moves on a long board by cross stepping 

one foot over the other.  

When you are down the wave face and want to turn into the pocket you might use one 

of two maneuvers. If you have speed you might be able to carve by leaning onto the 

toes for a face turn if you are regular footed.  

If you need to give the board more coaxing, you put your weight on the back foot at the 

rear of the board, making the front end rise up and use your front foot to pivot in the 

direction you want to turn.  

Catching waves requires that you catch them early as they build or get an angle if they 

already have a good arc. The more speed you have the more maneuverable the board 

is and the faster you may have to move from back to front to keep up speed and then 

ride down the face in new sections.  
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What I like about short boards is that you can maneuver from mostly the same spot. 

The long board requires a lot more movement up and down the board and you have to 

swing the front instead of just weighting the front on a short board.  

Doing a cut back on a long board requires a little more activity on the board than doing it 

on a short board. Because the rails are thicker on a long board, it is not as easy to lean 

the board into a carve. The rails can catch the wave too easily. It is usually more 

productive to weight the back of the board and swing the nose around and then move 

up to increase speed.  

If you have been running down the pocket and want to do your first cut back into the 

power of the wave, you weight the back foot to swing the nose and then move up to 

guide the nose and increase the speed. As you reach the power of the wave where the 

foam is coming over the lip, you move back to weight the board again, swing the nose 

toward shore and then move forward again to guide the nose and increase speed.  

If you have caught the wave and it has turned to foam and you are heading toward 

shore, you can still do minor cut back maneuvers where you are tossing the nose first in 

one direction and then reversing it to another direction. You can be maneuvering right 

and left by basically weighting the back and swinging the nose.  

In between each swing, you may have to move forward on the board to keep up the 

speed or if you have caught up with another section heading for the beach, you might 

have to pump the board and weight the nose to get into the next section.  

 

 

Advancing Beyond the Foam 

At some point it is time to catch a wave before it breaks. Whereas foam is easy because 

you just let it hit you in the back after it has broken, catching a wave as it pockets 

requires timing. If you paddle too early it breaks on top of you. If you paddle too late, it 

goes under you. With a soft top board you don‟t have to paddle too hard as long as you 

start early enough and are moving before the wave reaches you.  

Standing up leads to the biggest thrill of surfing. Nothing tops those first few times 

except every time after that. It‟s the first time your board will be pointed down and most 

people experience the surfer‟s nemesis, the pearl. This is where your nose dives into 

the bottom and you might follow with a hard impact on the water. Sometimes you ask 

yourself where the softness went. Soft water is a myth although it is more forgiving than 

skateboard black top and snow board hard pack. If you have done all three I know you 

agree with me.  
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When you feel the wave starting to push you, your weight should always be in the sweet 

spot which is where your board paddles easiest. Your chest is up as you paddle. This 

brings your weight further back on the board. You might have a tendency to stay on the 

board until you know you are not going to pearl and then stand up.  

At some point, you have to start standing up right away. Weight on the back foot can 

keep the nose from going in first. Angling can keep the nose from diving. But you also 

have to have some willingness to bite the dust. You will learn the feel of a close out as 

the top seems to whip over in a centrifugal motion.  

The fear of the pearl often keeps people from progressing. As an experienced skier and 

snowboarder, I faced this fear many times in the need to go straight down hill or down 

the fall line to gather speed. Without the speed, skis won‟t turn. Surfing also has the  

requirement that you have to face the speed to advance.  

Once you conquer this fear with smaller waves, you have to face it again each time you 

take bigger waves. Many a champion reveals how they were terrified each time they 

had to take bigger waves. Facing Fear, I repeat is part of the sport. Every surfer will tell 

you so.  

Getting past the tiredness, surviving the knocks, getting up in front of the foam, and then 

committing to riding down a breaking wave are all areas of commitment you have to 

face. 

 

Is There a Difference between Commitment and Stoke? 

The English language often falls short of expressing some emotions.  A revelation can 
be a million words all reduced to an instantaneous flash. How do you explain the almost 
unexplainable?     

I am reading a book wherein the father guiding his son in surfing is trying to explain on 
their trip in Baja what it feels like to get barreled. The son experiences it and he is left 
short of the words to express what it means to be surrounded by water that could crush 
you and yet seems to be caressing you. 

This session surely defined stoked.  

In the book “Kook” the author had committed to learn surfing in a year. He endured big 
beatings at the beginning in Huntington Beach as he learned how many ways the surf 
can take you down. As he improved he moved to learn bigger waves and find good 
instructors. He spent weeks on isolated Mexican beaches in the presence of great 
breaking waves. At the end he was able to ride eight and nine foot waves.  
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This surely defines commitment.  

Commitment is usually the effort to get better or reach a goal. I am committed to being a 
better surfer and yet I am so stoked that going in the water does not take much arm 
twisting. When I started, I would go to the surf observation point  in front of my 
residence and stand with the rest of the dudes to decide whether the waves were worth 
the effort.  Many days they would decide it wasn‟t the day. In the beginning, I would go 
with their conclusion.  

In my commitment to get better, I decided that I shouldn‟t judge. Each morning I have a 
routine that starts around 6 a.m..  I get up to make coffee and do some elementary 
stretches. Then I begin my writing in posts or E Books.  Between 7 a.m. and 8 a.m. I am 
having my first meal of fruit and oat meal to load my carbohydrates.  Between eight and 
nine I am ready to put on my wet suit and do my two mile walk to the Harbor for the 
early surf.  

If my local beach has good waves, I might stop there and avoid the big walk. But since 
the New Zealand storm of September 2011, the local sand bar has been washed out 
and the Harbor has the good break. I like to go before high tide and only rarely are there 
no waves.  

 I look forward to the line up and know that I can take my place and get my waves. 
Everyone on this beach is respectful and it is important to be respectful to others. That 
means giving everyone with the right of way when they have inside position on their 
waves and not being a hog that takes every wave. 

I would describe myself as stoked and committed.  

Timing the Wave 

As I progressed from intermediate towards advanced, the most difficult lesson on my 

sandbar beach was learning to time the wave. Having just spent two days surfing Terra 

Mar at Carlsbad, I realized how easy some surfers have it and why they go there.  

It is long board spot that favors high tide. The waves always come straight in and break 

the same although the heights can be different depending on the swell. The waves 

break right or left but the right break is best.  

What I learned was that you could anticipate that each wave was going to break pretty 

much the same as the last. There were not close outs mingled in with the open faced 

waves.  Because the heavy kelp slows the wave down, they are pretty easy to time. 

Because they are slow, you have to get way in front of them. If you are on a short 

board, you won‟t catch the waves out on the point where the long boarders like to sit.  
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A short boarder sits closer to shore and waits for the wave to get closer to breaking. 

Compared to Oceanside, the break is still slower but where I catch them is beyond 

where the long boarder wants to be.  

The difference at a sandbar beach like Oceanside is that several swells could create 

waves that all come in differently. A SW swell would have one type of wave. A SW 

mixed with a NW swell might peak and look different. The bigger waves are moving 

faster and will break further out and faster.  The smaller waves will break closer in and 

move slower. They can all happen in the same session.  

When you are sitting at the line up and looking out, you first try to determine how big the 

wave is. If it looks bigger than the average wave you have seen and is breaking out 

further you need to paddle into it and turn at the last moment into the face. This will 

allow the face to pick you up and take you to the top. 

At the top, you can tell if it is a close out or will break more gradual. At that point you 

can decide whether to paddle into it or back out of it. When you back out, you do have 

to be sure you do it completely so you don‟t get sucked over the falls. The higher 

volume board you are on, the easier it is for the wave to take you when you don‟t want 

to go.  

If the wave looks smaller, let‟s say in the range of four feet, it is moving slower and you 

might need to get in front of it and be moving. Your position in the line up should be 

where you can catch the most frequently breaking waves without having to paddle too 

much.  

For this 4 foot wave if it is going to start peaking where you are now stationed, you want 

to start paddling to get forward momentum. Then when it is arcing over you, you might 

need to paddle real hard and kick as well. (I am assuming you are on a short board). A 

long board catches everything with less effort.  

If you are in a line up, the first person to start paddling alerts the others he wants the 

wave. If the others figure you are in good position to catch it and they have observed 

that you can catch waves, they will probably give you room.  

I find that the bigger the wave, the fewer the people in the line up want it. I also find that 

the more closed out the wave is going to be the fewer the people want it. Some are only 

waiting for the best waves. The long boarders will sit outside further because they can 

take their choice. Some good short boarders are only waiting for the good ones.  

Since I like to pack as many rides as I can in a short period of time, I want all of them. I 

will take the big waves if I am in position. I will take the best waves if I can get them. I 

will take the waves I spot that might close out.  



Mark‟s Surf Instructions and Saga 

 

Copyright © 2011 Mark Kaplan All Rights Reserved Page 68 
 

In a short period of time, I spot who wants which waves. In that period of time, they also 

size me up. If I see a wave and paddle aggressively out to meet it a certain percentage 

of riders are automatically going to give me room. The better or more aggressive surfers 

may also want to paddle with me to see which one can get the best position or right of 

way. 

If two surfers are on the same wave there is also the possibility that one can go right or 

one can go left. When I find that I am paddling frequently with the same person, I might 

start to call out you can have it or I am going right. Then he and I can reach some kind 

of compatibility and understanding of how we are going to work together.  

Some surfers assume they are the better surfer and more entitled to the best rides or 

just more determined to get the best rides and are not going to concede a ride easily. 

You have to determine what you are going to do about that. You can concede to their 

will. You can fight for position and see if they will give you the wave.  

Most of the time if you have position, they will not drop in on you, endanger you, or take 

your wave. The best surfers are usually the best at getting position and you may find 

that when ever the really good wave is up, they have gotten the right of way position.  

 

Having Fun On Small Days 

Real enthusiasts know that you can always learn something.                     

I like the small days to try out new moves. Sometimes the waves don't cooperate, but I 
have not lost anything by visualizing and trying to put a new maneuver into my plan. 
Besides, the small days are often bigger in the water than they appear on the street. 

At Oceanside, I am often amazed that the waves looking like two foot closeouts from 
the street are actually larger and more rideable once I am out. And it rarely fails that 
larger sets are rolling through the mix. When it‟s calm and glassy, I really enjoy the 
aesthetics. Paddling gives me my day's exercise. 

When there is not much happening, your buddies get together to talk while happy they 
are in the ocean instead of some place else. Today the waves were small but constant 
so everyone was getting plenty of rides. Then there is also the pleasure of telling your 
friends when they ask that "Yes, I was in today and it was fun. " 

On a small day at the Harbor, it was my goal to start working on angling the waves on 
take off and then making my first drop off the top and my second maneuver as a bottom 
turn. The small waves are often close outs, so you have to get the angle to get past the 
falling lip. I found this one particular day a great opportunity to work on getting the angle 



Mark‟s Surf Instructions and Saga 

 

Copyright © 2011 Mark Kaplan All Rights Reserved Page 69 
 

and then making my first turn by putting my weight on the rear foot and steering with my 
front foot. 

You also have to drop lower on your board to get the spring and uncoil in the turn. The 
lower position also helps you keep your balance as the board torques and turns in the 
water. Smaller waves are great just to get the feel. A mistake in a larger wave will result 
in burying a rail or getting caught in the falling lip and a harder fall.  

So take advantage of the small days to try these next moves and envision what you 
want to accomplish. When you can get your body to go through the motions, you will try 
it on waves with bigger pockets.  

The first time I angled and wound up on top of the wave, I hadn‟t recognized where I 
was on the wave. I saw in front of me a big pocket that would require me to go down the 
face to make a turn. I had managed to do a back side carve that put me on top of the 
pocket and now I was going to go down the face and do a bottom turn and go back up 
the pocket.  

I wasn‟t successful, because I didn‟t have this maneuver preplanned in by mind. You 
have to anticipate what you will do in advance when you recognize where you are on 
the wave. When you watch the competitions, you will see the surfers looking forward to 
where they are going and often picking up speed by pumping or changing rails to do a 
bottom turn and rip the lip. 

Knowing where you are on the wave, how much speed you have and what the wave is 
doing in front of you triggers the experienced mind into action. When you are learning, 
you  have to put this together one ride at a time.   

 

Water Safety 

A lot of beginning surfers give up when they face the exhaustion of paddling and the 

roughness they endure from the waves. Getting trounced depletes energy. It takes a 

while to get into surf shape. You either start to enjoy that getting trounced is part of the 

process or you are counting the days until you quit.  

Don‟t go in when you are not at full energy. Don‟t take the ocean for granted and go in 

after drinking or other abuses. Try to go in at your peak physical time of day. I like to 

have food an hour or so before I go in. Most surfers I know feel the same.  

There has to be a real commitment to enter every day and develop the paddling power 

while learning how to avoid the impact of the waves. Both come gradually. It takes 

months to start recognizing your shoulders are getting more adapted and your stamina 
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is slowly increasing. It takes a while to learn where the waves peak and impact the 

hardest.  

The better you are able to dodge the waves by duck diving, going turtle, paddling into 

the leading lip and finding the seams between the breaking waves, the longer your 

shoulders last. The longer your shoulders last, the more waves you can attempt. The 

more you attempt, the quicker you learn.  

It seems I progressed slowly for a year until I started feeling real breakthroughs. By 

trusting that improvement occurs with determination and effort, you will see 

improvement. I feel sad when I see someone get discouraged and give up. 

 

Learning to Fall 

When I first started learning to catch waves as they were breaking, falls were inevitable; 

the larger the waves the bigger the falls. When I didn‟t really understand waves, I might 

fall off the top and drop three to four feet. Sometimes it felt like water and sometimes it 

felt like cement.  

Often I would hurt a shoulder or an arm or just do an amazing face plant. The impact 

can shake you up a little and be disorienting. At times, I would just have to recover my 

board and sit for a few minutes as I gathered my wits and cleared my head. I think it 

was similar to what a football player experiences when he gets hit real hard and doesn‟t 

get up right away. “Did anyone get the license plate on that truck that hit me?” 

I found the same to be true when I got caught in the impact zone of a large wave and 

got churned under water as I did several backward somersaults. The violence can move 

your brain inside your skull. It if moves too much, you can pass out. It is one of the 

bodies automatic mechanisms.  I never passed out, but one of my buddies who was 

sucked over the falls on a 10-12 foot wave said he was temporarily knocked out.  

Ever since the morning I came to the surface after getting thrown by a small wave and 

the fin of my board was bobbing on the surface to meet my head, I have learned to 

cover my scalp and face with my arms. I reach my arms over my face to touch the back 

of my head and hold it there until I have reached the surface and know my board or 

someone else‟s is not there to greet me.  

I asked one of my experienced surfing buddies about the falls and he said after a while 

you learn how to angle or ball up to deflect the impact with the ocean surface. I had 

always found that when I was falling my brain was too stunned or moving too slow to 

allow myself to think of a defensive move. 
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After a year and a half of surfing and in the last six months of surfing most everyday, I 

had a break through moment. I was outside on a good NW swell where for a change the 

close out waves were breaking on the outside and the open waves were breaking on 

the inside. My first wave was on the outside and at the top I realized I was going to fall 

off the top.   

I instinctively coiled into a cannonball and hit the water with no major impact to my 

limbs. I was stunned that I had done that without thinking. It occurred partly because 

with my experience, I knew I was doomed early. I also think that because of my 

experience I was not always in the fright mode and was clearly in the present.  

There is a transition when you start learning how to read the waves and how to ride 

them, that you are no longer afraid of what will happen and have a much better idea of 

what you want to accomplish. As you catch the wave, you have certain expectations of 

where you are going to ride and when you are going to pop up.  

You stop thinking of crash first and ride second. Now I am thinking of ride first and when 

I crash, I am surprised. That means that my head is in the hear and now and not in the 

anxiety of the moment. Being in the here and now is being in the zone where all your 

senses are working and you feel at one with what is happening.  

That makes you more sensitive to when something is going wrong and often alert early 

enough to do something about it. If it requires a weight change you can often do it. If 

you know you have caught a rail or if you have planted the nose of your board, the 

faster you recognize it the more likely you are to make a good defensive reaction. 

When I get taken down by a big wave and under water I am not sure which way is up, I 

often put my legs down to feel for the bottom. When I find the bottom, I can push up to 

the top. At least I know where I am.  

In small waves, holding my breath has never been a problem. I figure I am rarely down 

more than ten seconds. On a real big wave I suspect I have been under for as long as 

fifteen seconds.  In breath holding exercises on dry land, I have held my breath up to 

two minutes. I will frequently practice holding my breath for up to a minute.  

The body will easily hold breath with no problem, but the difficulty occurs in the mind. If 

you practice you will see what I mean. After twenty seconds the mind says it is enough, 

but you can easily overcome that. The mind has to get used to the fact that you can 

hold your breath longer.  

The only times it ever became an issue is when the impact of the fall knocked the 

breath out of me and then I wanted air more quickly. This issue with breath is also one 

of the reasons that I end my surf session as soon as I am too tired to feel safe.  
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When you get too tired, your mind starts to lose focus and you might be too 

lackadaisical about avoiding a big wave or looking out for other surfers. If you were out 

on a big day, you might get into a situation where you needed all your strength and 

stamina to stay out of trouble or recover from being pinned down. 

Your ability to surf in longer sessions builds with time. You also become more adept at 

reading waves and knowing how to avoid getting pummeled. You also learn how to roll 

with bigger waves and how to fall to minimize the affect.  

Duck diving, getting hit by waves, and falling all deplete energy. When your energy 

becomes depleted, you become more vulnerable to mistakes. I am always best for the 

first several waves and then after so much paddling and time in the water, I notice I 

become less sharp.  

As soon as I miss a pop up or do something careless, or observe that I am losing 

enthusiasm, I know that is a signal to end my session.  My number one rule about 

surfing is safety first.  

 

Could You Drown Surfing? 

I am a very good swimmer and have a lot of respect but not a big fear of the ocean. 

Many people won‟t go into the water or start surfing because of their fears. They can‟t 

see what is below them. They don‟t feel they are good enough swimmers.  

After my second year of surfing, I have been so tossed and worked, as they say, that I 

have little fear of what will happen when I go out. It doesn‟t mean I will ride every big 

wave because I know that if I am not equal to a particular wave I will take an 

unnecessary beating.  

Progress is continuing to take bigger or more difficult waves. I call tricky the close outs 

that require you to catch them just right, get an angle and get up very fast. It is real 

rewarding when you catch a tough wave for even a short ride.  

I suspect that many beginner/intermediate surfers like to practice for the day when they 

can go out and ride the big waves. I think we have all decided what size wave would be 

a great milestone for us.  

At my beach, riding a six or seven foot wave is the ultimate because that would be as 

large as they might be rideable. Even then, they would be very close to being close outs 

and you would have to be brave to drop in and hope you escaped the rapidly falling lip. 

On my beach, the lip would come down fast and hard.  
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In Hawaii, surfers must think about the ten to fifteen foot waves. Any good surfer there 

will tell you that when the waves are ten foot, the crowd thins out. You need more 

preparation for the hold downs when waves get that big.  

I have learned enough about survival in big surf to know how to duck and bob and wait 

and run to keep me safe most of the time. Not too long ago, I was out on a big day and I 

got caught in the impact zone of a 7 foot wave. It rolled me over under water with 

greater force than I had ever felt.  

If these conditions were normal, I would probably get used to these tosses and be better 

prepared. I found that I was amazed at the force and hoping my board was not rolling 

around too close. I came up punch drunk. I estimated that a 10 foot wave with the same 

force would put me in serious trouble in my present conditioning.  

Is this next piece now necessary.  

(Yesterday, I ventured out into the waves brought by the most recent New Zealand 

storm. This storm just marched through Teahupoo in Tahiti during the Billabong Open 

and they had to delay once as 30 foot waves rolled onto the beach.  

When I went out in the morning to take my photos for the three Oceanside surf reports I 

provide, I observed that some sets were huge, but that there were long lulls allowing 

one to paddle out. I thought I live here and this is what we wait for so time to suit up.  

When I returned to the beach along the street right above the beach, I noticed that there 

was a lull. I picked up my pace to a jog knowing that timing can be crucial. I got to the 

beach, put on my leash and made it out before the next big set.  

I had seen some reasonable four and five foot waves that I thought would be fun to 

catch in between the huge close outs. The first reasonable wave came by faster than I 

anticipated and I missed it. Then being on the outside, I saw a large wave coming that I 

wanted to get behind.  

I made it over this big wave and felt like I did a four foot free fall over the back. The next 

wave I spotted looked like it was 7 feet and I wanted to get past it too. As I paddled 

madly to get beyond it, I realized I wasn‟t going to make it. Now I wanted it to break in 

far in front of me as possible so that when the foam it me it would be a little more 

dissipated.  

Unfortunately, it kept building and moving forward so that I could tell I was going to be 

closer to the impact zone than I would have desired. When it broke, I slid off my board 

and dove to get as deep as possible. 
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Under water it collected me with tremendous force and I started doing the backward 

somersaults I have grown accustomed to. The water in waves moves in a circular 

motion so that the waves energy returns the water particles to where they began after 

they have made a complete circle.  

The water doesn‟t move forward, only the wave‟s energy. This is why you get 

somersaulted under water because the water under the wave‟s influence is moving in a 

circular motion where it rolls forward and then back to where it originated.  

This time while under water I realized that it was a much stronger force than I faced with 

my previous seven footer. I could tell that in this commonly called “hold down” I was not 

being released. The violence to which I was a hostage was also making me feel I did 

not have enough oxygen.  

Even though I know I can hold my breath for a minute, when you are being worked it 

seems the oxygen is being dissipated and that you need more before you have even 

been under twenty seconds. It makes you respect the conditioning of the big wave 

surfers who get pinned several times with hold downs up to two or three minutes.  

For the first time, I had thoughts that I could easily drown in this situation. I was helpless 

to do anything to about the force that had me in its claws. I realized that I was not near 

the dissipation of energy that would allow to me to simply pop up to the surface. After I 

finally stopped tumbling, I started clawing toward the surface in a move I would have to 

classify as nearly desperate.  

When I reached the surface, I had that spacey nearly concussed sensation. I saw my 

board and swam to it for support. The next large wave was on its way and luckily my 

travels had taken me inshore enough that this one would break on top of my after it had 

turned to foam. 

I had not desire for more somersaults, so I started paddling determined to let it hit me 

and take me to shore. The storm force of this wave was also evident and it took me 

from zero to sixty in a few seconds. I held tight to my board as the foam had me 

revolving around on the axis. I worked my self to the top of the board and had one of the 

fastest moving rides to shore I have experienced.  

The over all impression was that I survived a seven foot storm wave that probably held 

me down fifteen seconds. I surmise I might not survive a hold down of thirty seconds 

that might be delivered by an eight to 10 foot storm wave. 

It‟s good to know your limitations. That same afternoon my surf buddies decided they 

wanted to surf in Carlsbad which because of the large amounts of kelp and reef, slow 



Mark‟s Surf Instructions and Saga 

 

Copyright © 2011 Mark Kaplan All Rights Reserved Page 75 
 

down the waves. I was anxious to see these big waves slowed down so that they were 

more rideable. 

When we paddled out the waves were huge but the impact of them hitting you was 

more mushy. I could tell right away that they were really not dangerous. We enjoyed 

riding the mushies that looked larger than they acted.  

At this point, I was not intimidated by the 7 foot waves because I knew they would never 

hit like the waves I had experienced that morning. I didn‟t ride the largest ones because 

I am not ready, but my day will come.  

Facing Your Fear   Duplicating the last section? 

This week we have been visited by a powerful New Zealand storm. The waves at the 

peak of the storm were easily 8 to 10 feet. It was exciting to sit on the beach and watch 

these towering waves rise out of the ocean like a serpent before the lips fell over in a 

wall to crash into the surf.  

I went out a day before the peak when the waves were up to 7 feet. After missing a fast 

moving 5 footer, I got caught in the impact zone of a 7 footer. I dove under, but it hit me 

with a violence and somersaulted me backwards for longer than I was used to. The 

breath I thought I had didn‟t seem like enough.  

I found my self clawing for the surface. The violence had also moved my brain around in 

my skull giving me that pre concussed punchy feeling I have experienced in the past. 

When I saw the second wave coming, I swam to my board and climbed on for a very 

fast ride to shore.  

I skipped the next two days as I watched these towering waves come in intervals and 

pound the surf in fascinating explosions if you were not a surfer and terrifying 

explosions if you were.  

I had surfed on Wednesday and the surf peaked on Thursday and Friday. Thursday 

night I had observed from our Oceanside Pier as a few surfers took the waves on the 

north side of the Pier. The swell subsided a little and they were getting some good rides 

on a lower tide. On the SW swells the pier breaks up the impact and reduces the 

violence somewhat for the north side. 

I decided to take a look Friday morning. On Friday morning I did my warm ups and 

added extra aerobics figuring I would not surf that day. When I walked to the north side 

of the pier I saw in the low tide that the waves had settled into head high sets. I figured 

now I needed a little rest and some food and I would return to give it a try.  
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An hour later I had suited up and returned to observe the 7 foot plus waves crashing 

through the pier and setting up the same walls I had seen the day before. Remembering 

all too well how the force was a little beyond my capability, I decided to tuck my tail 

between my legs and maybe try later.  

I skipped the afternoon, but returned the next morning to a subsided by head high set of 

waves. I paddled out along side the pier which gives you an easy path to the outside. 

The pier breaks the current and rips of the south side waves and almost drags you out 

with a supportive rip.  

I enjoyed a few waves and went out again on Sunday. The swell was still large, but it 

was easy to get out along the pier. The waves were still powerful and if you got caught 

inside after riding a wave, it was difficult to get back out. The waves pushed you 

northward away from the pier and unless you got out and walked back, you were done.  

This is what everyone did. They got out and walked back. After one session I walked 

back and was standing observing the breaks. I saw that an inside break was giving a 

few surfers a great right break towards the pier and they never had to suffer the larger 

waves that were occasionally still coming in from the outside. 

As I was standing there observing, an early forties surfer came up to me and seeing that 

I was still wet asked me how it was. He was there on vacation and explained that he 

hadn‟t surfed in a while and had a little trepidation about going out.  

I related my experience and suggested he stay close to the pier on the way out and 

then pick the waves selectively when out. After he went in an older surfer with a nice 

bald spot came by to make his second round.  

I had now seen him in the water two days in a row and we recognized each other. He 

said he had just gotten trounced falling into a wave and that kind of experience shakes 

his confidence. I could easily say that among the 30 and over set, the fear this day was 

palpable. 

I also realized that the taste of fear is what also attracted me. It is like people who go to 

scary movies because they want to feel that fear. It does tell you that you are alive and 

peaks your adrenaline. In the movies, you know you will come out alive. In the water, 

there is no guarantee.  

It is hard to describe the feeling I remember about my big trouncing on Wednesday 

where I was being violently somersaulted backwards and firmly in the grip of the wave 

for as long as it wanted to keep me. I had no power to escape. Drowning was running 

through my thoughts.  
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I did not have any great alarm or panic, I just knew that if I wasn‟t released, I could 

drown. It seemed that it would come on rather peacefully. I would run out of air and 

probably black out or take in that fateful mouthful of seawater and I would slide into 

oblivion.  

I have read about patients on the operating table that had suffered heart attacks where 

their heart and brain were no longer registering. They were technically dead. Once they 

were revived they related experiences of having seen a white light and moving to a 

place of perfect peace. Sometimes there were visions and even beautiful music.  

They could often hear the people surrounding them having a conversation about 

reviving them. Even though they were technically dead, their consciousness was alive 

and ready to pass on to world of consciousness surrounding what we call real life.  

Many of these saved victims have related how they spent their ensuing years trying to 

recapture the seconds or even minutes they experienced having out of body 

experiences on the recovery table. They said they were almost sorry they came back. 

I know this is a digression, but after my experience in the water, I think that the transfer 

from life to death isn‟t always painful. Unless it occurs from sudden impact at 100 miles 

an hour, the miracle of life is followed by the miracle of peaceful surrender. What a gift 

that you really don‟t want to receive until it really happens. 

Fear is definitely part of the surfing experience. It becomes a little more obvious when 

you consider what I didn‟t see on these rough days; lots of surfers. Considering on how 

an average day with a suddenly good swell can bring 100 surfers to the water faster 

than you can say Jack Robinson, I was wondering where everyone was hiding.  

The big swells are really for the very experienced or young and fit. The teenagers and 

early twenties are more capable of taking big hits and not feeling it. Yet when I returned 

on Friday and related to my 22 year old surf buddy next door that I thought it was too 

big for me, he said I don‟t blame you.  

When he had seen me go out and return on the Wednesday previous to the storm‟s 

peak, he had then ventured out. That night six of us went to Carlsbad where the kelp 

and the reef slow down the swell and it becomes more manageable. He had said that 

his earlier venture at Oceanside had given him some fright.  

Even though he is an expert that has been surfing since he was five and surfs big 

waves, I don‟t think he likes to contemplate the possibilities of storm waves. He doesn‟t 

fear falling off of big waves, but he clearly recognizes the power of waves that might test 

his ability to survive. 
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So, I would surmise that everyone has their limit line. One‟s desire to test their 

performance under frightening experiences can vary from person to person. Clearly we 

all have different perceptions of our capabilities and what constitutes a frightening 

situation.  

I have read about Laird Hamilton, who is probably the world‟s most renowned big wave 

surfer, telling his fearful companions that everyone has fear. I have read about big wave 

surfers who said at the beginning they were terrified of six foot waves.  

One of the women‟s top ranked big waves surfers after winning a contest where waves 

reached 25 feet said she was terrified of one foot waves when she began at the age of 

14.  

Greg Noll had once had on one occasion the opportunity in Hawaii to surf the biggest 

waves he had ever encountered. It was a giant swell and he knew at his age he might 

never see this opportunity again. Yet, he had a wife and children and contemplated for 

twenty minutes whether this once in a life time opportunity for which he had prepared all 

his life was worth the risk. 

He decided to take it and did ride the biggest wave of his life which was at least 40 foot. 

This is the kind of waves that Laird Hamilton lives for. He even takes his paddle board 

into waves that are 30 foot. Facing fear is an ability that some people have in spades.  

In every day life we have fears. Some people are afraid of public speaking. I would be 

afraid of having to sing in front of an audience. Other people might have fear of making 

sales calls.  

One‟s ability to face and conquer fear is often a result of how many times in the past 

you have faced and conquered fear. I have had a lot of experience. There is a real rush 

when you face it and come out in tact. Adrenaline junkies clearly live for it.  

It is important when surfing, however, to assess your capabilities and not be reckless. I 

have the feeling that I would not survive a 30 second hold down from a ten foot wave. 

So I have my upper limits. Now I know that I should not feel too great a trepidation from 

waves smaller than that. You shouldn‟t allow fear to rob you of a great adventure but 

should have adequate safe guards to be sure you don‟t throw yourself into harms way.  

Surfing is an adventure with no guarantees. Advancing requires dealing with fears 

because riding bigger waves is part of the process. Advancement in any life adventure 

could be the same.  Personal relationships take us out of our comfort zone and I have 

faced many fears in this realm.  

The real answer is that we cannot ever avoid fear if we are going to progress, but must 

learn how to manage it.  
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Keep On Keepin’ On 

Many people know at this point that I go into the surf everyday. Many also know that I 

watch the surf at various points looking for the best window. Even though I prefer 

morning surfing over afternoons, I may check a few times between high and low tide 

transitions.  

Surfing has become part of my daily exercise routine as I had always intended. When I 

moved to the beach, I figured I would run, ride a bike, swim, and surf. Surfing took over 

my interests as the other activities faded.  

When I recently experienced a storm tide, I realized that staying in great shape may 

someday become crucial for my survival. Being in better shape also gives me 

opportunities to stay out longer on rough and on fun days.  

But surfing is difficult to learn and difficult to advance to expert status. Along the way it 

is easy to become discouraged between getting roughed up, not making progress, 

having bad days, and waiting for waves you like to ride.  

I have taken sort of a Zen approach. It is there, it is what it is, so learn to adapt. I go out 

when I see nothing, knowing that it often comes up or that you have to wait a long time 

to get that great set you didn‟t know was there.  

If I don‟t get any rides, I still get exercise paddling. I improve my courage by being 

willing to face the good, the bad, and the ugly. Every day on a sand bar break is 

different and each wave experience gives me a building block for the next day.  

Before the recent storm, I was happy with my wave riding and anxiously waiting for 

some big waves to try out my new skills. The waves that arrived were more than I 

wished for but after a couple of monster days, there were waves you could attempt.  

I found that one has to get in position, paddle and pop up. These three skills are not 

easy to acquire when looking at big fast moving waves. Once you have popped up, your 

fate is in the hands of a wave whose motion you can‟t always predict.  

On one recent storm wave I was in great position and popped up only to do a free fall 

on a very steep face. I am not sure it was rideable, but the whole exercise gave me 

confidence that I did all I could and faced no dire consequences.  

When I saw the surfer next to me do the same thing on a subsequent wave, I paddled 

over to him to ask his impression. He said he felt his nose was going to bury at the 

bottom of the wave.  
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I then watched some short boarders taking inside waves with a right break that headed 

toward the pier. I was on the north side with a SW swell. The pier broke up the ferocity 

of the waves and as they broke facing north, there was a great right side ride.  

These surfers were catching numerous waves without dealing with the outside larger 

waves nor the wait between sets. Their waves were still 4 foot and catching them at the 

apex where the foam is just coming over the lip gave a great push off.  

Some neighbors who arrived after I had already been surfing a year, have been fighting 

their doubts and looking for the right timing. As a consequence they often miss a week 

at a time. This doesn‟t improve their skills and weighs on their nerves.  

You have to have a determination to go out as often as possible and learn to fight what 

ever you find. Even if you don‟t catch a wave, you will have experience dealing with the 

waves, building surviving skills, increasing strength and stamina, and building 

confidence to meet the unknown.  

Take Your Wave Riding to The Inside 

When we learn to surf we hopefully start with an 8 foot foam board and learn to ride the 

waves after they have broken. Then we start moving to the outside and catch waves 

before they break.  

At this point we may decide whether we want to be short boarders, long boarders, 

something in between, or both. I moved to a 7‟6” fun board which had mostly the 

characteristics of a short board. With a fairly thin rails because of a 2 5/8” thickness, it is 

pretty maneuverable.  

I then purchased a 6‟10” shorter board that is 2 3/4” thick. At my weight of 175 pounds, 

this shorter board floats me above the water. With its pointed nose and shorter length, it 

is easier to duck dive on big days. It gives up maneuverability to the 2 5/8” fun board.  

I have decided I want to move to shorter boards which might next be a 6‟4” 2 5/8” thick 

board. At my beach in Oceanside the waves vary because of the sand bar beach. If 

they are breaking outside and up to 5 foot high, the long boarders may have the 

advantage because they can sit further out than the short boarders and pick their 

waves.  

When the surf is big or peaky, the short boarders may have the advantage because 

they can drop into steeper waves and move to the next section quicker. The waves are 

steepest on the inside breaks. This is because as the wave hits bottom close to shore, 

the lip throws over more violently and the whole top may come down quicker.  
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The fun of the close out inside waves is that if you can get down the face and into the 

next sections, you get great speed for maneuvers. Many times you will just set an angle 

at the top and move to the next section away from the foam at the apex.  

The advantage of riding the inside waves is that frequently you can get more rides. The 

outside might vary on a sand bar from close out to rideable and you have to wait them 

out. On a good inside day, you can ride almost every wave. By the time the outside 

wave has hit the inside, it is doing the same thing every time.  

Riding the inside waves is likely to make you faster on the pop up and make you a 

better judge of positioning. The inside wave is also more likely to pick your board up 

without as much paddling.  

Learning to ride the inside semi close outs will also make you more competent when the 

bigger waves break on the outside. The bigger waves are moving faster and you have 

to get right into the pocket at the peak with a short board to maximize the power. You 

then have to pop up and either angle or take it to the bottom for a carve turn into the 

pocket.  

Being faster on the pop up and making a quick decision which way to go is always an 

advantage. You look at the wave before it reaches you to see which way it might break. 

Then you can paddle into it so as to set up your angle while watching its action.  

Few beaches have big sets every day, but most of them have inside waves. Therefore 

you can practice everyday once you start learning to ride the inside breaks. There are 

usually plenty of short boarders riding them, so it is easy to watch and get the idea. 

Because on a good day every wave is a ride, it shouldn‟t be too hard to fight the line up.  

Then when the outside is happening, you are more competent to enter the line up, 

charge waves, and catch them. The fast moving large outside waves in a sand bar can 

be steep so being quick is good.  

 

Eating Balanced Meals Are Important for Performance 

Now that I am fitting in two surf sessions a day, I am trying to get enough fuel and 
recovery food into my diet without over loading my digestive system. When too much 
blood goes to digestion, it robs the brain of needed oxygen to perform at a high level. 

The best balance of nutrients for appeasing the appetite and fueling the brain is mixing 
carbohydrates and protein. Protein supports thinking and carbohydrates hinders brain 
energy. Nonetheless, the brain uses a great deal of energy, so like muscles, it needs 
fuel. 
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A meal I use for lunch but can also be dinner is a mixture of broiled ground hamburger 
on top of brown rice and vegetables.  I am always looking for the best anti-oxidants in 
my vegetables and use beef not fed hormones nor anti-biotics. 

I mix a small portion of ground round, maybe a quarter to third of a pound, with green 
onions and seasonings. Adding onion soup mix can also enhance flavors. I broil in a 
thick patty, because I like it pink in the middle, for five to ten minutes. 

At the same time, I brown garlic and onions in olive oil. Then I add chopped zucchini, 
broccoli, peppers (green, red, or yellow) tomatoes, and pre cooked brown rice. I don‟t 
cook too long or too hot so as not to greatly alter the natural ingredients. 

The common accepted rule about altering the chemicals of raw food is cooking under 
118 degrees prevents major change. I ate raw without meat for several months and lost 
20 pounds, but now I prefer to cook and add some meat. I still maintain my high school 
weight. 

Adding as many healthy foods that you like into a mix stokes your imagination and 
varies your diet. You can always add and subtract ingredients to make the new mixture 
interesting and varied.  I make a soup with as many ingredients that I can imagine that 
tastes good and is giving me a wide variety of nutrients. 

When the hamburger is broiled, I put it on top of my rice and vegetable ensemble. The 
balance suppresses the appetite for hours and gives me the fuel for an afternoon work 
out. I think the timing of your food intake is also important.  

I have found that a carbohydrate load in the morning an hour or two before my first surf 
session, gives me ample energy. I place a small amount of pre-cooked ten grain cereal 
on the bottom of my bowl. This cereal is loaded with carbs, but also has 6 grams of 
protein per serving.  

Then I add apples, sliced bananas, unsalted peanuts I pop out of the shells, raisins, a 
spoon of peanut butter, a table spoon of flax seed and I am ready. I have this with my 
morning coffee and a glass of water to which I usually add a little gator aide.  

After surfing I like to eat a second meal with plenty of protein because I feel my muscles 
are in the first recovery stage of the day. I buy chuck steaks that have no hormones or 
anti-biotics and cut them into three or four ounce portions.  

I broil them for five to ten minutes and serve with an egg, sliced tomatoes, and a slice of 
whole grain bread with jam. I also have a little fruit like a citrus, peach, or mango 
because my butcher said the acid in the fruit helps digest the meat. 

I listed my lunch above that can either be the hamburger and vegetables or I have tuna 
wrap. I make my tuna with a mixture of onions, celery, zucchini, and tomatoes. I add 
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lemon pepper which is great with any fish. I heat a large wheat tortilla and lay in the 
tuna mix for a great carbo protein mix.  

For dinner I usually have my vegetable soup for a first course or a salad. The vegetable 
soup has black beans, green peas, lentils, brown rice which I boil first. Then into the 
same water I add my vegetable mix.  

I also add one and a half to two cubes of chicken bouillon. I don‟t add salt. This is all to 
personal taste. You  can start light and then add what you feel it needs while it is still 
cooking. I also add seasonings including red peppers, seasoning salt, pepper, and 
cumin. Once again, you can add what you like. When I serve the soup, I like parmesan 
cheese on top.  

My vegetable mix contains garlic, onions, cabbage, broccoli, zucchini, carrots, celery, 
yams, and potatoes.  Before the beans and rice are completely cooked (after about 20 
minutes) I add all the vegetables and boil or simmer on lower heat for about 40 minutes.  

This soup is also great for lunch or for an afternoon or after dinner snack. It has no 
sugar and lots of protein and carbohydrates plus it is loaded with anti-oxidants.  

For me, a second diner course might be spaghetti. The spaghetti is easy and I add my 
vegetable spaghetti sauce topping. Once again, I brown garlic and onions in olive oil 
and add broccoli, zucchini, and tomatoes. Then I add the tomato pasta sauce. I often 
grill in some ground hamburger if I feel I want more meat for the day or am still 
especially hungry.  

I do have desserts. No one is perfect. I love fudge brownies. I make them from a 
package where I add oil, water and an egg. I bake them and cut them into small 
squares. I may have them anytime during the day when I want a small sugar boost. This 
is the only real sugar in my diet.  

Now and then I will change my desserts. My favorite health market has cacao squares 
loaded with seeds. I have also had another mix of banana walnut muffins that are great 
snacks. I never drink soda and have even weaned myself of sweet and low. I drink lots 
of green tea and in the evenings, the tea suppresses that after dinner noshing and 
hydrates me.  

You may have noticed I have no dairy other than eggs. I don‟t eat any processed foods 
other than the brownies. I avoid the ills of processed foods by rarely eating in 
restaurants. Everyone can‟t live like this, but if you can eat correctly 85% of the time, 
you are doing well.  

A raw food guru I follow says he is not 100%. He often eats in restaurants or strays from 
the course, but once again if you are on track most of the time, your body is getting 
what it needs and maintaining an alkaline balance.  
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You can see that you can have lots of fun creating new concoctions that are healthy, 
tasty, nourishing and weight maintaining. The better you eat, the easier it is to maintain 
good eating habits. The longer you refrain from eating the bad food, the less you want it.  

The Advantages of Youth in Surfing 

Watch young kids skate board and fall off and you see right away that they have a 
learning advantage over adults. Not only do they escape injury on falls that might cripple 
adults, they give it very little thought.  

The same attitude seems to follow them into the water. As you progress from riding the 
foam to catching waves before they break, you have to risk falling off  the top of the 
waves. You have to risk the nose of the board pearling and sending you face first into 
the surf.  

After you have pearled a few times, you may know that face plants and hitting your 
shoulders or chest on the water can feel like hitting cement. The learning curve sets up 
an early apprehension of getting hurt.  

Youth have a mental advantage about getting hurt. No one would laugh at a teenager 
who injures himself falling off a board. If an adult gets injured, their peers would 
immediately question their judgment about participating in a sport that should be left to 
the young.  

If you are an adult that has been surfing for years, you don‟t worry about this, but if you 
are taking up the sport, the first few smashes might start to slide into your 
subconscious. You might question whether you should be risking life and limb to learn 
this aggressive sport.  

Falls hurt adults more than they do the younger set. We are not as flexible and we do 
not bend and absorb as easily as we did when we were young. I can think back to the 
falls I took learning to ski and realize I would never want to repeat those today. Then I 
just picked myself up, laughed, and resumed my flight down the hills. 

Therefore, staying flexible and strong is important for adults. I have more confidence 
when I am in condition, stretched and loose. So far, I have not had any debilitating 
injuries. I begin my first stretch when I awake. Before I surf, I stretch some more. I do 
push ups which seem to loosen my neck and back.  

I do a stretch where I lean into a door jamb and allow my weight to fall forward. My 
chiropractor once told me this is the best stretch to loosen my tight neck and upper 
back. I found that early on, the paddling created an extremely tight back and sore neck. 
The door jamb stretching loosened me up and eliminated that as a concern.  
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That still leaves falling off the top of waves. This is a necessary procedure to learn how 
to ride bigger waves. Sometimes waves are close outs and sometimes they are easily 
rideable, but sometimes you can‟t tell the difference before you catch it.  

When the waves are bigger, they are moving faster. You have to either paddle into them 
as they roll past you or let them pick you up if you are already in front of them. Either 
situation could lead to the mistiming of catching the lip and result in going over the falls 
or falling into the trough.  

When riding the inside waves that can catapult quickly when they hit the shallow shore 
bottom, falling is much more likely. A shorter board is preferable for riding the inside 
waves because they are less likely to pearl, but short board surfers fall frequently riding 
inside waves.  

I moved to the inside waves when during a particular lull in outside breaks I noticed the 
inside surfers were getting all the action. I moved inside and observed where and how 
they were catching the waves.  

Then I tried it myself. I found that catching the wave where the foam on the lip is just 
starting to show is the power spot and the safest spot. At this apex the wave is forming 
a pocket to the right or left. It is generally an easier descent into the pocket.  

As I became more expert, I then realized that if the inside waves had less power, the 
waves were caught best where they peak. This means you are in the middle of the 
break. One advantage is that you now have the right of way over all other surfers. The 
disadvantage is that it is the strongest part of the wave and if it is going to close out, you 
are in its grasp.  

On one day, I caught the peak and as it closed out, I fell into the abyss below. But falling 
off a wave rarely hurts more than being hit by a wave in the impact zone. When you get 
hit in the impact zone, all the weight and energy is landing on top of you and you are 
going to do some under water somersaults or get hauled into shore. 

When you fall into a wave, the energy is generally past you and you come to the surface 
rather easily. I also experienced having the tip of my board dive straight down into the 
wave which catapults me off of it. Generally this doesn‟t hurt. One time on a larger 
wave, I automatically went into a cannon ball and landed safely.  

I have to say, that as previous surfers told me, the more you do it, the more you learn to 
turn your body or fall without harm. I think one of the reasons is that you are not surfing 
with as much apprehension that clouds your reactions and you see it coming faster.  

Being stretched and strong as you can be and being willing to experience the falls to 
learn are two facets that help you advance. As I have started to learn the falling on the 
inside waves which are smaller, I realize that my reactions will be better for the larger 
outside waves that might also close out while I am on them.  
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Learning how to ride the inside waves also makes my wave catching timing more 
precise, my pop ups quicker, and my recognition of waves better. I also gain a feel for 
what the wave is doing so that I can have more fun.  

When you know what the wave is doing or where you are in the power curve you know 
which maneuvers are possible. If there is no power or speed, you are just going to ride it 
straight in and pump a few times to keep the ride going.  

If there is good speed and a pocket, you can either try some cut backs or do some 
bottom to top maneuvers.  One of the first feelings that occurs to surfers when the come 
off the face and carve into the pocket face forward or back side is how long the pocket 
ride will last. Sometimes I see the pocket formed but also see the wave collapsing in 
front of me. 

This gives me the opportunity to bail out over the top or just fall into the wave before the 
close out hits me. The same thing occurs when riding a wave toward shore as you keep 
picking up new sections. Eventually you might run into the final section that is going to 
crash on the beach. Depending on your skill, you may decide to just fall off or you may 
want to try a few more maneuvers and risk the fall.  

In any case, you can see the progressions you go through to fight the mental game. The 
game gets easier with the development of skill and the willingness to accept a little risk. 
The risk taking and the skill can develop side by side. My experience has shown that 
the risk taking rarely results in unexpected injury.  

My worst experiences have been getting caught in the impact zones of 7 foot plus 
waves and I have a huge respect and even fear of these incidents. There isn‟t much you 
can do to avoid the occasional hit as the bigger waves break out further than the waves 
you are trying to catch.  

When they occur, everyone is frantically paddling out to get over the top of them before 
they break. You can‟t always beat them. I have learned that 7 footers are near the top of 
my capacity to survive. If the surf is bigger, I probably don‟t want to be out.  

In Hawaii, where waves get bigger, the big surf riders prepare for them. Even they will 
say that when waves get over 10 foot, there are fewer surfers in the water. Clint 
Eastwood said it best, “A man has to know his limitations.” 

 

Why Are Surfers So Skinny? 

It‟s the intensive intervals. 
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It takes intense paddling to get to the wave line. Then you might get to rest for a minute 
so your heart rate comes down. Then you paddle hard to catch a wave and have a nice 
rest while letting mother nature do the work; unless you are shredding. 

Then you have to paddle back out through the waves duck diving the foam and racing 
to miss the impact zone. If there is current, you have to paddle against it to maintain 
your position where the waves are breaking. 

If you get in a good hour with five to ten waves, you have really burned up some 
muscle. Now the body goes to work as the Cytokene 6 calls in the inflammation and 
white cell patrol to clean out the dead cells. They in turn call in the Cytokene 10 patrol 
who come into build new stronger muscle. 

The body could use some nutrition at this time to help the rebuilding process. Amino 
acids are the favored food du jour and so protein in the form of shakes or food helps this 
process.  Fueling up before you go in calls for carbohydrates. 

I usually start the day with my 7 a.m. meal so that I am prepared by 8 a.m. for my first 
surf session. I have a bowl of apples, bananas, raisins, peanuts, peanut butter, some 10 
grain cereal on the bottom and then sprinkle it with flax seed. My body really enjoys this 
fuel and uses it when I am in the water. 

A short while after my morning session I will have some protein and more fuel for 
hopefully an afternoon session. I like a small portion steak, an egg, tomatoes, a slice of 
orange, and a slice of whole grain toast. This helps my body rebuild and prepare for 
more exercise. 

I then fit in a small lunch about 1 or 2 p.m. of a tuna salad wrap. Ideally, my second 
session will be around 4 p.m. and then I have pasta for dinner. 

You can create these aerobic sessions at a gym or on your own. Boxing for an hour is 
an excellent example. Aerobic classes will do it. Hill riding on your mountain bike or 
hiking up hills are real calorie burners. Intervals on a tread mill or stair climbers are 
good. 

The beauty of surfing is that you go to exhaustion without thinking about it. You are 
thinking about catching waves and paddling back out and not about trying to burn 
muscle. You just have to stop when you are spent. When exercising in a gym, you are 
often thinking about how tired you are, so there is a mental disadvantage. 

Depending on your determination, discipline, or mental toughness, you can take your 
body to exhaustion or maybe you stop way short. An hour of extreme exercise a day 
and a diet without sugar, flour, processed foods, fried food, nor too much alcohol, will 
really start stripping the fat. 
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One Day the Surfing Just Happens 

For a year and a half I struggled to get better each time I was in the water. Some days I 
achieved new plateaus, but on most days I was reminded of what I couldn‟t do and what 
I had to accomplish to get better.  

Sometimes it was a matter of courage and sometimes it was skills I didn‟t have or 
understand. I might be too afraid to take off on a wave I needed to ride in order to 
advance. Sometimes I couldn‟t figure out the timing necessary to get in the right spot in 
front of the on coming wave.  

There were skills I could not pick up regardless of how much I watched other surfers. 
The wave conditions were not always right to match the skills that I did have. I would sit 
on the outside waiting for waves and watch all the surfers on the inside catching 
numerous rides.  

Frustration, but with a determination to get better were my watch words. I was lucky to 
have the mind set that practice would bring me my day. I knew many others beginners 
who started and just became too frustrated with the process to maintain their 
enthusiasm.  

Some people would stop their surfing sessions for awhile because they couldn‟t take the 
rejection and then start anew with refreshed determination. Mother Nature does not 
suffer any fools. You can‟t buy your way into surfing except for paid instruction. 
Equipment is important but not the final arbiter, although having the right board for your 
level of skills and wave conditions is important. 

After a storm had hit our beaches and taken away the sand bar that created outside 
waves, I decided I had to perfect the inside rides. I had normally surfed south of our 
local pier, but saw the best inside waves were on the north side. I watched a few 
sessions of short boarders catching the inside waves before I made my first plunge.  

It wasn‟t that difficult. In fact, it was as fun as I had envisioned. It was a lot of work 
because every wave breaks on the inside. After you catch a wave you have to paddle 
through the oncoming onslaught to get back into position. There is often more current or 
rip on the inside so you also have to paddle against either to get to your break.  

But you also get in rhythm faster. When I sat on the outside and got zero to three rides 
in a day, I never felt a rhythm nor could get into flow or the zone. On the inside because 
everything is moving so fast, you don‟t have time to think and pretty soon you have had 
five rides.  

Once I get five to ten rides under my belt, my whole body is moving into the zone. I am 
focusing and feeling the action. I can see my rides and don‟t even need to think. I pop 
up and get the most out of my wave. 
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All of a sudden I was no longer struggling. I was just riding. I put a year and a half 
behind me of wondering when I would feel I made it. Riding the inside waves is a great 
step because when the outside waves start happening, you have picked up some great 
skills.  

On the inside you have to read the waves quickly. You have to pop up quickly. You 
have a trickier wave to ride if it is going to close out sooner. This comes in handy 
because when the big outside waves form on a sand bar beach, you often have to 
decide whether they are close outs or surfable. 

I used to back off of so many waves because they were steep or I was not in the right 
position or I just wasn‟t used to paddling and popping up. On the inside, you learn to 
pop up quickly, but you crash more often. You‟re up but you don‟t know if the wave is 
going to collapse or if maybe the nose of your board is going to dig into the bottom, 
known as a pearl. 

Because the inside waves are smaller, there is not the great consequence from a fall. If 
you were in Hawaii riding a 15 foot wave, a mistake could mean a near death thrashing. 
When the waves are three foot and breaking in 5 feet of water, it is hard to face dire 
consequences.  

I have wanted to move to a smaller “stick” since I first saw the surfers at my beach. My 
skiing and snow boarding background made me yearn for the sweeps and maneuvering 
that are made without moving back and forth as required on the long board.  

Everyone sees the kind of ride they desire so it is just personal choice. I want to bottom 
on waves and then head back up to snap the lip. This is a young person‟s style and 
people my age should be retiring to the long boards, but it isn‟t the first time I have been 
a maverick.  

I am in good shape and I am keeping my vision in tact. Now that I have the feeling I can 
time the waves and pop up every time, I can start dreaming of my next plateau. That 
plateau is pumping for speed to get down the pocket through sections and start bottom 
turning my waves and then again at the top. 

You do a lot of less dramatic turns before you have the bending, weighting and 
unweighting skills necessary to pop the lip or do aerials, but like everything, the skills  
come one day at a time.  

Angling on a Wave for Beating the Sections 

Taking off at an angle on a wave serves lots of purposes.  

As a beginner, I had an 8 foot soft top board. My biggest fear was pearling. I was not 
able to read waves so I took off on anything that approached. The close outs would of 
course result in my nose going down first and me getting hurled like a cannon ball. 
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My friendly advisers suggested getting an angle on the wave to prevent the nose from 
leading down and that it would give me a trajectory along the face of the wave. A few 
times when I set up to take off on an angle, the wave grabbed my inside rail and locked 
me into a ride in the pocket. The great thing about this event is that the board is very 
steady and it gives you plenty of time to pop up.  

The caution about taking the angle is that if it is a close out wave where the whole lip is 
coming over at once, the wave will take you off your board as soon as you start. You 
can also go over the falls with your board which is the worst of falls. Being prone is 
more hurtful than if at least you make it to your feet.  

I still laugh when I catch a wave and then the whole bottom drops out as the wave 
closes out. I sometimes feel like I am falling ten feet. At least if you are standing up, you 
might be going in feet first.  

One learns that if you are surfing waves that peak, the angle will get you to the next 
section ahead of the dropping lip. What I mean is that a peak is usually the result of two 
swells coming together at the same time to form a wave that has a peak or apex of 
power in the center of the break. The apex will come over the top first followed by the 
balance of the wave in the break.  

The wave may peel to the left or peel to the right. If you have been watching the waves, 
you will know which direction they are breaking. You want to go in the direction of the 
break. You will hear surfers say the waves are great rights or great lefts.  

If you catch the wave at the apex, you can then angle to the right or left and with speed 
get past the falling lip into the smooth part of the pocket. Once into the pocket you can 
ride it out until it dies or you can cut back into the power of the wave and when you have 
reached the foam, cut back again and ride out to the new shoulder. Sometimes on this 
second cut back to the shoulder you might find you are riding all the way to shore. 

The more speed you have, the easier it is to do cut backs. When you are moving slow 
because the wave is small or not powerful, you have to lean on the rail in the direction 
you want to turn and make a slow maneuver without burying the rail. If you are on a 
long board or soft top, you have to weight the back of the board and swing the nose 
around.  

If the wave is larger or more powerful, you will think you have power steering. I have two 
shorter boards. One has a 2 5/8 thickness and one is 2 /34 thick. I have much better 
turning power with the longer thinner board because of the thinner rails.  So on mushy 
or smaller days, this board gives me a turning advantage.  

On bigger wave days, I like the shorter board because I worry less about the pearl if I 
ride down the face. Deciding whether to ride down the face or at an angle is the result of 
having a little understanding of how the waves are breaking.  
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If the whole lip is coming over the top, you might have to ride down the face and get in 
front of the foam before you turn back side or front side. Then with good speed, you can 
get in front of the foam and into the pocket. If you watch videos of the super stars, you 
will see them often come down the front after falling in from the top and then either 
bottom turn, or turn mid way down the wave.  

If  the pros are riding very big waves they have time to turn in the middle of the 
downward descent. If they are big waves with the lip coming over fast, they may not 
want to get to the bottom because the lip will come over on them before they can make 
their turn into the pocket.  

When the surfers are trying to ride waves that barrel, they want to carve or turn quickly 
and get high in the pocket to let the lip fall over their heads. Sometimes you will see 
them grab the outside rail to help hold them into the wave.  

When riding the waves in the 3 to 5 foot category, you may see competitive surfers give 
and extra stroke or two as they angle into the wave in order to get more speed. Most 
beginner intermediates are too concerned about popping up to spend more time 
stroking, so it is an acquired skill.  

On my sand bar beach, the bigger waves which are 6 foot plus are usually close outs. 
Therefore coming straight down the wave can give you a ride into the shore, but then 
you have to paddle out again through the incoming waves and probably only get one 
wave per set.  

If you angle on the wave and can beat the first section of the lip coming over the top, 
you can get into the pocket and then either kick out over the top or get a great ride that 
allows you to maneuver in the pocket. If you kick out, you don‟t have as far to paddle 
back to the outside for your next wave.  

This is a great advantage of learning how to angle the wave and kick out instead of 
riding down the face toward shore where you have a longer paddle back to the outside. 
Remember, when your arms are tired you are through.  

If you love the long ride, once you get moving in the pocket you can keep dropping into 
the new sections as the waves break toward shore and wind up sitting on the beach. 
One of the ways I like to get a long ride on good waves is angle or turn into the wave off 
the apex and then when I get close to the shoulder at the end of the wave do a cut back 
in front of the foam of the wave.  

This allows me to take a reverse angle from the direction I was traveling and usually 
ride the foam at an angle all the way to the end of the wave. At this point you could kick 
out or fall before the wave makes its final crash into shore or try your skill at dropping on 
top of that last breaking face.  
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If there are lots of waves coming in and you want another ride or you want to avoid all 
the paddling, you can make that cut back and then just fall into the foam and have a 
shorter paddle out.  

 

What The Ocean Can Teach About Spirituality 

The ocean is a microcosm of the Universe.  

When we think of God or the Universe we think in terms of unlimited. 

When we sit at the beach and gaze at the ocean, we have this feeling of unlimited. It 
may be the largest vista we can ever see if we are not on a mountain top or in an 
airplane.   

In a recent storm from New Zealand that pounded the beach with 12 foot waves, every 
spectator was awestruck. You could feel and hear the energy of the waves pounding 
the beach. If you were on our local pier, you could feel it tremble as the waves crashed 
into the pylons. Standing on the pier and watching the waves roll by underneath was 
like looking into the mouth of a viper that was separated by a double pane of glass.  

I recently was held down in the impact zone of a 7 foot storm wave and when it released 
me I figured a 10 foot wave would probably kill me. I didn't feel panic and I didn't feel 
remorse. I felt surrendered to the outcome because I had ventured into the situation on 
my own volition. Afterward I was moved by the feeling that I had been swallowed and 
spit up by the loving Mother. 

Being in the ocean is also like being in the hand of the creator. It can caress you and 
give you a feeling that you are one of the blessed creatures under his care on earth or it 
could crush you with no more thought than accidently stepping on a bug. You can query 
a handful of people and half are afraid to go very far into the ocean.  

The ocean provides everything we need on earth. It provides enough meat and greens 
to provide for a nation. It absorbs and gives off heat. It has currents that circulate the 
globe like the winds in the stratosphere. The plant life releases the majority of our 
oxygen. Its energy could power machines. You can reach every land by navigating its 
surface. It can rear up and swallow you and never give you back.  

Anyone with experience in the ocean can tell you that it is always changing and it can 
always be dangerous. The more experienced watermen like life guards, surfers, and 
fisherman have more respect for the beauty and the danger. It has a yin and yang and 
you tempt it with your presence.   

There is this sense of surrender when you enter the ocean to surf. You are looking to 
have the best time of your life. You are looking to be renewed by an hour in the water. 
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You are looking to find yourself in your skill to harness the waves. You are surrendering  
to the experience of any outcome you might not have anticipated. 

Does the ocean remind us of the womb? We lived in embryonic fluids for nine months. 
Three and a half billion years ago our DNA lived in the ocean. Do we remember?  

Recently a baby dolphin came within ten feet of me and surfaced to stare at me. 
Dolphins are mammals that once lived on land and evolved to be sea creatures. 
Amphibious creatures came from the sea and evolved to be dinosaurs. Do we hear the 
call of the sea sirens seductively urging us to come back? When dolphins come close to 
surfers, push stranded sea farers to land, or come up just to look at us, do we realize 
how closely connected we are on so many levels?  

The Right of Way in the Line Up 

Understanding the right of way is important for making friends and for safety. If you are 
in the line up, everyone assumes you understand the rules. Violating the rules could 
cause someone to get hurt and certainly could make people angry.  

When you surf in the same spot frequently, you will start to recognize the regulars. You 
want them to be your friends. When you surf in any new spot, understanding the right of 
way will help you make new friends. Understanding when you can take a wave or when 
it belongs to someone else, may keep you from getting run over.  

The basic rule is that the surfer on the inside of the wave at take off has the right of way. 
The most inside position is where the wave peaks. This is the first spot the foam starts 
coming over the lip. This is also the most powerful spot in the wave. The best surfers on 
the short boards want to be at the peak because they will get the longest ride and the 
most speed. Speed means you can maneuver more easily.  

If the wave is more closed out where a large portion of the lip is coming over at the 
same time, the inside position still holds. If the wave is breaking left, which means to 
your left while facing the shore, the person to your right has the right of way.  

You can paddle for the wave at the same time as everyone else, but keep an eye to 
your right to see if that person is going to catch the wave. If they do, then you need to 
back out. Also, if visibility is not great or it is a very long break originating way to your 
right, look before you pop up because someone may have caught it way early and is 
driving down the pocket.  

A second way to establish right of way is to paddle early for a wave coming outside the 
line up. Reef breaks are usually all in the same spot in distance from the shore. Sand 
bar breaks differ in distance from the shore depending on the swell and interval. There 
can be three to five different swells coming to your beach and each has different 
dynamics.  
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Most of the line up will usually sit at the most frequently occurring break. The surfers 
just waiting for the biggest waves will sit further out. Because most waves will at least 
break close to shore, many surfers will sit inside to get more waves. Sometimes they 
are the newer surfers and want practice or don‟t want to compete in the line up.  

If you are sitting where most of the waves are breaking on let‟s say a 3‟ to 4‟ day and 
there is an occasional swell delivering 5‟ plus waves, they will form and break further 
out.  The line up you are sitting in will start paddling for this wave.  

Some of the surfers don‟t want to ride it so they are paddling to get over it so they don‟t 
get caught in the impact zone. Some of the surfers will want to catch it and you have to 
figure out who they are. The best surfers will paddle for the peak of the wave to 
establish their right of way. The early paddlers may also be going for position and will 
turn sideways as the wave approaches to get an angle at the right spot. Some will 
paddle and then pop to a sitting position on their boards and turn with their feet in order 
to be in the right spot when the wave reaches them. 

Surfers closest to the peak from you are going to have the right of way over you. The 
surfer estimated to be in the best position when they turn around will have the right of 
way. It is unclear most of the time as everyone is paddling where the wave will break. 
Therefore, anyone might have the best position.  

The wave will pass under some of the early paddlers. Some who went for the peak may 
be too late and the wave is going to break over them and they pull out. This means that 
if you were going for a corner or somewhere in between the peak and what will be the 
last point on the break where you can catch the power, you may be in the best position. 
If two surfers going for the wave are on each side of the peak they should be able to go 
right and left at the same time.  

Sometimes, if you and another few surfers are paddling for a break that is real wide, you 
may all want to pop up. If the waves are closing out or walling off, there won‟t be a 
pocket to drive. In this case, several surfers may be able to pop up and just ride down 
the face. The foam catches everyone and either you can ride that straight to the beach 
or just pop out and go get another wave. 

If you and someone else are paddling toward shore for an oncoming wave, one of you 
may be further in than the other. If you are further out and the wave breaks early, you 
may have the best position. If you are a little too far out and the surfer closer to shore 
has a better position, they may catch the wave. In these tight situations, if I cannot catch 
it, I like to call out early enough to the other surfer that they have it.  

Sometimes when you are about to pop up but you were concentrating so hard you didn‟t 
see someone inside you catch the wave and they see you, they will whistle or call out 
that you are in their path. I always pull out. Sometimes its too late and the wave already 
has your board. In these cases, I stay prone and try to steer my board away from the 
oncoming surfer.  
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If I blocked someone, I always apologize. Sometimes you are paddling back to the 
break and you see someone in front of you trying to catch a wave that is going to break 
on you. You want to paddle to the corner to get out of their way. You may want to freeze 
in your spot so they can see you and judge how to get around you.  

You will experience surfers pulling out of waves because you were heading for the spot 
in which they may have landed if they caught the wave. This can‟t always be avoided. I 
like to apologize to these surfers that I was sorry I blocked them. Most of them will say 
no problem, because they know it can‟t be avoided. 

When the surf is good and there are multitudes of surfers in the line up, it will be like a 
traffic intersection where all the signals have stopped working. Surfers will be paddling 
back out and surfers will be trying to catch waves. It is real important to stay safe.  

Most of the time surfers trying to catch waves will see the surfers in front of them. 
Sometimes they are concentrating so hard they don‟t see that you are right under them. 
I usually call out, “in front of you” so that I get their attention. The bigger the waves, the 
more they are concentrating and the more likely they may not see you.  

Winning in the Line Up 

You want to make friends in the line up but also want to be assertive. On any day, a 
percentage of riders don't want every wave. The aggressive and good riders may be 
waiting for the best waves. If the outside and inside are breaking pretty close together 
depending on the swells working your beach, some surfers will go for both. 

I like to get my mojo working immediately by trying for waves as soon as I have entered 
the water and am paddling out. Once in the line up, I won't take a wave right away from 
someone who has been sitting there waiting. But once a wave or two passes with 
people paddling for them, I am going on the next one. 

Swells vary in power. The weaker waves will form outside but not break until they are 
almost inside. On a powerful day, the outside waves will arc and break quicker.  The 
tricky part about establishing your position is that on a less powerful day you have to 
paddle out to inform the pack you want the wave but you have to get back inside with it 
to catch it. Otherwise the surfers who patiently waited inside and started paddling 
earlier, will take your wave. 

You are paddling out to get right in the peak position of the wave to establish you have 
the right of way. If the waves are powerful, you will then turn into the wave and ride it. If 
they are not powerful, you will have to paddle back toward shore until it is more inside 
and finally wants to break. 

If you paddle for a few waves and catch them, the line up will recognize you and give 
you a turn without much hassle. Take your turn and always back off on waves where 
others have the right of way. Only a few aggressive surfers who think they are better 
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than you or more entitled may challenge you for position time after time.  The surfers 
who are better than you will get position on you and you have to let them go. 

The line up is a test of wills and some people don't like the confrontation.  The 
aggressive surfer who wants to catch a lot of waves, but also allows everyone else to 
catch their waves will have an easier time of it.  Don't drop in on someone else's ride.  I 
also call out to people to take it when I have position but have missed catching it and 
see they are in better position. 

On a crowded day, it is all about position. You don't want to drop in on people, but you 
must race for the peak of the wave, because that is the controlling spot. Sometimes if a 
wave is breaking right and left, you can take the open position. If someone has taken 
the peak and surfed right, that might leave the left corner open to someone else. 

You start to recognize which waves other surfers in the line up want and sometimes 
which break they like to take, right or left. You can also get in a rhythm where you take 
one and then come out and wait for everyone to get theirs. Sometimes when you had 
the inside position and caught a wave and then paddle back out, you will see others 
sitting in that inside spot. You can go to the outside of the line up and work your way 
back in as they catch waves.  

If there are many breaks and a wide line up, you might like to go to the outside of the 
pack so you can catch more waves with less competition. I feel comfortable inside the 
pack because I know that I will give them their rides, not drop in on anyone, and can 
catch the waves when I paddle for them. When you can act like a pro, they treat you like 
a pro.  

Be polite, be aggressive. 

Perfecting Your Performance in the Line Up 

At this point I have begun to feel comfortable paddling into any wave and turning to try 
and catch it; the bigger the wave, the more difficult the timing. There is a decision of 
whether to turn into the direction of the break and let it hit lift you up or paddle into it and 
turn your back to it at the right moment.  

I have talked to experienced surfers and they have their own preferences. In the line up, 
you will see both methods. If you have pinpointed where the waves are breaking, you 
can sit and wait for the wave to get to the same point it has been breaking and then 
paddle fast when it is on you.  

You mark the break point by getting a land fix perpendicular to the waves and a water 
fix parallel to the waves. You are triangulating into the point where the waves have been 
breaking.  
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I often surf near a pier and whether I am north or south of it, I can mark a spot on the 
pier where the waves seem to form or break.  Surfers will sit on their boards until they 
spot the next wave and when it gets close they will make a decision whether they can 
catch it, it is going to be a close out, or it will go under them.  

If they decide they can ride it and have a good inside position in the line up, they might 
just turn toward shore and start paddling. This alerts anyone near them that they are 
going for the wave. It doesn‟t keep others from also paddling for the wave.  

If you want to be more aggressive about your intent to catch the wave, you can paddle 
towards it early with keen concentration and that makes other surfers ponder whether 
you have a better chance of catching it than they do. If they give you room, you catch it, 
and ride it, they will give you strong consideration the next time you make the same 
move.  

Making strong moves to catch waves and then catching them, gives you credibility. 
Then if you also share and back out of waves in which others have position on you, they 
will respect your right to have your turns.  

It is important that you share the rides. If you don‟t, they will muscle into your next ride 
or even drop in on you. Line ups don‟t like wave pigs.  

Making the Next Move on Advancing Your Riding Ability 

Improving your ability often requires a step up in courage. As tough as you can become, 
no one likes going down hard on a crashing wave. The bigger the waves, the further 
you fall off the top and the more likely you are to hurt something.  

I have been getting very adept at paddling into a wave and turning to catch an angle. If 
the wave is peaking and then closing, you want to get past the lip and into the pocket 
where it is smooth. If there is a line up, you may have to catch the wave at the peak to 
ensure your right of way.  

If you have a pretty open shot, you might catch just to the outside of the peak so that 
you are still in the power but already past some of the break and closer to the pocket. In 
ASP surf contests, judges give competitors big points for catching waves deep (at the 
peak where the lip comes over first) and then sprinting past the folding lip. If you are 
riding big heavy waves like at Teahupoo in Tahiti or Pipeline in Hawaii, you increase 
your danger by taking waves deep.  

I have been finding the angles on big waves, but I have stayed prone on my board until I 
felt I was safely in the pocket before popping up. The problem is that it slows your board 
and a big fast wave may roll over you on your way to safety. Then when you do pop up, 
you will probably miss your opportunity to get into the power of the pocket and you don‟t 
have the speed.  
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On one day, I was north of the pier and I had missed the real activity window by being a 
half hour too late. There was a small line up, and I stayed north of it to catch something 
they may let go. The problem with the small line up is the waves were only coming each 
ten minutes, so every one was paddling.  

On a good wave that got past them, I paddled for a left break and rode the wave prone 
until I was feeling safe and then stood up. I got a nice ride, but once again I knew that to 
advance, I would have to get up right away.  

The words of my first instructor came back to me “staying prone on the board is not your 
friend”.  I resolved that I was going to stand up sooner regardless of the consequences.  
As I was paddling in for the day a good wave was coming up behind me. I knew I could 
catch it and I resolved to make this my day.  

It was going to break right and I was right at the power spot. As soon as it hit and lifted 
me, I popped up. My board was headed straight down the face and I heard myself 
silently utter “oh boy” meaning this could be bad. If I buried the nose, I was going to 
have a nice face plant.  

I stayed with it for better or worse watching the tip of my board. As it reached the 
bottom, it turned up and I moved to turn into the pocket with a giant silent yell of 
celebration. The advancement point was that I took the courage to face the wipe out 
and stuck with it.  

My board performed just as I had hoped and gained confidence that this move was 
what I needed on the larger waves to get past the falling lip and begin the next phase of 
getting into the pocket to maneuver.  

An Ideal Meal 

Get your protein, vegetables, grains, and anti-oxidants in low calorie, low fat 

combination.  

It is a bowl of meat, vegetables, rice and beans.  

I use packaged brown rice and black beans that have to be boiled for about twenty 

minutes. I boil the brown rice and black beans in separate pots because the black bean 

water turns the rice black. When I make soup, I might cook them together.  

Then I broil a 3 to 4 ounce piece of chuck roast. You can use anything you like. The 

roast is low fat and I buy meat without anti-biotics or hormones.  

I brown garlic and onions in olive oil in a frying pan. Then I add zucchini, broccoli, 

peppers, and tomatoes. Feel free to add as many vegetables as you like. I season with 

red pepper, seasoning salt, and pepper.  



Mark‟s Surf Instructions and Saga 

 

Copyright © 2011 Mark Kaplan All Rights Reserved Page 99 
 

I mix the black beans and rice and put at the bottom of my bowl. I add my vegetable 

mixture and then top with my small steak.  

Not only is it pretty and delicious with all sorts of tastes mixed in, but it is nutritious and 

sustaining; makes a great dinner or lunch.  

If you are physically active, you will find this is great for fuel and recovery. I now try to 

surf twice a day and need lots of nutrition and can do it without lots of calories. I have a 

small portion of meat twice a day and have beans and rice often three times a day.  

I have stopped using my protein powders and amino acid supplements to see if I can 

provide my recovery with better nutrition. If you are a non meat eater, you might not like 

this routine. If you are a meat eater, a total of 8 ounces a day in two meals is not very 

extreme. The broiling seems to take the fat out.  

I find that I feel better than ever. I usually try to get some grains in my diet with 10 grain 

cereal and whole grain bread. I also have two or three portions of fruit bowls a day 

where I combine apples, bananas, peanuts, raisins, flax seed, and maybe a small 

spoon of peanut butter.  

I make a vegetable soup that has a few more ingredients than the above dinner and can 

have that as a lunch, afternoon snack, or even after dinner snack. Even if you are not 

physically active, you could probably lose weight on this diet. There is no sugar, no fat, 

no bleached flour, no processed foods, and no restaurant foods.  

Learning to Ride the Close Out 

There are many degrees of close out waves, but the principal is usually the same.  

These are waves that close quickly with the lip coming over the top in more of a wall 
than in a progressive fashion right or left. Most of the time they occur in shallower water 
on a break. The physical description is the circulating water molecules hit the bottom 
and lose their circular shape to become more elliptical.  

When this happens in shallow water, the force of the lip coming over can be extreme. 
Surfers caught by the lip are pounded and unable usually to stay on their boards. In 
most of the San Diego breaks, the close outs occur on the outside when the waves hit a 
certain size or on the inside close to shore. The size that closes out on the outside is 
usually head high to head high plus.  

The waves breaking on the inside close to shore are almost always close outs. The 
short board surfers can usually have more fun because there boards don‟t pearl as 
easily and if they angle, they can beat the lip or wall to get through the first section to 
the shoulder.  
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When I first started tackling the close outs on my relatively short 6‟10” board, I first tried 
to angle to the outside. Because I was unsure if I would make the wave without 
pearling, I stayed on the board until I felt I was clear of the lip. The problem with this 
method is that if the wall comes over and catches you, it is like going over the falls and 
the force of the fall is strong.  

I then learned that it is best to get up quickly and ride down the face. My board has a 
little rocker in the front to prevent a pearl, but it is not very fast due to its volume and 
thick rails. When going down the face, it appears that I am going to dive straight to the 
bottom.  

When diving down the face, it can be rocky as the lip folds and very steep due to the 
elliptical shape of the wave coming over with centrifugal force. I found that it is best to 
get up quick and aggressively put your weight low and forward toward the nose.  

This keeps you on the board and gives you a low center of gravity. I found that my 
board would go straight down, but then the small rocker would keep it from pearling. If 
my board had more speed, I would turn it quickly at the bottom to out race the first 
section.  

When the wave is really on the inside and close to shore, I might not be able to avoid 
the wall and have to head toward shore. At least the ride down the face is fun and you 
learn to be quick and balanced and to move your weight to your forward foot. 

If the wave were outside, steep and closing, you might want to put your foot on the back 
of a longer board to keep the nose up. The longer the board and the steeper the wave, 
the more you might have to rely on angle. This might also depend on the size of the 
wave.  

A steep 5 foot wave ridden on a 9 foot board might require angle or pressure on the 
back foot to keep it from pearling. A 9 foot board on a 15 foot wave would have plenty of 
time on the way down to angle, put the weight on the back foot, or carve into the pocket 
on the way down.  

If you watch the ASP contests at big breaks like Teachapoo or Pipeline, you will see 
surfers on 5‟9” boards angling or carving quickly to get high in the pocket as they try to 
get barreled. If they drop to the bottom of the heavy waves, it is not easy to escape the 
lip unless you bottom turn quickly and get back into the pocket.  

 

Surfing Better Waves Makes Surfers Better 

I have had the experience of learning at Oceanside Pier which is a sand bar beach. It 
also has a reputation of not being a great beginner beach because the waves are a high 
percentage of close outs.  
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During the first year and a half, I had many periods where I didn‟t feel I was making 
progress because the waves were not good or they were very difficult for a 
beginner/intermediate to catch and ride.  

After the New Zealand storm hit our beach and wrecked the sand bar, I started 
venturing down to the Harbor a few miles away. There was one good break there and 
before long, it had a big line up.  

The difference in the two beaches was that the Harbor had a great wave and it was the 
same almost every wave. In fact, it is the same almost every day. Once I got into the 
rhythm of the line up, I realized that you give others waves and they will give you waves.  

Once you catch a few, they are even more generous once you start paddling because 
they know you can catch them and won‟t waste them. Besides, no one really wants to 
collide or abort because someone else is on the wave.  

What I found at the Harbor where the waves were consistent is that I could get a rhythm 
and learn from my rides. As I learned how to catch the rides and what you could do on 
them, I started making plans of what I wanted to do on each ride. By the time I had 
taken four or five rides, I was in a good rhythm and could work on my progress.  

When I left at the end of an hour‟s session, I always felt that I had learned something 
and had something new I wanted to work on the next time. I felt I was making progress 
and the consistency of always the same waves would allow me to recognize them, get 
up easily and get to work on what I wanted to learn.  

In the middle of my ventures to the Harbor, I ventured back to the pier with my neighbor. 
I found that the waves broke poorly and inconsistently. After an hour‟s session, I had 
only two waves that I liked and the rest were garbage. At the end of the day, I felt that I 
was more frustrated because it was difficult to anything with the waves and they were all 
different.  

The next day at the Harbor it took me four or five waves just to get back into the rhythm 
that I had experienced before. I have pledged not to ride at the Pier unless it is a very 
special day. I have pledged to spend most of my time at the Harbor where I can 
progress much quicker.  

I have read many surf books including one called “Kook”. It is a great travelogue and 
surf guide by a journalist that committed to learn surfing within a year‟s time. He started 
off in Huntington Beach and had the usual beginner‟s day of getting smashed 
continuously.  

He eventually found himself in Mexico where he traveled in his Volkswagon Van and 
camped out on good beaches with very good breaks. He looked up some good 
instructors and with the combination of good tips and good waves he learned quickly.  
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A championship surfer in Australia on a beach with a very long break discussed in an 
interview how the top ASP surfers were coming to his beach to live and practice. The 
difference was the break was so long, a surfer could get in fifteen maneuvers as 
opposed to four or five at different locations.  

The opportunity to be able to string fifteen carves or turns at once gave surfers a great 
opportunity to learn. You could develop a great routine when you could practice on a 
longer wave.  

If you are trying to learn some place where the waves are not great, it will take longer or 
you may become discouraged unnecessarily. I have found in San Diego that there are 
many reefs and great breaks where the line ups are bigger, but the experience is still 
better.  

Most line ups in San Diego are friendly. They are not like the reputedly “locals only” 
beaches in Hawaii. Once you get into the line up and give others their waves, they will 
usually give you a shot on the waves for which you are in position and paddling 
aggressively. Once you catch one or two, you will start to have a very open path when 
its your turn. No one likes a hog, but most will give their mates an even shot.  

 

Water Safety   Duplicate. There is a Water Safety above 

There is no need to fear the ocean but there is every need to have great respect for the 
power of Mother Nature. Like many, I started venturing to the ocean with my mom and 
dad when I was still in diapers. I was introduced slowly by someone holding my hands 
and dipping my feet into the water.  

My dad had a 20 foot plus inboard motor boat that he frequently used to take out his 
extended family and even our family for fun ocean excursions. I don‟t know whether it 
was his time as a sailor during the war or one of his dreams that drew him to the sea.  

He and his brother loved to go deep sea fishing for albacore. It later became one of my 
pleasures with a few of my friends who were great fishermen. My dad‟s brother 
eventually acquired a 50 foot boat that had been used on TV in a famous movie with 
Lloyd Bridges called “Sea Hunt”.   

Adventures on this boat resulted in my dad bringing home lots of albacore and cleaning 
them on our backyard lawn. I suspect there was as much drinking as fishing on these 
excursions, but everyone needs their vacation from the everyday grind.  

As I became a adolescent my trips to Zuma beach were about body surfing and what 
would have been called boogie boarding but with hard rubber rafts. I still remember the 
day I went outside to wait for a the biggest wave the day could deliver.  
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When it came, I paddled perfectly and from the top it seemed I could see for miles. My 
next vision was of a sandy bottom several feet below and the feeling I was destined to 
feel it. The wave threw me straight down and then rolled me all the way to the beach 
under water. When I came out ready for a rest, people on the beach said they saw me 
on top of the wave and then how I got wrecked. 

The sea is a challenge and holds heaven and hell in its buxom.  It wants to regale us 
with rewards for testing our mettle but does not hesitate to back slap us for missing the 
edge of the envelope. It can gift you with visions of who you are and break you without a 
second thought.  

Surfing was my second venture into the sea testing my physical capability against the 
power of the ocean. It has gone extremely well. At the beginning, I was no match for the 
required paddling against the relentless white water. 

The beginner does not get the first class assignment. They have to apprentice in coach. 
The beginner should start near shore where every wave breaks. This means that we 
have to jump over or under or ride every wave coming in. On rough days, that foamy 
white water is a test for any surfer.  

As the months roll on, we start to develop the shoulder strength and body stamina to 
last longer. Like skiing and other sports, the longer we last, the more we can learn. If we 
stick to it, we eventually get to paddle to the outside where the waves break. Here we 
get to choose whether to ride or let them pass.  

We notice immediately that there is peace on the outside. We can sit on our boards and 
absorb the sun‟s rays and hardly have to paddle a stroke if we choose. We can catch 
the waves we want, kick out and not have to battle paddling back through the breaking 
surf.  

But even on the outside we learn lessons. As we get better, it is a natural inclination to 
want bigger waves. As we sit on the outside, it is only natural that we are going to get 
caught in the impact zone of breaking waves.  

The impact zone can make the inside foam waves look like child‟s play. Even going 
over the falls or getting hit by a 5 foot wave creates under water backward somersaults 
that make you shake your head in wonder. I have come up many times with the feeling I 
was pre concussed. I had to shake out the cob webs and give myself a few minutes to 
collect.  

Then there was the day before a big storm hit that was still delivering up to 7 foot waves 
that had traveled all the way from New Zealand. They were anxious to release their 
energy. On this particular morning I got caught in the impact zone of a large wave that 
made me think about drowning.  

(Ive talked about this seven foot wave at least three times) 
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It was peaceful underneath in my brain as my body was getting severely ravaged in 
backward somersaults that had me eventually scrambling to get to the surface. My mind 
was witnessing the power of the storm. It recognized that if Mother Nature was not 
disposed to release me from her grasp, I might not live to see my friends.  

The storm hit hard the next two days. Waves were 10‟ to 12‟ on the beach and up to 15‟ 
in certain locations. On Saturday, I bumped into one of my surf buddies sitting next to 
the parking lot where he liked to rest with the other surfers between sessions. He was 
still young, but had already put in 22 years surfing on many continents.  

He told me about how he had been caught outside by a 10‟-12‟ wave that took him over 
the falls and then knocked him out. I asked whether that didn‟t usually mean drowning. 
He said often when you pass out under water you might take in a breath and end it. This 
time, life smiled on him and he got a free pass.  

He definitely found religion. As fit as he looked in rippled muscle, he said he needed to 
eat better and do more out of the water conditioning. This was a wake up call that he 
was not a match for 10‟ conditions. 

In Hawaii, they already have this respect. They know that to face the bigger waves and 
the long two plus minute under water hold downs, you have to be in superior 
conditioning. As anyone who has experienced it will tell you, it is not just holding your 
breath, but holding it while you are being tumbled with mind numbing force.  

So as Clint Eastwood says, “a man has to know his limitations”. Me and my surf buddy 
came close to understanding our limitations on the storm ravaged week end. Any big 
wave surfer has tales about the times they didn‟t know if they would survive.  

Susan Casey in one of the most enjoyable surf books I have read “The Wave” regales 
us with tales of the biggest waves and the surfers who rode them. She recounts their 
tales of fear and second thoughts as they knew they were facing the waves of a life 
time.  

As the most famous of big wave riders, Laird Hamilton, says, all surfers know fear, but 
surf anyway. He is talking about different limits than you or I will probably experience, 
but we all have our own limits. 

Greg Knoll, for one, who is almost as famous as Laird said he was terrified in the 
beginning of six foot waves, then eight foot and so on. His day came when he had the 
opportunity in Hawaii to surf forty foot waves that he knew he might never see again.  

He paddled around for twenty minutes as he contemplated his life with a wife and two 
children versus the opportunity to surf the biggest waves he had ever seen and may 
never see again, or survive. This was life and death. He did surf them successfully, but 
we become fully aware of the stakes and have to ask ourselves why we do it.  
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I think I am unusual for a non professional surfer in the continental United States in that 
I am continuously doing strength and stamina exercises in between surfing. I do my 
daily stretches, but I also do push ups and cable exercises. I take days off to rest and 
inject stair running, core exercises, and lots of push ups.  

Surfing is great exercise, but we can always get stronger. When the day we want to ride 
bigger waves arrives, we can‟t be too prepared. Bigger waves might mean longer hold 
downs. Bigger waves mean bigger impact zones. 

I am always amazed by surfers who brag about going in the water drunk or stoned. I am 
not straight laced, but my concept of what can happen in the water doesn‟t include 
impairing my own abilities to further test my capabilities.  

In the Beginning 

In our beginning days we should have three priorities. First is safety, second is watching 
out for others and thirdly it is riding waves. When we start going to the outside to catch 
waves as they break, the second priority includes learning the line up.  

One of the first lessons the ocean teaches us is that if our board hits us, it can hurt, 
bruise and cut us. We don‟t put the board in front of us to block a wave where the wave 
can push it back into our body. The board should always be to our side and pointing into 
the waves.  

When waves slam the board into our rib cage, we might say ouch now but we will really 
feel it later. When I fall off my board, I immediately cover my head and face with my 
arms until I surface and know that my board or someone else‟s is not on the surface 
waiting for me. My only real injury occurred when I once came to the surface and my 
board was bouncing on the waves and a fin cut my scalp.  

Never let go of your board, if you can help it, when someone is behind you or close by. I 
always watch other surfers in front of me in case they fall or if they are headed for me. I 
am especially wary of surfers that don‟t have a leash on their board. When they fall their 
board is going to shore and can hit anyone in its path.  

Journaling 

I think it is a great idea to buy a calendar with the big spaces for each day so you can 
write your experiences. You can write your impressions, what happened good and bad 
and where you see your need to go.  

You will find that progress is slow. You need to work on your next step each day. 
Record what you accomplished, what you failed to make happen, and what you need to 
do the next day.  

How Waves Differ 
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This is the end.  

 

 

 

 

 

Maybe the second half could be what surfing taught me about life. 

Previous Beginning and Life Chapters 

Although the Hawaiians seemingly invented it a few hundred years ago and Captain 

Cook may have been the first to publicize it, its real embryonic stage in the United 

States was in the 1940‟s and 1950‟s in Malibu.  

The early adaptors explored in mostly anonymity and were thought of as the fringe 

element of drop outs and cut ups. It was clearly out of the mainstream of what the world 

thought of as sport.  

Not until surfing caught the imagination of Frederick Kohner whose daughter was a 

surfer and his movie based on her life was made into the movie “Gidget” did it take off in 

the U.S. Within a few years surfing went from a few thousand to several million 

enthusiasts.  

The sport went from a few thousand aficionados in the early 1960‟s to millions in the 

span of a few years. Now surfing is a multi billion dollar industry with true idols and 

major clothing lines. You could say it really affected the “California Style” and the laid 

back mentality often attributed to the Southern California culture.  

The drop out syndrome image of the original surfers has metamorphosed into the fit, 

stylized, cool image of people who can blend a life of success with a connection to 

nature.  Visit any surf spot along the California coast early in the morning and you will 

witness enthusiasts getting in a few rides before they begin their formal work day.  

Unlike sports that require teams, arenas, chair lifts, and man made environments, 

surfing needs nothing but a shaped and glassed plank and access to a coastline. 

Whereas super bowls are contrived and super hyped events, surfing gets most exciting 
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when the unpredictability of Mother Nature lays a giant swell on the door step of some 

island or coastline.  

Unless you already live on an island or at the beach, who doesn‟t dream about white 

sandy beaches, fresh ocean breezes and warm tropical waters. Dressed in the 

minimum of entrapments, you can soak up the sunshine and luxuriate in warm 

caressing water.  

There is also the psychological attraction of water and oceans to those that are troubled 

or seek relief from pressure and anxiety. It has been likened to being surrounded in the 

symbiotic fluids of early life when we were totally cared for and resting in that heavenly 

place; the womb. 

Apes find comfort in bathing and it seems humans also find pleasure in drawing a hot 

bath, soaking in a hot tub, or swimming in a 75 degree pool or visiting a tropical beach 

for vacation. On the West Coast, we dream of Hawaii as our perfect escape from the 

turmoil of daily responsibility.  

The ocean adds the attraction of an ideal environment with the excitement of being 

connected to nature.  Surfing adds the element of finding out who we are and what we 

can do. It also has total freedom, for in the ocean, there are no rules, no lines, no 

restrictions, and no authorities. It‟s man against nature or in this case, man harnessing 

nature for the pleasure of finding his limits.  

How Might Surfing Give Life Parallel Lessons? 

Most cultures value success. It has always been part of the male psyche. It starts with 

the most basic instincts of surviving and winning a mate. The female in every species is 

charged with selecting the male that will be the best provider and has the strongest 

genes to pass on to the next generation.  

In our culture, it seems sometimes that a Ferrari means you have great genes. With 

many species the male is the more attractive or beautiful. Male ducks have the most 

colorful feathers and a buck has a handsome rack of antlers. Money certainly means 

you might be a good provider and it might be assumed therefore that you are a superior 

male.  

As we become more civilized, women have become more self sufficient and more 

discriminating about the type of lives they want to lead. Eating and mating no longer 

have the priority they once required. They look for qualities in men that might include 

kindness, intelligence, passion, emotional intelligence, and loyalty.  

A man that is confident, has gratitude, is generous, and lives to benefit others can be 

happy and a great find for a lucky woman. His attributes become the attraction rather 
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than only his net worth. He has an infectious desire to enjoy life and wants others to do 

the same.  

I have found that surfing creates great gratitude. Surfers feel it on a daily basis, but 

even more so on a great day. There is hardly anything that beats being alive to 

experience a great surf day. It is a day when body and soul join with Mother Nature in 

an ecstatic embrace.  

Once you have the surf bug, you want to surf at every opportunity. You either are 

thankful for your physical capabilities and/or you want to improve them to improve your 

skill and time in the water. You clearly recognize that nature provided you with a body 

that makes paddling on a board and catching a wave a wonderful opportunity.  

You clearly recognize that being in the water is a connection with Mother Nature, earth, 

God, and spirituality. It is hard to have negative feelings or life stress while you are 

surfing. It is the total escape. It could be likened to deep meditation where for a short 

period of time, you are focused on an activity and not distracted by other worldly 

obligations or concerns.  

When your attitude is refreshed on a constant basis with this gratitude, it reflects on how 

you treat others and what you want to have in your life. Too much stress or negativity 

brings you down from your high. You realize that negative information or people detract 

from the oneness and ecstasy you experience in the water.  

> 

You start recognizing those type of activities that may detract from your enjoyment and 

performance in the water. You recognize that nutrition, body care, and supportive 

exercise might enhance your surfing experience.  

Like any experience, you have the desire to make it a little better. Some may desire a 

new board. Others may want to increase their skills or stamina. Some may look to 

provide more opportunities to get in the water. Nutrition is clearly a necessity for the 

power and the recovery. It becomes more difficult to deny the existence of a super 

power or God who could bring man and waves together.  

Surfing is also a culture or society. Surfers respect the ocean and its power to thrash. 

Surfers respect others who can participate. Surfers learn to respect each other‟s rights 

in the water. Surfers learn to have more self respect as they survive and prosper in 

challenging conditions.  

This attitude can‟t help but carry over to other activities and relationships. You start 

seeing the value of groups that work together, respecting the need and rights of others 
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to express themselves. You have self esteem and so you can be more generous with 

others‟ needs to feel good about themselves.  

You have a secret little place that feels so fortunate to have the surfing experience and 

you want to share this joy in many ways with others. Surfing creates enthusiasm and 

you like to find other activities in which you might duplicate this enthusiasm.  

You are clear on activities that are less satisfactory and rather than accept your fate, 

you will probably try to improve your experience to make it more complementary to the 

feelings you experience in the water. In a sense, it is only natural to bring your life to the 

highest plain you experience with this water experience.  

If you can surf and feel great, you would really start dreading a relationship or activity 

that brought your feeling of gratification or self worth to a low level. As I get in better 

physical condition, it is only natural that I envision even better conditioning.  

As my heart soars with being in the water, it is only natural that I would want to sustain 

that feeling for as long as possible and in each activity if possible. It would be more 

natural that I would start eliminating the negative activities and looking for more positive 

activities.  

For me, the conditioning I envision necessary has promulgated a greater commitment to 

nutrition and fitness. I see the need for balanced nutrition and balanced exercise. I need 

to eat the right foods and engage in exercises that stretch, build strength and build 

stamina. I have to consider the right amount of rest necessary.  

When I am not surfing, I want to learn more so that I can make faster progress. I might 

read books, watch video, and converse with the advanced surfers on techniques. I 

envision my self a better surfer and therefore my life being in a better place with more 

ecstasy when I am in the water. That ecstasy stays with me for the rest of my day and 

then builds into anticipation of my next water experience.  

People who watch us are envious of the passion we have for our sport. They often say 

they wish they had something for which they felt the same. This passion for our sport is 

also a passion for our lives. It is a passion for being alive. It is a gratitude for everything 

that exists and inspite of existing wars, poverty, and evil doers, we have a world of our 

own that is functioning quite well.  


