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Roger Cox has been writing about surfing in The Scotsman since 2005 and has contributed a weekly outdoors column since 2009, majoring on surfing and snowsports. He has also been the paper’s arts editor since 2013. In 2020 he won Innovation of the Year at the British Journalism Awards for establishing the Scotsman Sessions – a series of video performances recorded by artists all around Scotland and introduced by Scotsman critics. His royalties from this book are being donated to the marine conservation organisation Surfers Against Sewage (www.sas.org.uk).
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‘The ultimate thing for most of us would be to have an endless summer: the warm water and waves, without the summer crowds of California.’


Bruce Brown, The Endless Summer, 1966


‘In 1968 I found a company that sold neoprene rubber with drawings of how to cut out a wetsuit. It was more or less a diving wetsuit though, with a big flap at the front with buttons. . . It was extremely uncomfortable, but it was warmer than not having a wetsuit.’


Bill Batten, Scottish surfing pioneer,


Shackleton’s Bar, Edinburgh, 2018




Introduction


A BIG part of the allure of Western surf culture, as crystallised in the music of the Beach Boys and the films of Bruce Brown, is its seductive promise of a never-ending summer. In marketing terms, it’s genius. Want to sell something to the millions of people living in cold, dark, northern cities? Then pitch them sunshine! Pitch them warmth! Pitch them palm trees! Surfing, a sport which originated and evolved in the world’s balmier latitudes, promises all of that, plus a side-order of adrenaline. No wonder they put it on a T-shirt.


But even as the dream was in the process of being sold, it was also in the process of being lost. In the middle of the 20th century, as surfing enjoyed an explosion of popularity along the sun-kissed, wave-rich coastlines of California and Australia, the best spots started to become crowded. Bruce Brown’s iconic 1966 film The Endless Summer may start out as a celebration of California surf culture, but ultimately it’s about trying to escape from it – first to Senegal, Ghana and Nigeria, then to Australia, New Zealand, Tahiti and Hawaii. The iconic climax of the film arrives when Brown and his two travelling surf stars, Mike Hynson and Robert August, discover perfect empty waves breaking at Cape St Francis in South Africa. ‘Nothing at all there,’ as Brown later put it, ‘just perfect waves.’


The seek-and-ye-shall-find philosophy of The Endless Summer inspired a whole generation of surf explorers to go looking for their own untouched nirvana, and new warm water surf paradises were soon located, from Costa Rica and Mexico to Indonesia and Sri Lanka. Inevitably, however, these locations soon started to attract crowds of their own, and so the gaze of the surf-seekers began to shift elsewhere. Improvements in wetsuit technology (double-lined neoprene in the 1970s, blind-stitched seams in the 1980s) meant surfers could spend more time immersed in cold water, and so the search for uncrowded waves was extended to chillier parts of the globe. Iceland, Norway, Newfoundland and Alaska have all been on the surfing map for years, as have the southernmost reaches of Chile and Argentina.


Although Scotland got its first mention in Surfer magazine, the California-based Bible of the sport, back in the 1960s, it was as part of this second, cold-water wave of surf exploration that it truly became part of the global surfing consciousness. Surfing’s great free-thinker Derek Hynd played a major role in raising the profile of the sport here when he held an experimental surf contest on the Isle of Lewis in 1991, featuring some of the top pros of the day including three-time world champion Tom Curren, and any lingering doubts about whether Scotland might be a legitimate surfing destination were blown clean out of the water in 1996, when Surfer ran an extensive travel story on Scotland’s north coast, showing another posse of pros, including Curren’s little brother, Joe, enjoying heavenly conditions on the north coast.


In spite of all this, however, when I first started writing about surfing in Scotland two decades ago plenty of people still seemed to think it was the punchline to a bad joke. One spring afternoon in the mid-noughties, driving along the coast of Sutherland after an idyllic solo surf, I remember turning on Radio Scotland and listening to a couple of presenters having a good chuckle about the fact that American pro surfer Rusty Long was hunting for big waves on the Isle of Lewis. Had he somehow become lost on his way to somewhere warmer, they wondered? Not long afterwards, while covering one of the first professional surf contests ever to be held in Scotland, with more than £35,000 of prize money up for grabs, I witnessed a Scottish TV presenter concluding a piece to camera by stripping down to his boxers and running into the sea in order to confirm that, yes, the water in the Pentland Firth is indeed chilly in April. Hard to imagine him being required to confirm the air temperature at an international rugby match at Murrayfield in the same way.


Just for the avoidance of doubt then: yes, the water off the coast of Scotland is indeed cold, relatively speaking, but wetsuits work, and have been doing so for decades. There’s nothing weird about wanting to go surfing here. What is weird is that, with more than 11,000 miles of coastline (if you’re counting all the islands), much of it exposed to the second largest ocean on earth, it’s taken so long for the idea of surfing in Scotland to gain mainstream acceptance.


To be fair to the naysayers, in the early years of the new millennium surfing was even more of a minority sport in Scotland than it is now, and if anything, it appeared to be going backwards. Scottish surfing’s governing body, the Scottish Surfing Federation (SSF), founded in the early 1970s, had only just emerged from a five-year hiatus, which had meant no national competitions to bring Scotland’s scattered surfing tribes together between 2000 and 2004.


Fast-forward two decades to the present day, however, and the picture is very different. Spots that would have been all-but empty on a good swell in 2005 are now teeming with enthusiastic wave-riders. Scotland has its first pro surfer, Tiree’s Ben Larg, who is paid to travel the world riding giant waves by multinational action sports company Red Bull. Another surfer, Andy Hadden, has just opened Europe’s largest artificial wave pool, the Lost Shore surf resort, in a former quarry at Ratho near Edinburgh. With a price tag of £60million, it’s the most ambitious sports infrastructure project completed in Scotland since the Commonwealth Arena and Sir Chris Hoy Velodrome in Glasgow in 2012. Thanks to a reinvigorated SSF, Scotland now has a lively contest scene, and our top surfers have shown they can hold their own against the best in the world at international competitions like Eurosurf and the World Surfing Games.


The idea of what a surfer looks like has also changed: there are far more women in the water now than there were 20 years ago, not to mention more kids and more people of retirement age and beyond. And Scotland’s surfing population hasn’t just grown, it’s also grown up. These days, surfers are GPs and hospital consultants, teachers and university professors. This isn’t just a sport practised by a few thrill-seeking twenty-somethings any more, if it ever was – it’s woven into almost every aspect of Scottish life. Even the First Minister John Swinney is a surfer. Cling to the lazy stereotypes if you like, but these days surfers are literally running the country.


*


I first joined The Scotsman newspaper as a junior reporter in the summer of 2000, and officially I’ve worked on the arts desk ever since. Unofficially, though, I’ve also been writing about surfing for the paper since 2005, first on an ad-hoc basis for the features pages and then, from 2009 onwards, in a weekly outdoors column in Saturday magazine. In my two decades of sporadic surf scribbling the Scottish scene has changed out of all recognition, but this period is only the tail-end of a much longer story. Over the years, I’ve been lucky enough to interview several of the early pioneers of Scottish surfing, from Andy Bennetts, Ian Wishart and Bill Batten, who were among the first wave-riders on the east coast, to Shetlander Vince Attfield, who, on a walk home from the pub with a group of friends one night in the early 1990s, decided that it was about time somebody tried surfing in Scotland’s most northerly archipelago, and that it might as well be them. These interviews form the basis of the first chapter of this book, which sketches out Scotland’s early surfing history.


The second chapter deals with surf contests, from lighthearted affairs like the retro board contests held by the folks at Coast to Coast Surf School at Belhaven Bay near Dunbar to serious professional events with life-changing amounts of prize money at stake. It also charts the attempts of the Scottish Surfing Federation to gain recognition for Scotland as an independent surfing nation – a goal they finally achieved in 2014 – and the overseas exploits of the national team in the years that followed. There are, of course, plenty of people within the surfing community both here and elsewhere who don’t see the point of surf contests. Surely, they argue, surfing is a spiritual activity that doesn’t require timed heats, trophies and somebody on the beach shouting out scores after every wave. Those who don’t choose to surf competitively – the vast majority – are known as freesurfers, and Chapter Three focuses on non-contest surfing.


Since Scotland first started to embrace surfing in the 1960s, it has developed its own distinctive surf culture, with its own art, films and literature. Chapter Four includes interviews with artists like Ross Ryan and Laura Maynard, who have committed Scotland’s waves and its surfers to canvas, and it also takes in some of the films, music, books and magazines the scene has produced over the last 20 years.


Finally, Chapter Five looks at the entrepreneurs of Scottish surfing as well as its innovators and its activists – the people looking for ways to move the sport forward, and those who seek to protect the marine environment on which its future depends. At the beginning of the 21st century, the Scottish surf industry consisted of little more than a handful of surf shops and surf schools dotted around the country. Since then, however, it has grown to incorporate surfboard shapers like Jason Burnett and homegrown surf brands like Staunch. And then, of course, in the autumn of 2024, the Lost Shore surf resort opened to the public, serving up 1,000 perfectly sculpted waves an hour using state-of-theart Wavegarden technology, completely transforming Scotland’s surfing ecosystem. This final chapter concludes with a series of interviews with some of the people who brought the Lost Shore project to fruition, and a report on the day it opened to the public.


*


One of the interviews in the Lost Shore series is with the wave pool’s founder Andy Hadden, and his final quote is significant: ‘The better you get [at surfing], the adventure only gets bigger, because you can start looking around the coast and things really open up. That’s one of the things I’m most excited about seeing, people starting out on their own surfing journeys.’ It’s hard to say exactly what kind of long-term impact Lost Shore will have, but two things seem almost certain: first, the total number of surfers in Scotland is going to increase dramatically, and second, the standard of surfing is going to go through the roof. Assuming both these things happen, it seems likely that Scotland’s ‘known’ surf spots, some of which are already crowded, will become even more so as those who have developed their skills in the wave pool decide to head to the coast. If the last few decades of surfing history have taught us anything, however, it’s that crowding only leads to more exploration, and happily the surfing potential of Scotland’s great, long, rambling, drawn-by-adrunken-monkey coastline is only just beginning to be realised.


In the autumn of 2024 I spoke to Ben Larg about a recent trip to Ireland, where he had ridden giant waves at Mullaghmore. I asked him if there were any other places out there in the wider surfing world that he was keen to explore, wondering if he might express an interest in Hawaii, still considered by many to be the ultimate proving ground for big wave surfers, or if he might have some remote South Pacific atoll in his sights. ‘I’m keen to adventure round Scotland,’ he said. ‘I think some of the islands – maybe Lewis or Orkney – could be a good shout. So yeah, I’m gonna start having a scope, maybe try and find some new big waves.’ What will surfing in Scotland look like 20 years from now? Impossible to say. It does seem likely, though, that we might end up with a few more pins in the map, courtesy of the next generation of Scottish surf pioneers.


Edinburgh, May 2025


A note on the text


All the stories in the following pages first appeared in either The Scotsman or The Scotsman Magazine. The introductions have been freshly written to provide context and, where necessary, to explain what happened next. The dates refer to the date of initial publication. Just as this book was going to press, the Scottish Surfing Federation (SSF) changed its name to Scottish Surfing.


A note on the title


One of the most commonly regurgitated cliches about surfing is that it’s a selfish activity. Certainly it’s a solo activity, in the sense that the only requirements are a surfer, a board and a wave, but that’s not quite the same thing.


Sure, whether you call it stoke or buzz or pure exhilaration, surfers are all chasing the same good feeling, and yes, in pursuit of that feeling some may behave selfishly. However, that behaviour is only a reflection of the individual surfer – the act of surfing itself is no more inherently selfish than dancing or enjoying art or listening to music.


One word that crops up again and again in the stories in this book is ‘community’ – it recurs some 25 times, in fact, in the version I’m currently working on. Sometimes it’s used to refer to a group of surfers in a particular area (see Laura Maynard’s paintings of the ‘Lewis surf community’); sometimes it’s used to refer to the wider surf community of Scotland; and occasionally it’s used in the context of the global community of surfers, now millions strong. What’s clear, though, is that surfing is a force that brings people together rather than something that pushes them apart, and once you become a surfer, whether you realise it or not, you become connected to the same well of shared experience that unites wave-riders everywhere.


These connections don’t always manifest themselves explicitly, but that doesn’t make them any less powerful. In fact, the most subtle interactions can sometimes be the most telling. Which is where the title of this book comes in.


Imagine you’ve just ridden a wave to shore, and you’re now paddling back out in search of the next one. As you move into deeper water, you see another surfer catch a wave, hop to their feet and come flying down the line towards you. You adjust your course slightly to make sure you don’t get in their way, and as you pass over the shoulder of the wave they’re on, perhaps just a few metres in front of them, you take a quick glance in their direction.


During this magical, paradoxical moment, the surfer you’re looking at is moving both towards you, along the wave, but also away from you, towards the shore. Perhaps that’s why, just for that instant, they seem to be frozen in time and space, moving-but-not-moving.


Sometimes you’ll hear people enjoying this view from the shoulder give an encouraging hoot as the incoming surfer goes hurtling by; sometimes you might see them raise both arms to the sky in a moment of shared enjoyment. Often, though, a simple smile can be enough, a smile that says ‘I see you, I get you, I know all about the journey that’s taken you to this point, because I’ve been on that same journey too – or, at least, a version of it – and right now I’m as stoked for you, riding that wave, as if it was me up there, experiencing the glide.’


In a sense, then, this book is a series of views from the shoulder – a celebration of some incredible individual achievements, but also a celebration of the fleeting moments of connection which bind the surfing tribe together, both here in Scotland and far beyond.




PART ONE


History
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George Law (left), Andy Bennetts and Stuart Crichton (right-hand page) at Aberdeen Beach, September 1968
(Courtesy of Andy Bennetts)





In search of a pioneer: Will the real
Sandy Mathers please pick up?


LEARNING to surf can be tricky at the best of times, but for a group of teenagers trying to unlock the secrets of the ancient Hawaiian art in the waves breaking off Aberdeen Beach in the 1960s, it was made even harder by the flawed equipment they were using. Sandy Mathers and his friends, who had leaky plywood surfboards built for them by a local carpenter according to a pattern they found in a boys’ magazine, were among the first people to surf in Scotland. At the start of each session the boards didn’t work too badly, but gradually, as they started to fill up with water, they became more and more likely to sink nose-first on take-offs, catapulting their riders head-over-heels into the North Sea. The longer you surfed, the more difficult it became to catch a wave – not just because the boards became more likely to nosedive as they took on more water, but because nobody in this early Scottish surf tribe owned a wetsuit, so the cold soon took its toll.


I might never have found out about the early misadventures of Mathers and his friends Graham Carnegie, Brian Morgan and Dave Killoh if I hadn’t travelled to Aberdeen in the summer of 2006 to see an exhibition on the history of surfing in the UK at the city’s Maritime Museum. Mathers & Co didn’t feature in the show – at least, not officially. Curated by Paul Robinson, director of the British Museum of Surfing in Devon, the display of old boards, wetsuits, photos and other artefacts mostly focused on England and Wales, but there was a small section on Scotland, where it was claimed that the first people to surf north of the Border were an Englishman called Tris Cokes and an Australian called Graham Sorensen, who had travelled up from Cornwall in 1968.* Flicking through the comments in the visitor’s book as I was about to leave, however, I spied an intriguing entry: ‘Brings back memories. Surfed pre-68 in Aberdeen.’ It was signed ‘Sandy Mathers’.


This was a period when journalists were generally granted much more time and freedom to research and write stories than they are now, so when I returned to The Scotsman’s former offices on Holyrood Road in Edinburgh, just across the street from the then newly-completed Scottish Parliament, I was able to spend what now seems like an almost comically disproportionate amount of time working my way through the Aberdeen phone book, calling every Alexander Mathers in the 01224 area to ask if they’d surfed back in the 60s. Most of my inquiries were met with polite bemusement, but eventually I struck gold, and the real, surfing Sandy Mathers picked up the phone.


After I filed the feature I’d been asked to write on the Aberdeen exhibition and the history of Scottish surfing more generally, all the details Mathers gave me about the sinking surfboards he and his friends rode were evidently cut from my copy. Still, Mathers, Carnegie, Morgan and Killoh did at least make it into the final piece. Photographer Simon Price was even tasked with taking a group portrait of these intrepid pioneers, and they ended up as the main image across a double page spread – rightful (albeit fleeting) recognition of their place in the story of Scottish surfing.


8 July 2006


Scotland isn’t renowned for its rich surfing history. When some of the best wave riders on Earth travelled to Thurso earlier this year to compete in the inaugural O’Neill Highland Open, the rest of the surfing world seemed to think it was hilarious. In its coverage of the contest, the Australian newspaper the Gold Coast Bulletin joked about the ‘icy waters’ of the Pentland Firth and described Scotland as ‘a country best known for kilts, bagpipes and stuffed sheep’s guts’. But perhaps the Aussies shouldn’t have been so quick to have a laugh at our expense. As a new exhibition at the Aberdeen Maritime Museum shows, Scottish men and women were surfing years before their Antipodean cousins even knew what a surfboard looked like.


Peter Robinson is curator of the British Museum of Surfing, a not-for-profit organisation based in Braunton, Devon, and the man behind a new touring exhibition entitled The History of British Surfing. He firmly believes that Scots may have been surfing in the Hawaiian islands at the beginning of the 19th century, if not before. ‘Quite a few Scottish people settled in Hawaii not long after Captain Cook had first made contact with the islands in 1778,’ he says. ‘There is a story of a chap – a Scotsman – arriving there on a boat in the early 1800s and expecting to be the first white man to settle, but he saw this white face in one of the outrigger canoes, paddling out with the natives to greet him, and when he spoke this fellow had a broad Scottish accent, so he’d been beaten by quite a few years. If this guy was in one of the outriggers with the locals, he would certainly have ridden waves in on the canoe, so you have to speculate that a Scotsman could have been one of the first non-Hawaiian people to surf.’


We will probably never know whether or not this anonymous Scottish settler had been introduced to the sport of surfing as well as the art of paddling an outrigger canoe. However, we can be absolutely certain that a Scot was surfing at Waikiki in the 1890s – more than two decades before the great Hawaiian surfer and swimmer, Duke Kahanamoku, first introduced surfing to Australia in 1915. Princess Victoria Ka’iulani Cleghorn – the first known Scottish surfer – was born in Honolulu in 1875 to Princess Miriam Likelike, sister to the reigning monarch of Hawaii, King David Kalakaua, and a Scotsman called Archibald Scott Cleghorn, a prosperous businessman, horticulturist and eventual governor of Oahu. Because she was second in line to the throne after Princess Lili’uokalani, her elderly and childless aunt, it was predicted that the young girl would eventually become queen of her country, and so in 1889, at the age of 13, Victoria was sent to England to receive a private education which would, it was hoped, prepare her for her future role as the head of a modern Hawaiian state.


Ka’iulani attended Great Harrowden Hall in Northamptonshire, and during her school years she also visited Brighton and Dreghorn Castle just outside Edinburgh, then the home of a Scots-Hawaiian plantation owner called Robert MacFie. However, in 1891 the Hawaiian monarchy was seriously weakened by the sudden death of Kalakaua. Lili’uokalani took the throne and named the young Ka’iulani as her heir, but she was forced to abdicate by a group of American investors, backed up by marines. In desperation, Ka’iulani toured Europe and the United States, campaigning to have the Hawaiian Royal Family reinstated, but her efforts were in vain, and by the time she returned to Hawaii in 1897 the monarchy had been abolished and the islands had become a republic. The following year, while out horse-riding, she was caught in a storm and came down with a fever. Her health never recovered, and she died on 6 March, 1899 at the age of 23.


These days, Ka’iulani is mainly of interest to historians because of her role as a figurehead for the Hawaiian independence movement, but she was also a skilful surfer.


The centrepiece of the exhibition at Aberdeen Maritime Museum is a replica of one of Ka’iulani’s surfboards, lovingly handcrafted out of solid koa wood by a Hawaiian shaper called Tom Pohaku Stone. Nicknamed Alihilani, or ‘the heavenly horizon’, it is a beautiful thing – a little over seven feet long and extremely thin, even by the standards of today’s slender competition boards. ‘The princess actually had two surfboards,’ says Robinson. ‘One was a big olo board – they could be anything up to 20 feet long. She would have ridden that in the big rolling combers. The other was a shorter board. Those were for more expert surfers, and were ridden in more critical waves, the kind of waves that a modern-day surfer would ride a shortboard on. So she was a really expert surfer – one of the old school of surfers at Waikiki and one of a dying breed at the time.’ Is it possible that Ka’iulani could have surfed in Britain? ‘We don’t know yet, is the honest answer,’ says Robinson. ‘There’s a quote about her from when she was living in Brighton about how she loved being “on the water again”, and at the time Brighton was the sea-bathing capital of Britain, so there is a chance, but we haven’t found anything yet that proves it one way or the other. I like to think she did.’


Ka’iulani might have surfed in Brighton or she might not, but Robinson is adamant that she never surfed on her visits north of the Border. According to an information panel in the exhibition, the first person ever to ride a wave in Scotland was Tris Cokes, in the summer of 1968. Now 56, Cokes runs a company called Homeblown in Redruth, Cornwall, which makes the foam blanks that surfboard shapers sculpt into surfboards. In the true spirit of a Sixties survivor he claims not to remember much about the summer of 1968, but when pushed he admits that it was the promise of romance – not surfing – that caused him to travel to Aberdeen. ‘I’d met a girl down here in Cornwall during the summer,’ he says, ‘and she enticed us up there – myself and an Australian buddy called Graham Sorensen, who was living with me at the time. We’d come via Yorkshire, where we knew for sure there were waves, and then carried on up to her place and found a few around there as well.’ There is a photograph of Cokes surfing at Aberdeen in the British Surfing Museum’s archives, but it’s difficult to deduce much from it. What were the conditions like that day?


‘Hey – I’m 56 years old,’ he says, ‘I’m supposed to remember what the day was like 40 years ago? It was bloody cold in the water, I remember that.’


Thanks to the wonders of modern wetsuit technology, it’s now possible to surf Aberdeen’s waves all year round in relative comfort. By contrast, Cokes and Sorensen wore old-style ‘beavertail’ wetsuits, which only covered the upper body, leaving their arms and legs exposed to the chilly North Sea. The board they used was a 7′6″ single-fin shaped by a New Zealander called Mooney, since deceased. Cokes isn’t exactly sure which bit of beach they surfed in Aberdeen, but he remembers ‘a jetty to the side of us’. According to Gordon Forbes, who runs Granite Reef surf shop in Aberdeen, this means it was probably a spot now known to local surfers as Footdee (pronounced ‘Fittie’), which lies just to the south of the Harbour Wall.


However, it seems as if someone might have surfed in Aberdeen before Cokes and Sorensen. A note in the visitors’ book at the Maritime Museum reads: ‘Brings back memories. Surfed pre-68 in Aberdeen.’ It is signed ‘Sandy Mathers’. A phone around all the Alexander Mathers in the Aberdeen area reveals an Alexander I Mathers of Bridge of Don, now 58, who says he surfed in Aberdeen in the summer of 1966, along with his friends Graham Carnegie, Brian Morgan and Dave Killoh. ‘Graham and Brian had boards made in Aberdeen,’ he says, ‘wooden boards made to a plan that they had got in a magazine. The first time we went out we only had one board – eight-foot-plus it would have been – and we took turns. I can’t remember who got the first shot, but I presume it would have been either Brian or Graham. The waves weren’t that big, but sufficient to give it a go. Maybe a couple of feet.’ Sadly, surfboard technology in the 1960s wasn’t as advanced as it is today, and the historic board they rode in the summer of ’66 fell to pieces years ago. Where did they surf? ‘Just outside where the cafes are – we were always posers,’ he laughs. Did they often get an audience? ‘Oh yes, if you ever spoke to anyone up in Aberdeen, they all knew about the guys surfing and skateboarding on the prom. “Is it cold?” That was always the first question.’


The surfing craze soon spread to the rest of Scotland. In 1968, the same year that Cokes and Sorensen made their pilgrimage to Aberdeen, a student at Edinburgh University called Andy Bennetts saw people surfing while on holiday in Newquay and decided to give it a go in Aberdeen on his return. Not long after that, another pioneer, Willie Tait, took to the waves off Fraserburgh after bringing a surfboard home from a visit to California.


A Kiwi called Bob Treeby discovered the wealth of world-class waves breaking on Scotland’s north coast in 1973, but it wasn’t until 1976 that Angus Lamond Macnie unlocked the almost unlimited surf potential of the Hebrides, using a single-handed sailing vessel called the Sgian Ban, specially adapted for surf exploration. ‘One of the great virtues of Sgian Ban,’ he remembers, ‘was that she could be sailed round a headland to find a great wave breaking, be anchored outside the break, the surfboard unhitched and off I’d go to enjoy the waves before returning to the craft and sailing or paddling onwards.’


Today, surfing in Scotland is fast becoming a mainstream sport. Exact figures are hard to come by, but according to one recent estimate there are more than 2,000 regular surfers in the Central Belt alone.


Prince William boosted the sport’s profile when he learned to surf in St Andrews while at university there, and, following its initial success, it now looks as if the O’Neill Highland Open is going to become a regular fixture. Princess Victoria Ka’iulani Cleghorn – patron saint of Scottish surfers – would have approved.


How Pat Kiernan pitched Scotland’s
best wave to the world


IF THERE’S one surf spot in Scotland that you can be sure overseas surfers will have heard of, it’s Thurso East. A north-west-facing reef break lying just outside Thurso harbour, in the right conditions it can produce powerful, perfectly peeling right-hand waves, and between 2006 and 2011 it played host to a series of professional surf contests, exposing it to the world’s surfing media like never before. As a result, Thurso is now very much on the international surfing map, and these days the locals often find themselves in the water alongside itinerant surfers from far-flung locations. There was a time, though, when the place was still under the radar – so under the radar, in fact, that its one regular surfer got sick of surfing it all by himself, and decided to put out an SOS, inviting others to come and join him. Unthinkable now, but in the late 1970s all Liverpudlian Pat Kieran wanted to do was share the stoke.


7 May 2011


‘Help!’ reads the letter. ‘1 OR 2 SURFERS WANTED TO SHARE PERFECT RIVERMOUTH BREAK. 6–12ft. GLASSY PEELING USUALLY OFFSHORE AT THIS TIME OF YEAR. LOCATION: NORTHERN SCOTLAND. ACCOMMODATION: DOSSING SPACE IN COTTAGE OVERLOOKING BREAK.’ Bashed out on a typewriter with a dodgy ribbon, and with ‘CHRISTMAS 1978’ scribbled at the top in Biro, Pat Kieran’s note to the Northwest Surf Club in his native Liverpool doesn’t look like anything special. But as relics of Scottish surfing history go, it’s the equivalent of the Turin Shroud or Ark of the Covenant – a time capsule that, for the faithful, is loaded with meaning.


At the time it was written, hardly anybody in the surfing world had heard of Thurso; it simply wasn’t on the map. Kieran, a keen surfer, had moved there in 1976 to take up a job at the Dounreay nuclear power plant, and was surprised and delighted to discover a world-class wave – Thurso East – breaking just a stone’s throw from his house. Trouble was, he hardly had anybody to surf it with, so he decided to get his typewriter out and see if he could attract a few like-minded visitors.


I first clapped eyes on Kieran’s historic missive two years ago, when it formed part of an exhibition of local surfing memorabilia at Caithness Horizons – the visitor centre now occupying the building that used to be Thurso Town Hall. Sitting in a display case surrounded by grainy photos of surfers in the bulky wetsuits of yesteryear, it looked like something from the impossibly distant past. It read like something from a bygone era, too. I remember being particularly amused by the line specifying that potential visitors ‘MUST APPRECIATE PEACEFUL SURROUNDINGS WITH VERY LAID BACK INHABITANTS’. The exhibition was held during that year’s O’Neill Coldwater Classic surf contest, and as I read those words, less than a mile up the road a couple of hundred professional surfers, photographers and assorted hangers-on were swarming all over the very reef about which Kieran had waxed lyrical. Thurso East may have been peaceful in 1978, but it could hardly have been described as such in April 2009. Paradise lost or gained, depending on your point of view.


Kieran’s letter also finds its way into Chris Nelson’s excellent new book Cold Water Souls, an exploration of the way the sport of surfing has spread from its warm-water genesis points to more frigid corners of the world. There’s a whole chapter devoted to the development of surfing in Scotland, and Nelson has done the Scottish surf community a huge service by filling in some of the blanks in what, up until now, has been a sparse narrative. After a nod to Alexander Mathers and his Aberdeen buddies, identified as among the first people ever to surf in Scotland, in the summer of 1966, and to Andy Bennetts and Willie Tait, who pioneered surfing around Edinburgh and Fraserburgh respectively, Nelson concentrates on the north coast. He talks to Grant Coghill, born and raised in Thurso, who took up a job at Dounreay straight after graduation. Coghill learned to surf from a mysterious, itinerant Kiwi called Bob Treeby who ‘materialised’ on the north coast in the early Seventies. Although Treeby gave lessons in the gentle rollers of Dunnet Bay, he kept his own favourite spots close to his chest. ‘We didn’t actually know where Bob went to catch his own waves,’ says Coghill.


Elsewhere, there’s a laugh-out-loud funny interview with many-times Scottish Champion Sheila Finlayson, in which she describes trying to learn to surf in the barrels of Brims Ness with pals from school in the early 1980s, after being inspired by an Old Spice ad on TV. The best bits, though, are the glimpses of what life was like for Kieran and fellow pioneer Kevin Rankin in the late Seventies. At one point, Kieran reflects on his letter of 1978 and laughs. ‘Today, at Thurso East, I’d say there’s hardly a good wave that goes unsurfed now. You certainly couldn’t say that back then.’


Neva MacDonald-Haig and the
coffin-lid surfers of Machrihanish


WHO were the first people to surf in Scotland? That really depends on how you define ‘surfing’. The first person to master the art of trimming across the face of an unbroken wave was probably Aberdeen surfer George Law in the mid-1960s and there is certainly early video footage of him doing so. But did people attempt to ride waves in Scotland before him? Yes, as it turns out, long before – as early as the 1930s, in fact. True, these early wave-widers may not have been able to fly along in the curl as Law did, but they were definitely riding the whitewater lying down, in which case they may well have been Scotland’s first bodyboarders. And if one of them managed to scramble to their feet while being propelled shorewards, if only for a moment? Well – technically that would be surfing, albeit surfing of a pretty basic kind.


In the autumn of 2014 I received an email from a relative of Neva MacDonald-Haig, then 90 years old, who asked if I’d like to interview her about her time as one of the ‘coffin lid surfers of Machrihanish’. As it turned out, Neva’s brother Peter may or may not have been the first person ever to ride a wave in Scotland while standing on a surfboard – or, at least, something approximating a surfboard. Neva herself couldn’t remember for certain if he’d ever managed to stand up or not, and the picture she sent me showed him in an ambiguous half-crouch, somewhere between standing and sitting. Either way though, it was clear from our conversation that Neva’s childhood memories of west coast wave-riding meant a great deal to her, and that she enjoyed revisiting them in her later years.


8 November 2014


Up until last Thursday, I was fairly certain that the first people to surf in Scotland were either Sandy Mathers and his friends Graham Carnegie, Brian Morgan and Dave Killoh, who were teenagers when they started riding wooden surfboards in Aberdeen in 1966, or George Law, who first took to the waves off Aberdeen at around the same time, and who died earlier this year. Now, though, after speaking to one of the coffin-lid surfers of the Mull of Kintyre, I’m not so sure.


Neva MacDonald-Haig (née Gordon-Dean) of Drumnadrochit will just have turned 91 by the time you read this, and it’s possible that her older brother, Peter Gordon-Dean, was the first person ever to surf in Scottish waters. MacDonald-Haig says that every summer from 1933 until about 1938, her parents Horace and Helen took her and her siblings Peter, Margaret and David on holiday to Westport, seven miles north of Machrihanish.


‘There was this wonderful beach and never a soul on it except us,’ she says. ‘There’s a picture of us all in our swimming clothes standing beside a sign that says this beach is dangerous for bathers’ – but there was no talk about surfers. ‘My father stood with us beside the sea one day and we were admiring and listening to the thunder of these great Atlantic rollers and he said to us, “You know, there’s nothing between us and America.” We used to try and ride the waves with our bodies but he said “I think we should get help to ride these waves” and he went to the local undertaker. Now, it makes a good story to say they were coffin lids that we rode on but it’s an exaggeration, they weren’t really. The undertaker made these boards for us. I don’t remember his name, I’m afraid, but we’ve got one or two pictures of us actually in the surf using these boards. The modern surfboards are all pointed aren’t they? But these surfboards were rounded. The photos aren’t very clear but you can see the shape. They were probably about five or six-feet long.’


The million dollar question for purists, of course, is: did anybody ever try to stand up on one of these undertaker-designed wave-riding vehicles? And did anybody succeed? Lying flat on a surfboard to ride a wave to the shore really counts as bodyboarding, and the identity of Scotland’s first bodyboarder is perhaps a question for another time. MacDonald-Haig explains that she and her siblings mostly rode waves lying down, but there is one image in which her brother Peter certainly seems to be standing on his board, or at least trying to. It would certainly be possible to ride a pre-broken wave standing up on a board that length, although probably not for very long. It’s hard to tell from the pictures, but the boards seem to have been little more than flat planks of wood, so they would probably have had to be moving quite fast before they were stable enough to stand on for any length of time.


Of course, it doesn’t really matter whether Scotland’s waves were first ridden by a stand-up surfer in the 1930s or the 1960s. The important thing is that we have plentiful waves on three coasts and have now figured out how to enjoy them, just as Neva MacDonald-Haig and her family did all those years ago. ‘The same cottage we stayed at every year is still there,’ she says, ‘and it’s now occupied by a surf instructor. We went to his house and he was very interested to hear this story. It’s strange there now, with Westport car park and all the notices about surfing up. When we were there there was just . . . nothing. But to us it was heaven.’


First contact: Andy Bennetts and
George Law’s Aberdeen encounter


AT AROUND about the same time that Sandy Mathers and his pals were taking it in turns to get half-drowned by their hollow wooden surfboards up in Aberdeen, another group of young Scottish surfers decided to hit the waves in the Granite City. Ironically, Andy Bennetts, Ian Wishart and Stuart Crichton were based in Edinburgh, and – had they known where to look – could easily have found countless high-quality surf spots much closer to home. Having lived in Aberdeen for a time, however, Bennetts knew for certain that there were waves there, and so in September 1968 the three students took the train north together. They had just the one surfboard between them – a factory made board or ‘pop out’ Bennetts had acquired on a holiday to Cornwall – and, of course, no wetsuits.


When they arrived in Aberdeen, the trio thought they might be the only surfers in town – perhaps even the only surfers in Scotland. However, they were surprised to run into local surfer George Law, who had been riding waves there since 1967, taking advantage of the antisocial shift patterns at the abattoir where he worked to maximise his time in the water. Half a century on from their Aberdeen trip, I met up with Bennetts and Wishart in Shackleton’s Pub in Edinburgh to hear more about this key moment in Scottish surfing history. Also present was Bill Batten, another pioneering Scottish surfer who had been surfing in south-east Scotland since 1967 and who, along with Bennetts and Wishart, soon became part of a small but dedicated group of surfers hunting for waves along the coast of East Lothian and down into the Scottish Borders.
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