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To the women on waves everywhere:

Goddesses, queens, world changers, trailblazers, visionaries, record breakers, stylists and joyous enthusiasts—Long may you ride.






Preface Run the World, Girls


If ever there has been a subject so ripe for exploration, or so appropriate for recounting, the history of women’s surfing is it. Bold, beautiful and breathtaking, the adventures and achievements of women waveriders is an epic that has gone unsung too long.

Any history is a serious undertaking. But women’s surfing was made more difficult by the dearth of original sources that were readily accessible. Digging deep and assembling disparate pieces of this collective saga was painstaking but rewarding. It quickly became clear that much that has been written about women surfers is inaccurate, and most has been written by men—and from a male point of view. Recent material often tended to be superficial and peripheral.

A decade ago, when I embarked on a women’s exhibit at the California Surf Museum, it was an eye-opening experience. Jane Schmass, our historian and Julie Cox, our museum manager at the time, were major contributors to the exhibit. For nearly two years we read, researched, and compiled content about the women’s achievements in surfing. Had the framework we assembled back then not been accessible, this book would have taken far longer.

While we chronicled the foremost figures of surf culture, the struggles and barriers that faced women in the modern era (1900 to today) were never really addressed. Nor were the vast number of women who contributed to this progress; we only presented surfing’s key moments and major stars.

Once neck-deep in writing this book, it became obvious that women’s surf history is a history of surfing itself. Women have been embedded in the heart of wave-riding from its ancient origins.

Over my decades in the surf culture—at Surfer magazine, TransWorld and the major women’s brands I worked for—I met and became friends with many of the most remarkable women who surf. I had championed them over the years and was inspired to tell their stories in one volume. What surprised me was the ocean of new discoveries and little-known achievements that unfolded. Wave after wave of captivating stories began to take form. Like the template of a surfboard blank being sculpted, each layer revealed a more beautiful and significant shape. In the decade since my first research, women’s surfing has swept forward like a rising swell, gaining height and strength each year.

This book is meant to be a definitive history of surfing—and intended to be seen from the women’s perspective, though of course I acknowledge my own male gender as the author. Rarely has a sporting activity carried so much athletic prowess, mental preparation, danger and sheer beauty as the act of surfing.

As a microcosm of the world at large, women waveriders have experienced similar struggles other females have faced—across many social domains. Surfing, however, presents distinctive aspects.

Unlike “Run the World (Girls),” Beyoncé’s girl power anthem that played on every platform and in stadiums worldwide, the act of riding a wave is frequently done without an audience and outside of the competitive arena. Most sports are performed in a contest format. The extremely subjective nature of surfing is often more effectively experienced without the constrictions of rigid formal rules. In surfing, judgment should recognize the ballet-like “attitude dancing” that women in particular excel at creating. Wave-riding is essentially a free-form activity whose acceptance did not become widespread until the mid-20th Century. Unlike child-rearing, warfare or marriage, where social norms have been established for millenniums, surfing’s gender roles and expectations are neither clear nor constant. Traditions are still in an evolutionary stage.

The origins of surf culture are from a distant world, distinctly dissimilar from the technology-driven, specialized functions of our current social structure. To understand the true relationship of women on waves—and its future potential—a look at surfing’s ancient past is necessary. And that requires a return to the beginning.
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1 The Sport of Queens, the Realm of Goddesses


1099–1899


“Surfing is not just an activity. It is a part of the Hawaiian way of life.”

—Princess Victoria Ka’iulani



It’s Good to Be Queen

In 1905 the world’s oldest known surfboard was discovered in Hawaii. It dated back to the early 1600s. And it belonged to a woman.

Pristinely preserved in a cool dry burial cave on the Big Island’s Kona coast, this papa he‘e nalu (Koa wood surfboard) is believed to have been the prize possession of Princess Kaneamuna, a 17th Century Polynesian royal. It had been carefully placed next to her tomb along with a land toboggan (or papa holua) which appears to have been her version of “sidewalk surfin’.”

Like Egyptian Pharaohs, Hawaiian royalty were often buried with their beloved possessions, and these were Princess Kaneamuna’s favorites—one for he‘e nalu (surfing), and one for he‘e holua (coasting on a sled.) On the steep hill just behind the royal village of Ho‘okena, her subjects matted the long native Pili grass to make a smooth, high-speed course for sled sliding. This was no substitute for wave-riding, though. Princess Kaneamuna had surfboards custom-made for her amusement—and rode them well.

Hawaiian queens and princesses often had their own private surf spots and were among the best waveriders in their realm.

One particularly fine surfing location was reserved for a single ali’i woman: “a special surf at Waikiki that was taboo to everyone but the Queen.” Daring to ride on the royal lady’s waves, one young man was “severely beaten and nearly put to death.”

Women were equal to the men both in status and respect when out in the waves. Most of the early images from Europeans initial voyages show women frolicking with minimal garments in the surf, while their counterparts in England and Spain wore six layers of clothing and shunned exposing even a sleeve to the shoreline sun.

From a historical vantage point today it conjures an almost comical juxtaposition: about the time Queen Anne Boleyn’s head was rolling into the executioner’s basket, Kaneamuna was rolling across the pristine surf off the Kona coast, while her entire kingdom watched and cheered. It was good to be queen. At least in Hawaii.

Women, Bloodlines and Surfing

Historical references to surfing and women are as old as the Polynesian culture itself. Like the culture of ancient Greece, the legends go back before any actual living figures. One of Hawaii’s greatest deities—Pele, the volcano goddess—was celebrated in Polynesian mythology as a surfer of big waves. But more recent inquiries have found something unique in royal lineage.

Studies of Polynesia’s historical mythology disclose a fascinating revelation: both women and surfing are central to the ranking of hereditary descendants. When ancient deities and heroic mortals met to compete and procreate, the genealogy of the royalty was determined by the goddesses and queens who represented wave-riding. Polynesian bloodlines split as various groups migrated to different regions and islands. But much of the spoken history remained intact. In each linage the highest bloodline was determined by the female descendants. And the dynamics of chiefly relationships were revealed through their connection to surfing.

In the Tahitian legend of royal descent Huauri, the goddess of the waves, holds the supreme regal bloodline. In the Hawaiian version the royal lineage is traced from the surfing deity Hinahanaiakamālama. They are “the ones who ride atop the highest crest of her parents line.” Consider the poetic theme of lovemaking that surfing implies: Hina is the female in Hawaii with which to ride this wave of high bloodline, just as Huauri is the one to surf with upon reaching Tahiti.

And just as significantly, the position of surfing deity is held, not by a god, but by a goddess.

Hawaiian female surfers were not just goddesses—though their history has a murky entanglement with mythology. The earliest known record of a female surfer describes a prominent Oahu chieftess named Mamala. As a kupua—a demigod or heroine with supernatural powers—she could take the form of a beautiful woman, a gigantic lizard, or a great shark.

Ke-kai-o-Mamala, the ocean west of Waikiki off the coast of Honolulu, broke “straight out from a beautiful coconut grove… [at] Honoka‘upu,” wrote Finney and Houston, in their 1966 surf history Surfing: The Sport of Hawaiian Kings, “and provided some of the finest waves in Kou”—in what is now the port area of Honolulu.

Mamala, by all accounts, was a wonderful waverider. She could surf the roughest waves with skill and daring and apparently liked to paddle out to the outside breaks when the Kona winds blew into the bay of Kou. Crowds would gather on the shoreline to cheer and applaud her for her extraordinary skill.

Watching her surf, they would clap and shout in recognition to her extraordinary riding. The Mamala break was named after her and even today maps show this name on the outer reaches of Honolulu harbor.

A legend explaining the name of Sunset Beach on Oahu’s North Shore tells the story of a woman who was known for her ability to catch octopus. Asked by a chief to go to a particular reef in Paumalu, she was met on the beach by an old man. He told her that there was a catch limit at this reef, and that she must not exceed it. The woman agreed, but once in the water she disregarded the warning. Suddenly, a large shark appeared and attacked her, taking off both her legs. Later, when her body was examined, the people saw the marks left by the shark’s teeth. They knew that she had been punished by the guardian of the reef. After the incident, the area was named Paumalu, “taken by surprise.”

One surfing love story involved a supernatural woman who lived in a cave overlooking the North Shore. A prince of Kauai’ came to surf in the breakers at Paumalu Sunset Beach. A Bird Maiden who lived in a cave above watched him surf, then sent her bird messengers to bring a lehua lei to him and bring him to her. After months together as lovers, the surfing season came around again. He promised to never kiss another woman but broke this vow when a lovely female came up after his surfing and put an ilima lei around his neck. The birds brought word back to their mistress. She ran to the beach, tore off the ilima lei and reclaimed him with her lehua lei. The Bird Woman ran back to her cave, with him in hot pursuit. He never caught her but turned to stone halfway up the mountainside.

Liberty, Equality, Sorority

If the women’s struggle for liberation and equality casts a long, dark shadow over western societies, there was nothing but sunlight for the first female surfers in Hawaii. The oral histories and ancient myths were filled with tales of women riding their long Koa olos across the surf.

English writer Isabella Bird was the first European woman to describe surfing after visiting Hawaii in 1876: “It really is a most exciting pastime, and in a rough sea requires immense nerve. The surfboard is a rough plank shaped like a coffin lid, about two feet broad, and from six to nine feet long, well-oiled and cared for.”

Females of all ages, abilities and classes rode waves in traditional Hawaiian culture. These surfing women were seen as spiritually and physically powerful and commanded great respect in society. As historians Finney and Houston noted in Surfing: the Spirit of Hawaiian Kings, “a large percentage of wahines of early Hawaii were skillful surfers, and sometimes champions. Early engravings of the sport are full of half-dressed females perched on surfboards at the top of a curling wave.”

Modern surfing’s portrayal of women as bathing beauties sitting on the beach faithfully watching their masculine mates ride the wild surf could not be more opposite from the origins of surf culture. In every ancient depiction women appear in prominent—often even primary—roles. Thomas Thrum published an article in 1896 entitled “Hawaiian Surf Riding.” A well-known journalist of the time, he wrote, “Native legends abound with the exploits of those who attained distinction among their fellows by their skill and daring in this sport, indulged in alike by both sexes; and frequently too—as in these days of intellectual development—the gentler sex carried off the highest honors.”

His observation is supported from the first European account of Hawaii, by Captain Cook. Cook described how a “princess” (meaning a woman of the ali’i—other accounts call such women “chieftess”) “paddled her board through heavy surf to catch a ride in the rolling waves,” and observed that women were equally ready “to place themselves on the summit of the largest surge.”

In the beginning there was Sex, Surf, and Spirituality All in One

As Brigham Young University–Hawaii Assistant Professor Isaiah Walker has observed, “Although these particular historical figures were beautiful women who surfed with little to no clothing, these stories do not simply convey them as objects of male sexual desire.

“Female surfers are celebrated as empowered people in the waves,” Walker notes. “While some are remembered for their grace, style, and dominance in competitive surfing, others were known as bold and powerful surfers—even regulating men in lineups.”

Sex, power, pleasure and courtship were intricately intertwined with the act of surfing. And women claimed an equal if not the lion’s share of mother ocean’s sensual, sacred experience.

When a man and woman rode in on the same wave sexual indulgence often followed.

In one of Honolulu’s first Hawaiian language newspapers, the Nupepa Kuokoa, an article appeared 1865 describing Ka Holomana Kahiko (Ancient Sports of Hawaii). In that December 23rd issue the journalist J. Waimau wrote that at surfing contests held in older times, the men, looking like “a company of soldiers of that day,” would wear red-dyed malo (loincloths) and assemble on the beach. Women would make their way to the beach in matching red-dyed kapa skirts. Then, “they go and join together with the men in surfriding.”

Those who spoke of surfing with their intimate partners include Palani and ‘Iewale of Kahana, Pili Aʻama and Kapūʻewai of Waimea, Oahu. Even the youngest of the goddess Pele’s clan, Hiʻiaka, surfed on Kauai, with the high chief Lohiʻau, after (as the story is told) she helped revive him from near death.

More formal courtship was also carried out in the surf, when a man or woman tried to woo and win a mate by performing on the waves. “Hawaiian legends abound in tales of thwarted and successful love affairs,” wrote Ben Finney, “and surfing played a part in many of them.” Passionate adventures of champion surfers and famous courtships that began on the edge of the ocean were recorded in Hawaii’s abundant oral history. They indicate women’s significance in the unwritten but extensive surfing literature of the Polynesian people.

Many women surfers who displayed skills in the surf, attracted the highest ranks of kapu chiefs with their beauty and mana. Kinahanaiakamālama, wife of King Aikanaka, who rules in Rarotonga and the Tuamotuan Islands, was known as an excellent surfer.

Chiefesses like Kamelamela of Kealohilani, Keleanuinohoanaʻapiʻapi of Maui, Hinahanaiakamālama of Hilo, and Māmala of Kou Harbor in Honolulu all surfed with their suitors at some point in their stories. This correlation hints at the literary evidence presented about surfing women within Polynesian oral traditions. One obvious observation: surfing has always exuded a strong sensuality and part of surfing’s allure to both sexes is its inherent erotic context.

Royal Courts and Supreme Courting

King David Kalakaua, the Hawaiian Kingdom’s last male sovereign, ruled the nation from 1874 to 1891, championing a sport which had almost been extinguished by Western influence. Known as the “Merry Monarch,” Kalakaua is credited with helping revive the ancient traditions of both hula, and surfing. He also set down a number of Hawaiian stories, many of them relating to women surfing.

One of the most intriguing is the story of Princess Kelea, the beautiful sister of Maui, the ruler of that island territory. As Kalakaua told it, Kelea, “the surf-rider of Maui,” while surfing Lahaina was abducted by a chief named Kalamakua and taken to be married to Lo-lale, the King of Oahu. On the way Kalamakua stopped at his own fiefdom on the West side of Oahu and took Kelea surfing—more than likely at the great break of Makaha. Kelea and Kalamakua both shared a love of surfing and in the time they spent getting over to the Honolulu side where Kelea was to be married to his King, a secret romance began. Marriage to Lo-lale, the high chief of Oahu proved problematic. Lo-lale didn’t surf, and worse yet didn’t even like the ocean. Living inland at Lihue, Kelea was miserable, only finding happiness on the rare trips to the coast. Soon she was planning her getaway. Stealthily commandeering a sailing vessel Kelea slipped through the reef pass, escaped from the King’s clutches and headed back to her native Maui. She made one stop though—on the West side. She paid a visit to her abductor Kalamakua and instead of punishing him, Kelea rekindled their romance and swept him away to surf with her back on Maui.

Queens of the Stone Age

As the Sport of Kings, surfing has always retained a regal status. But in reading the original texts of these histories, queens appear to be better known for their surfing prowess than kings.

During the time of the Hawaiian Monarchy, the entire royal family—chieftesses, princesses and queens—were all recognized as formidable surfers.

The most famous surfer of this period was Kaahumanu, a wife of King Kamehameha the Great who ruled from 1782 to his death in 1819. Ka‘ahumanu was known as an expert surfer and an influential woman in the culture. An 1822 engraving shows the image of a tall, voluptuous woman.

Both Ka‘ahumanu and her husband Kamehameha were dedicated surfing enthusiasts. According to Hawaiian historian John Papa II, they liked to surf Kooka, a break located at Pua‘a, in north Kona, “where a coral head stands just outside a point of lava rocks.” Clearly the regal women who surfed these reefs or (like Kelea) escaped marriage to surf were no timid wallflowers.

And although these particular historical figures were beautiful women surfing with little to no clothing, these stories do not convey them as objects of male sexual desire. Instead, the stories portray them as agents in history, women remembered for their surfing abilities, prowess, mana and character. Female surfers like Kelea, Ka‘ahumanu, Mamala, and many others are central characters in epic legends from centuries ago.

Beyond Hawaii, women surfing in the waters of Tahiti, Aotearoa (New Zealand) and Rapa Nui (Easter Island) are also mention in native surf lore. Teuira Henry (1847–1915) was an early female ethnographer who published her grandfather John M. Orsman’s manuscripts of recorded Tahitian legends. In Tahiti, Henry observed, “Faʻa heʻe, (surf-riding) was highly popular with young men and women,” and that “surfriding is still practiced to some extent.” Even the Boatswain’s mate on the ‘Bounty,’ James Morrison, wrote in the first description of Tahitian surfing that “all sexes are excellent” and that “the children also take their sport in the smaller surfs.”

Polynesian ethnographer William Ellis noted there is even mention of a patron deity that presides over surfing in Tahiti prior to Western contact. Ellis tells us about “horue or faahee” (surfing) of which “Huaouri was the presiding god.”

Moses Manu’s translation of Keaomelemele, the grandchild of Moʻoinanea, abounds with surfers like Punahoa, ʻŌhele, and Keaomelemele herself, who surfs famous breaks and then bathes in the famous fresh water pools of the islands. Keaomelemele enjoyed surfing nightly after completing intensive days of training in chant and hula at Waolani on Konahuanui (Oahu). It appears that Keaomelemele’s surf sessions followed by the bathing in these fresh water pools restored her energy. Manu describes the time spent as rests between hula sessions, but it is almost like surfing is meant as a form of cross training.

Ranging from just a few pages to epic oral poems, stories of such women made a prominent mark on Hawaiian society for generations.

Over the centuries, as Hawaii’s economy became increasingly driven by tourism, marketing entities faced the challenge of assuring visitors that Hawaii’s natives were safe and accommodating hosts, deftly marketing the islands with images of passive, lifeless, scantily-clad native hula girls. Next to such imagery, the historical reality of empowered female surfers became nearly invisible.

Thanks to contemporary female surfers (including modern pioneers like Rell Sunn and others), by the 70s Hawaii began to see a restoration of surfing’s true roots.

Japan’s Senoshi Surfing Girls

While the act of standing upright on a surfboard appears to be first performed by the Polynesians, only recently has it been verified that Japan had a two hundred year tradition of body boarding. And this wave-riding included females.

From the mid-Edo Period (1603–1867) Japanese style wooden boats developed a then-new technology of timber processing that used removable floor boards called Itago. Fishermen’s children took these Itago out of the boats and used them as boards and bodyboards. The practice was commonly known as Itago-nori, meaning “floor board riding.”

Dokurakuan Kanri, a haiku poet from Sakata, in Northeastern Japan, provided the oldest written documentation of Itago-nori in his diary after visiting Yunohama Beach in 1821 and seeing children playing “senoshi,” a local word meaning wave-riding.

By the 1880s, beaches became popular venues for healthy exercise and leisure activities. From then until the onset of World War II, Itago boards became more of a wave-riding tool than a boat floorboard and were widely produced and commonly ridden along the coastlines of Japan. Surprisingly, there are unmistakable images of young women using these wooden crafts with waves breaking in the background.

Princess Victoria Ka‘iulani


Defying a ban on surfing to keep Hawaiian heritage alive, the courageous ‘Island Rose’ fought for her beloved kingdom like a wave-riding warrior



With the destiny of a kingdom on the line, Princess Victoria Ka’iulani, heir to the Hawaiian Crown, entered the American White House in Washington, D.C. She had just sailed from the British Iles where she had been riding her surfboard in the waves at Brighton Beach, on England’s southern coast. It was 1893, a momentous year for Hawaiians.

Face-to-face with the 24th President of the United States, the Princess rose up with all her regal grace and presented an eloquent and emotional plea: “Four years ago, at the request of Mr. Thurston, then the Hawaiian Cabinet Minister, I was sent away to England to be educated privately and fitted to the position which by the constitution of Hawaii I was to inherit. For all these years, I have patiently and in exile striven to fit myself for my return this year to my native country. I am now told that Mr. Thurston will be in Washington asking you to take away my flag and my throne. No one tells me even this officially. Have I done anything wrong that this wrong should be done to me and my people? I am coming to Washington to plead for my throne, my nation and my flag. Will not the great American people hear me?”

Grover Cleveland, the American President, was moved. He would, he promised, take her case to the Congress and demand that they honor the legitimate Hawaiian Monarchy and refuse to recognize the January 17, 1883 coup led by a contingent of powerful American businessmen attempting to annex the Hawaiian Islands. Congress’s decision would determine her fate and Hawaii’s future.

Brilliant, beautiful and betrayed by American financiers, Ka’iulani was no pedantic princess. Classically educated at Great Harrowden Hall, in Northamptonshire, England, she spoke several languages, wrote poetry in English, Latin and Polynesian and was a child prodigy in art and music composition.

But first and foremost, the princess was a surfer. Known to ride a long wooden board, (a particularly heavy and demanding one at that), she had a reputation for outstanding performance in big surf. Women, particularly those of Royal blood, were noted for their prowess and power on the waves. The Hawaiian Monarchy had surfed with passion until the late 1800s when wave-riding became almost extinct as a sport.

The evangelical missionary’s religious dogma had become the preeminent cultural power in the land—and for the most part they had succeeded in removing surfing from the everyday lives of the Hawaiian people. But Princess Ka‘iulani—the second in line for the succession of the Hawaiian Crown—was a notable exception. Disregarding the missionary’s efforts to eradicate all wave-riding activities, she continued to surf daily in full defiance of the western restrictions imposed on the Hawaiian culture.

“She was an expert surfrider around 1895 to 1900,” recalled early 20th Century surfrider Knute Cottrell, one of the founders of the Hui Nalu surf club at Waikiki in 1908. Riding a “long olo board made of ‘wili wili’ hardwood Ka‘iulani was the last of the traditional native surfers at Waikiki.”

There is a strong case to be made that surfing was saved from extinction by this brave, bold woman—a royal princess no less. If Duke Kahanamoku is rightfully the man who introduced surfing to the world, then Princess Ka‘iulani might be the savior who made that possible.

Born Princess Victoria Ka‘iulani Kawekio I Lunalilo Kalaninuiahilapalapa Cleghorn on October 16, 1875, the Crown Princess was named after Queen Victoria and her maternal aunt Anna Ka’iulani, who died young. Princess Ka’iulani’s life and legacy are a testament to her love of the Hawaiian people in their hour of need. Ka ‘iu lani means “the highest point of heaven” or “the royal sacred one” in the Hawaiian language.

Descended from her first Cousin Kamehameha the Great, the founder and first ruler of the Kingdom of Hawaii, Ka’iulani’s mother was known as Likelike, the sister of the last two ruling monarchs. Her father was the prominent Scottish businessman Archibald Scott Cleghorn. Because Princess Ka’iulani was second in line to the throne after her elderly and childless aunt, the young girl was expected to eventually become queen.

Being the first ‘hapa haole’ (half western) successor to the monarchy was not easy. A mixed marriage does not always run smoothly, and Princess Ka’iulani’s parents struggled with the clash of their respective social traditions.

Expecting to be the master of the household, Cleghorn’s staunch Victorian male chauvinism clashed with the Hawaiian nobility’s belief that regardless of gender, royalty’s decisions should rule supreme.

Her Mother’s Deathbed Prophecy

When Ka’iulani was just eleven years old, Likelike fell ill and never recovered. Legend has it that a large school of bright red fish—an omen of death in her family—massed close to shore and that Likelike predicted her daughter would never marry and never become queen.

The reigning monarchs, King Kalākaua and Queen Kapi’olani, talked with Cleghorn and the Princess about preparing her for her royal role with a British education.

Sent to Northamptonshire, England in 1889 at the age of thirteen, Ka’iulani was given a private education, excelling in her studies of Latin, Literature, Mathematics and History. She studied French and German and took lessons in tennis and cricket. Growing up knowing the landscape painter Joseph Dwight Strong from her uncle’s court, and Isobel Strong, a lady in waiting under her mother, she showed an early talent for art and took several trips to Scotland and France to study.

Isobel was the stepdaughter of Scottish novelist Robert Louis Stevenson, of “Treasure Island” fame. Ka’iulani and Stevenson became good friends and he called her “the island rose” in a poem he wrote in her autograph book.

Moving to Brighton in 1892 felt like a fresh start for Princess Ka’iulani who continued to study in England for the next four years. Surfing was her great joy, and there is explicit evidence that she surfed the beaches of Brighton on England’s southern coast quite frequently. Chaperoned and tutored by a Mrs. Rooke who set up a rigorous curriculum, the resort by the sea pleased the princess with its consistent surf. As Mrs. Rooke, reported, the Princess “loved being on the water again, the bracing sea air giving her renewed energy.”

Arranging for her to have an audience with Queen Victoria as part of a trip around Europe, her Hawaiian overseers had to suddenly cancel all plans in late January of 1893. It was the news of that moment which had brought her to the White House to plead with President Cleveland. A short telegram announced the shocking message: ‘Queen Deposed,’ ‘Monarchy Abrogated,’ ‘Break News to Princess.’

Refusing to remain idle while the nation she loved was illegally stolen from her people, she gave a fiery impassioned statement to the English press and headed for the American capitol.

It was to be a bitter experience. Treating Ka’iulani with contempt, the pro-annexation press referred to her in print as a half-breed, calling her “dusky,” although she was saved from the blatantly racist treatment repeatedly given to her Aunt, the Queen of Hawaii.

Typical of the time, “positive” accounts of the Princess’ appearance often tried to emphasize what was thought to be “white” about her.

Occasionally, even her British father, Archibald Cleghorn, was disparaged by American writers fearing Great Britain as a rival for possession of the Islands.


A Queen without a Country

Returning to Europe to finish her education, her world further imploded when her cherished childhood friend, Robert Louis Stevenson died. And then came the news that a new Republic of Hawaii had been established—in her absence and against her will. Despite her exhortations to U.S. President Grover Cleveland, who brought her plight before Congress, her efforts could not prevent the annexation of her homeland.

Arriving back in Hawaii, she now found herself an heir without a throne. The day Hawaii was annexed as a territory of the United States—August 12, 1898—citizen Ka’iulani and her aunt, the Hawaiian Kingdom’s last monarch, wore funeral attire to protest what they considered a criminal coup d’état. “It was bad enough to lose the throne,” Ka’iulani wept, “but infinitely worse to have the flag go down.”

Shortly thereafter her half-sister, Annie Cleghorn, and her English guardian, Theophilus Harris Davies, both died, leaving the princess without close friends or family; a stranger in a strange land, adrift and abandoned. A great sadness overwhelmed her. In heartbreak, her health started to decline.

She thought the warm familiar waves of Hawaii would help her recover. But her condition continued to deteriorate. Even the new house her father had built for her couldn’t lift her spirits as she struggled to readjust to the loss of her future kingdom, vanished like a windswell.

Urged by her father to continue making public appearances, the futility of her efforts instead caused her to become more withdrawn and emotionally exhausted.

In a stalwart effort to find a path forward a glimmer of future contentment shone: she found a fond companion—and announced her engagement to Hawaii Prince David Kawānanakoa. But even that was not to be. Riding in the mountains of Hawaii in late 1898, Ka’iulani was caught in a storm and came down with a fever leading to a fatal case of pneumonia. Princess Victoria Ka‘iulani Kawekio I Lunalilo Kalaninuiahilapalapa Cleghorn would die soon thereafter of inflammatory rheumatism on March 6, 1899, at the age of twenty-three.

Her mother Likeliki’s ominous prediction had finally come true: Ka’iulani was never able to marry and would never become queen. She was the last in a line of tragic Hawaiian royals whose sovereign nation was usurped by would-be colonials. It was an irony compounded by the fact that America had only a century before thrown off the bonds of a foreign power and demanded self-rule themselves.

One silver lining in her legacy remains: fighting valiantly but vainly to save her country, Princess Ka’iulani preserved a precious piece of Hawaii that every waverider so cherishes: she kept on riding waves—and in so doing saved surfing for all generations to come.





[image: ]


2 Death, Resurrection, and the Road to Emancipation


1900–1925


“Women, like men, should try to do the impossible, and when they fail, their failure should be a challenge to others.”

—Amelia Earhart



Suffragette City

In the eight years following Princess Ka’iulani’s death her efforts to keep surfing alive were rewarded. Duke Kahanamoku and his five brothers, the Kaupikos, Keaweamahis families and others, revitalized the sport by continuing to introduce visitors to the art of wave-riding.

The year 1907 was an auspicious one for surfing: Alexander Hume Ford, a journalist from Chicago moved into the grass shack adjacent to the Old Seaside Hotel on the beach in Waikiki, soon founding the Outrigger Canoe Club. After experiencing a wave-riding session with Ford, Jack London wrote Riding the South Sea Surf, on a visit to Hawaii. Surf pioneer George Freeth gave the first California surfing exhibition in Redondo Beach. Legendary Edison Electric company cameraman Robert Bonnie showed his then sensational film footage of surfing to mainland audiences as far away as New Jersey. Surfing had been discovered.

But a little-known story of an Australian water-woman who visited the East Coast of America made headlines around the world for challenging the laws for women’s swim wear. Her “trial of the century,” as it was called then, had a profound influence on women’s sports performance that broke a major barrier.

And as the tightly-bound taboos of the Victorian age began to loosen, surfing spelled emancipation for the bold—and sinfulness to the pious. The beach was society’s frontier and wave-riding the definition of freedom itself.


Annette Kellerman The First Million Dollar Mermaid Risked Jail to Win Women’s Opportunities and Stand for Athlete’s Rights


On an October afternoon in the autumn of 1907 water-woman Annette Kellerman stepped onto the stretch of cool gray sand at Revere Beach that looked across the shoreline of Boston’s teeming metropolis. Along its strand thousands of onlookers watched as this athletic, intrepid “Australian Mermaid” stood defiantly as uniformed city police surrounded her to serve an arrest warrant for indecent exposure.

Kellerman, a professional swimming performer was soon to become the most famous water-woman of her age for wearing a black wool swim outfit which—although covering more flesh than a neoprene spring suit of today—was considered so scandalously skimpy it was deemed a criminal offense by the traditional upper-class Brahmins of Boston.

She had brought her splashy act to America that year, traveling as an “underwater ballerina”—an ancestor of synchronized swimming. Billed as “The Diving Venus” at New York City’s heralded Hippodrome, she wore her skintight suit customized to accentuate her body and improve her performance. Her swimming costume in the Big Apple didn’t, however, pass the straitlaced Boston muster. The slightly shortened sleeves and legs of her form-fitting design were so shocking she might as well have appeared nude. “Banned in Boston” did not become a glib axiom without good reason.

It should be noted that Boston was hardly the only beachfront where restrictions were in place: in her home country women were forbidden to swim during daylight hours, a ban that had only begun to be listed in 1902. Swimming zones were still segregated for men and women and suits had been until just a few years before essentially similar to the requirements in Boston—long, wool and cumbersome. Victoria’s rules were even more restrictive and for the most part France did not have an extensive beach culture this early.

All of that was a moot point once Kellerman defied the social norms there at Revere Beach. Within minutes of making her emergence onto Boston’s most conservative stretch of shoreline, Kellerman was arrested. Thrown into the Boston jail, the incident became front page headlines and set up a challenge of precedent-setting proportions. The trail was followed by millions around the globe. The outcome would ignite a firestorm setting women’s water sports ablaze.

But Kellerman was stubborn, flamboyant and fearless, and took her indecency case to court. Her argument to the judge was both legitimate and reasonable: “A competitive athlete needed to have the most efficient swimsuit design in order to achieve peak performance,” she contended. It didn’t hurt that the 1900 Summer Olympics in Paris had introduced women’s events—even if it was only golf, tennis and croquet.

Kellerman posited that practical long-distance open-ocean swimming garb was essential to attain top results. In Chicago, she “created a new record swimming from the government pier in Lake Michigan to Hyde Park crib, a distance of six miles,” as well as doing a 72-foot dive from the topmast of a steamship. In Boston harbor she swam twelve miles “from Charlestown bridge to Boston light,” breaking “all records for this course by a good half hour.”

Salacious and sensible in equal measure, Kellerman demanded a legitimate legal opinion about the very nature of women’s competitive performance. It attracted both scorn and support.

The trial became a cause célèbre, with newspapers around the world covering the story. Which was more important—performance or propriety? It was a powerful legal argument, an audacious challenge by one of the most colorful women of the age.

In the end the judge agreed with Kellerman, marking a milestone in the legal fight for women’s sports. Across the globe every woman who went near the shoreline suddenly found a heroine both socially and sexually, vaulting her into international celebrity. In a single controversial incident Kellerman landed in jail, on the front-page and into the history books. With talent, tenacity and public relations genius, Annette Kellerman made herself a global mega-star, daringly undoing the oppressive girdle of 19th Century society.

Challenging Race, Roles and Gender

Women surfers in the early decades of the 20th Century all knew Duke Kahanamoku. As Hawaii’s aloha ambassador, the five-time Olympic medalist was one of modern surfing’s earliest first-person observers of women’s surfing. Since many of the early lifestyle adopters surfed alongside him in Hawaii, he knew these intrepid women as well as anyone. This vanguard of the re-emerging surf culture was the new century’s image of travel adventure in a rapidly shrinking world.

Duke and Tom Blake (another giant in early surfing) were among the few surfers who documented women in the early years of the sports revival. In Hawaiian Surfboard, Tom Blake noted that Duke Kahanamoku was the first 20th Century surfer to tandem ride a surfboard.

“Leslie Lemon was the first to stand on Duke’s shoulders,” Blake noted. “Miss Marion ‘Baby’ Dowsett and Beatrice Dowsett were the two girls who first rode with Duke, three on the same board, the full length of Canoe surf.”

Kahanamoku founded the Hui Nalu in 1911 as the first surf club for local Hawaiians as well as men and women of European decent. It included two outstanding women surfers, Mildred ‘Ladybird’ Turner, and Josephine ‘Jo’ Pratt. It is arguable that these women—joining an all-inclusive, mixed-ethnic surfing club—were among the first groups to challenge the racial codes of the world’s white ruling class.

“Josephine Pratt was the best woman surfboard rider in the Islands during 1909–10 and 1911,” wrote Tom Blake, who arrived in the Islands afterward, but had gotten the word from others. “She surfed Canoe, Queens and small first break.”

It is arguable that these women—joining an all-inclusive, mixed-ethnic surfing club—were among the first groups to challenge the racial codes of the world’s white ruling class.

In early 1910, Alexander Hume Ford (a Scottish-Hawaiian surf enthusiast) arranged a surfboard contest and canoe races at the other surf club in Hawaii—the venerable but all-white Outrigger Canoe Club—for a cruise line whose ships would be making two stops in Hawaii. Four silver cups were made for the race and were known as the Frank Clark Cups. Only one cup was actually awarded—and it was for the Best Woman Surfer at the Outrigger Canoe Club. The winner was Josephine C. Pratt. It was the first trophy bestowed by the Club and is believed to be the first surfing trophy ever awarded. And it appears to be the first modern surf contest won by a woman.

And as Duke Kahanamoku spread the sport of surfing around the world, another woman a continent away would answer a call to become part of its colorful history.

Australia’s Inspiration

Standing in the crowd that Saturday morning in 1914, fifteen-year-old Isabel Letham heard the request she couldn’t resist. Duke Kahanamoku, the greatest Olympic swimming star of the era stood before a crowd of thousands gathered at Sydney’s Freshwater Beach. He called out to the waiting audience with a simple offer: Would any of the young ladies in the audience like to come out and ride with him?

Sparked by the excitement, she stepped forward and raised her hand. It was a decision that would alter the course of her life—and Australian watersports as well.

Following a record-smashing Gold Medal performance at the 1912 Stockholm Olympics, Duke Kahanamoku set out on a worldwide tour giving swimming and surfing demonstrations in California and New Jersey. Now he had traveled by ship to Australia to do the same for the mass of enthusiasts in this water-crazed nation.

Isabel Letham was an accomplished bodysurfer and competitive rough water swimmer herself. The Hawaiian Star Bulletin claimed that “As far as features go, Miss Lethem is the prettiest swimmer to come out of Australia. As for diving, she is another Annette Kellerman.” When the statuesque Hawaiian chose Isabel to do a tandem demonstration with him, she caught a wave that would be remembered as one of the great moments in Australian beach history.

“He paddled on to this green wave and, when I looked down it, I was scared out of my wits. It was like looking over a cliff. After I’d screamed ‘oh no, no!’ a couple of times, he replied: ‘Oh, Yes, yes!’ He took me by the scruff of the neck and yanked me on to my feet. Off we went, down the wave.”

That performance—or performances, since there are more than one version regarding location, number of waves ridden, size of crowd and exact date—has become a romanticized piece of Australian folklore. For more than a century that moment introduced surfing to the nation—and Isabel Letham became its legend.

But in 2014 surf historians discovered a reality that has given the achievement a different unexpected twist. Combing through old newspapers they identified Tommy Walker as the real first surfer in Australia, riding a board he bought for $2 in Waikiki during a trans-Pacific crossing.

The Telegraph, Australia’s newspaper of record in that era, describes surfing at Manly beach in Sydney on January 1912, three years before Letham’s historic day at Freshwater: “A clever exhibition of surfboard shooting was given by Mr. Walker, of the Manly Seagulls Surf Club. With his Hawaiian surfboard he drew much applause for his clever feats, coming in on the breakers standing balanced on his feet or his head.”

But even more dramatic was the discovery of another female—Isma Amor—who was also considered an outstanding waverider three years before Isabel Letham rode with the Duke into Australian history.

In 1959 Manly Life Saving Club biographer Reg Harris wrote: “in the 1912–13 season a number of… members decided to persevere and master the art [of surfboard riding]. They included… an outstanding woman surfer, Miss Isma Amor.”

A photograph published in the Sunday Times in Sydney on March 1st, 1914 pictures a woman standing upright on a surfboard cutting through a broken wave. The caption reads: “Sydney can boast of possessing several young ladies (notably Miss Amor, of Manly) who can ‘shoot’ the breakers in the method in vogue here almost as expertly as the best men exponents.”

This uncovering of Amor via close reading of archival sources disrupts the linearity of the Kahanamoku/Letham surfing story. Yet it enriches the history of Australian surfing, opening another chapter not only for women’s surfing history but also for the development of Australian beach culture more broadly.

Why did Amor disappear and Letham sustain? Researchers surmise that Amor was forgotten mainly due to her marriage in 1920 which uprooted her to an inland locale disconnecting her public association with surfing from that time onward.

Isabel Letham, by contrast, not only continued her aquatic career, but managed to flourish. In 1918, Letham sailed to America and was able to make a living teaching swimming, diving and water fitness. She initiated San Francisco’s first ever swimming competitions and coached at the University of California, establishing a women’s competitive swimming program that is still in place today.

Working in the San Francisco Bay Area in the mid-20s, Letham attempted to introduce the highly successful Australian lifeguarding techniques in her community. As many times as she tried, her efforts were repeatedly dismissed. Local politicians simply would not accept the viewpoints of a female, no matter how expert.

Whether Letham was the first surfer or even the first woman surfer in Australia is to miss the point. She was to Australian surfing what Gidget was to American surfing: the catalyst that caused wave-riding to catch fire both on the beaches and in the imagination of the world. Letham was not the first Australian surfer but she was the central figure in popularizing the sport of surfing down under. Letham herself never claimed to be the first nor did she aggrandize her lifelong surfing passion as the media did.

Returning to Australia in 1929 Letham was still surfing at age sixty-two. In her late 70s, she helped organize the Australian Women’s Surfriders Association and served as its patron. “There’s no reason why girls should not be as good on surfboards as the boys. I’m all for them,” she proclaimed.

Her energy and enthusiasm helped inspire a shy 12-year-old newcomer, Pam Burridge, who later went on to win a World Title. Burridge adored Letham, and Letham admired her young protégée as if she were her own.

When Burridge won the inaugural women’s championship in May of 1990, Isabel was there. “I know I should be home with my knitting, but I’ve waited sixty-five years for this,” she proudly exclaimed.

In 1993, this first lady of Australian surfing who had carved her own lifestyle, and revolutionized swimming techniques, was inducted into the Australian Surfing Hall of Fame. When she passed away just two years later, beach lovers from around the world scattered her ashes outside the surfline at Freshwater Bay where she first rode with the great Duke. Something even more moving about this unique woman links Australia’s surfing lineage: the connective tissue of womanhood. Shortly after Letham died, her protégé World Champion Pam Burridge gave birth to her first child, a daughter. Her name, naturally, was Isabel.

Girls On Film

As interest grew, film, music and magazines began to present a view of the idyllic island life. “Auntie” Alice Nāmakelua, a renowned expert in “slack key” guitar played and recorded songs in front of the breaking waves at Waikiki. “On the Beach in Waikiki” topped the radio play lists in 1917. But they frequently missed their mark eschewing authenticity for glamour, veering toward exaggeration and sometimes outright distortion.

The silver screen was equally as influential—and inaccurate. Although surfing had only been introduced to Southern California by George Freeth in 1907, less than a decade later Hollywood was churning out a plethora of films set in Hawaii, many of them Annette Kellerman productions. Commercially focused as these movies were, they shaped the public’s perception of surf and beach lifestyle as much as the surf films of the 60s did for the ‘Baby Boom’ generation. Betty Compson, one of Hollywood’s leading movie stars, went on location in Hawaii to film The White Flower in 1922. She played a hapa-haole (half-white) woman who fell in love with a pineapple company executive, and the plot thickened from there.

Popular publications like Sunset magazine quickly took advantage of the American public’s fascination with all things surfing, especially in Hawaii. While magazines, films and music spread the romantic image, athletes like Hawaiian Josephine ‘Phena’ Hopkins Garner rose to the top level of actual sport performance. “I used to spend all my days out there in the surf from eight o’clock to until lunchtime,” Garner recalled. “Change the bathing suit. Rest for an hour. Back out on the board again till five o’clock—every day.” It was not surprising when she entered the women’s 1917 Surfboard Championship at Queens surf that she took home the title. Garner and her colleagues Ruth Scudder Gilmore and Gerd Hjorth set swimming records while spending their leisure time riding waves. Garner was prophetically connected to her idol, Annette Kellerman for swimming a breaststroke in Kellerman’s style—and the judges eliminated her for it. Along with Lillie Bowmer Mackenzie these women successfully entered the Hawaiian surf community from the teens into the early 20s.

Hawaii was not the only place women entered the formative surfing scene. Ever since 1915, when teenager Dorothy Becker stunned locals by becoming the first woman to perform a headstand on a board, Santa Cruz has been home to an ever-growing, tight-knit network of surfer girls. Soon, more women joined Becker, including Mabel Hathaway-Jeffreys, who, in 1922, rode a redwood board made by Duke Kahanamoku himself.

Heather Price, South Africa’s first surfer, took her place in history (albeit unknowingly) as the first ever person recorded to stand-up surf with a photo appearing in a local newspaper in 1919.

While on a holiday in Cape Town, she reportedly borrowed a board from two American Marines. The two men had solid-wood, Hawaiian style surfboards and were kind enough to introduce Heather to stand-up wave-riding. Once again an entire continent had been introduced to surfing by a woman. Photographs of her surfing can still be found on collectable postcards from the era.

Hawaii was now successfully exporting surfing’s allure. England, South Africa and Australia, as well as America had been introduce to wave-riding. Film and literature and popular music had integrated surfing into their storylines. “The ultimate pleasure” as Captain Cook’s 1778 ship’s log described it, was now being rediscovered by the western world. It would not be long before surfing would turn that world upside down.

Surfing’s Great Mystery Queen Agatha Christie—the World’s Best Selling Author—was a zealous Surfer


Agatha Christie was struggling up the beach at Waikiki, exhausted, board-less and nearly naked. The most successful mystery writer of all time was having a wardrobe malfunction that would have sent most of her novel’s fictional characters to a watery grave. It wasn’t Murder on the Orient Express, but Christie felt like she was getting killed by the surf at Queens.

In this, her second session of surf in Hawaii her silk bathing suit—which covered her from shoulder to ankle—had been ripped from her body by a thumping outside set.

“It was a catastrophe,” she wrote in her diaries. “My silk bathing dress was more or less torn from me by the force of the waves. Almost nude, I made for my beach wrap.”

Undeterred by an experience that had left her stripped of her suit and dignity, she did the only thing any good fashionable women would: she went shopping.

“I had immediately to visit the hotel shop and provide myself with a wonderful, skimpy, emerald green wool bathing dress, which was the joy of my life, and in which I thought I looked remarkably well. Archie thought I did too.”

Christie and her husband Archie had sailed into Honolulu harbor just two days earlier, August 6th, 1922. They had checked into the stately Moana Hotel and gone to their room to settle in. As they gazed out onto the beach below they saw surfriders catching waves directly out front. They jumped into their beach attire, rushed out to the sand, rented boards and paddled out. It was to be a serious learning experience.

And Then There Was Surf

Agatha Christie had an astonishing talent for writing detective novels. Her short story And Then There Were None is the world’s best-selling mystery. With over 100 million copies sold, Publications International lists the novel as the world’s sixth best-selling title of all time. But writing aside she was also one of the most adventurous women of her age—and she found her passion for surfing every bit as fervent as her enthusiasm for entrancing murder plots.

In the summer of 1924, she and her husband Archie had taken a side trip from their planned round-the-world sailing route specifically to try the surf in Hawaii. This was the leg of their voyage they had been most excited about when they had set sail on an eight-month global sojourn that had taken them to South Africa, Australia and New Zealand. They had been introduced to surfing in Cape Town, and as Agatha wrote about her experience in a novel, published two years later, The Man in the Brown Suit: “Surfing looks perfectly easy. It isn’t. I say no more.”

“The surf boards in South Africa were made of light, thin wood, easy to carry, and one soon got the knack of coming in on the waves. It was occasionally painful as you took a nosedive down into the sand, but on the whole it was great fun.”

But they had really only tried prone surfing in Cape Town. In Hawaii they would learn the fine art of standing upright on a board—and learn the power of Hawaiian waves even on the gentler South Shore of Oahu. It would be a memory that set her on a course for life.

“It was a bad day for surfing—one of the days when only the experts go in—but we, who had surfed in South Africa, thought we knew all about it. It is very different in Honolulu.” She would recall.

“I was not as powerful a swimmer as Archie, so it took me longer to get out to the reef. I had lost sight of him by that time, but I presumed he was shooting into shore in a negligent manner as others were doing. So, I arranged myself on my board and waited for a wave.”

“The wave came. It was the wrong wave. In next to no time I and my board were flung asunder.

“When I arrived on the surface of the water again, gasping for breath, having swallowed quarts of saltwater, I saw a tiny board floating about half a mile away from me, going into shore.”

She assumed she was in for a long swim—but her luck held, just as it did in her books.

A young American surfer retrieved her board for her with some advice as well: “Say, sister, if I were you I wouldn’t come out surfing today. You take a nasty chance if you do. You take this board and get right into shore now.” It was no put down, just good council from an experienced surfer to a novice.

As Christie noted, “I followed his advice.”

Yet she came back the next day. And the day after that. She continued to surf every day getting better and better as she put the requisite time in.

“After starting my run, I would hoist myself carefully to my knees on the board, and then endeavor to stand up. The first six times, I came to grief.… [but] Oh, the moment of complete triumph on the day that I kept my balance and came right into shore standing upright on my board!”

“Agatha Christie is probably one of the first British ‘stand-up surfers,’ along with Edward, the Prince of Wales, who also surfed in Waikiki in 1920 and held a short reign as King Edward VIII of England before abdicating the throne to marry the love of his life American beauty Wallis Simpson,” noted researcher Peter Robinson from the Museum of British Surfing.

‘’In the early 20s very few British people were surfing and the only one we know about earlier than her, standing up, was Prince Edward,” Robinson said.

‘’It certainly shows a new aspect to her life, she clearly had a passion for the sea and was one of the first wave of new surfers,” he continued. “She was such a prolific writer that people tend to associate the image of an older lady writing books. But when she was younger she was actually a very accomplished surfer, and one of the first I know of from the UK.”

Agatha never gave up her love for surfing. There was, she wrote, “Nothing like it. Nothing like that rushing through the water at what seems to you a speed of about two hundred miles an hour… until you arrived, gently slowing down, on the beach, and foundered among the soft, flowing waves.”

There may be no more famous woman whose pursuit of adventure resulted in her becoming one of the earliest surfers of her age. But there was no mystery about what drove this astonishing woman to ride the waves. “It was,” she wrote in later years, “one of the most perfect physical pleasures that I have ever known.”
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3 Rediscovering the Supreme Pleasure


1926–1941


“So that the monotonous fall of the waves on the beach, which for the most part beat a measured and soothing tattoo to her thoughts seemed consolingly to repeat over and over again.”

—Virginia Woolf, To the Lighthouse, 1927



Waves of Glamour Hawaii Sells Surfing To Promote Tourism


At the turn of the 20th Century, Hawaii was a distant fantasy to most anyone but sailors and ship captains. Yet the allure for experiencing the romantic dream of South Sea Island adventure was irresistible. Seeing a profitable opportunity, Walter Chamberlain Peacock opened the Moana Hotel in 1901, nurturing a trickle of tourists making passage on three-masted schooners—an often uncomfortable and sometimes hazardous passage. Travelers to Hawaii who wanted to learn the secrets of the sea were taken surfing and canoeing by the Beach Boys—skilled Hawaiian water-men trained to take the inexperienced “haole” guests into the waters of Waikiki.

That trickle became a stream when the 51-passenger steamship Lurline was replaced by the 146-passenger S.S. Wilhelmina. Matson Lines opened the Royal Hawaiian Hotel in 1927 and added increasingly larger, faster liners to their Hawaiian and Pacific service.

Sensing an untapped demand, American tourism brokers promoted Hawaiian visits using exotic images of women riding waves in Hawaii. Hotel brochures, Chamber of Commerce ads, steamship line menus, and vinyl record sleeves displayed women on surfboards wearing less than conservative swimsuits. Beckoning both sexes alike, these surfing images became icons of the Hawaiian lifestyle.

The lure proved irresistible to a small but growing number of adventurous women. Most often they were affluent, but some enlisted as stewardesses on passenger ships or served as nurses, secretaries (or almost any available job) to chance a glimpse of Diamond Head, smell the plumeria-tinted air and maybe catch a wave—or at least “sunbathe” in the latest swim fashions.

Lighting the Torches of the Roaring 20s

Wading into the Pacific Ocean on a clear cold New Year’s Eve in 1926, Faye Baird was more than a little nervous. For starters she was carrying a ten foot, 110 pound redwood surfboard on her back as she entered the shoreline. There was no wetsuit to seal out the 55 degree temperature on both land and sea—only a scratchy wool bathing suit. The winter sky had darkened early and was now turning a shade of blue black.

Joining her—and already neck deep in the surf—was her partner Charlie Wright, a lifeguard from Ocean Beach just a few miles south. He was carrying two lit waterproof flares above his head trying to get as far past the shorebreak as possible to prevent the torches from getting soaked before they reached the outside lineup. In the moonlight Faye could see head-high waves rolling through on her right. But what gave her the most pause were the hundreds of people packing the Promenade, crowding the dunes. Hundreds more were following her to the water’s edge. The magisterial Mission Beach Ballroom had just been completed. For their grand opening Faye and Charlie had been hired by the owners to give a New Year’s Eve surfing demonstration for their patrons. That audience had now swelled to over a thousand people. That, she thought, is what makes me nervous.

Faye closed her eyes for a moment remembering the wave she had caught a few years before at north Pacific Beach—one that she rode all the way to shore, right through Crystal Pier. All she would think about at the time was dodging the barnacled pilings. It had thrilled her to death.

Tonight, with 1927 just a few hours away, she and Charlie Wright would attempt to paddle into one of the outside waves; she would leap onto his shoulders and raise the flares to light their dance on this aquatic stage. It was a starring role for a plucky, precocious fifteen-year-old. And she was ready for her star-turning debut.

A native San Diegan, Faye Baird learned to swim at Creelman’s Bathhouse on Fifth Avenue near the San Diego bay before she was five. She loved the water and had trained to be a distance swimmer ever since. In those days swimming was one of the sports that girls could do. As a young teenager she found she preferred the buoyancy of saltwater and soon became an accomplished competitor, a regular in the annual Silvergate Swim Classic. But then surfing got in the way. Her family moved into a cottage in Ocean Beach, and there Faye met Charlie Wright—a husky, handsome city lifeguard.

He owned a heavy redwood surfboard, and without much effort he talked her into going out on it. It was love at first ride. At least for her and the solid, ten-foot plank. Within the season she was riding waves in any conditions with ease.

She was a natural in the surf—a great swimmer, at home in the ocean, completely hooked. The bigger challenge, she found, was getting the board to and from the water. Charlie’s board was a three-inch-thick redwood. Faye learned to position it upright, lean it against her back, carry it on her shoulder blades to the water and drop it in. She most often rode solo—but she especially enjoyed tandem sessions with Charlie.

Faye Baird was more than likely the first female San Diegan to surf—and possibly one of the first in all of California. Looking back a century later, it was a remarkable achievement.

But for a girl in the Jazz Age, being a surfer hardly seemed groundbreaking—women in 1927 were wearing short skirts, bobbed hair and heavy makeup, pushing the envelope of the era’s social acceptability. Black jazz music was the rage, and the sexually implicit Charleston was the dance craze. Young “flappers” flaunted their newfound freedom in an economic boom that was louder than the Tommy-guns of the Prohibition rum runners along the nation’s beaches. Baird took little notice; surfing was simply something she loved.

Hollywood noticed, though. Young, athletic and seemingly fearless she had already received offers from the studio moguls to come under contract as a stuntwoman. Once again she was thrilled to death. Hollywood was on the horizon.

Her mother, however, was having none of it. She was not about to allow the naïve fifteen-year-old to take off for the footlights. Faye chafed, but her mother was resolute. And in the light of the “Me Too” movement of 2018, Faye’s mom may have been a lot smarter than she seemed to her daughter. Predators prey in every era.

Back on the Promenade, the Mission Beach Ballroom crowd was growing restless. They wanted to see this new-fangled surfing thing before the evening got too cold. The Ballroom’s owners were hosting a huge party, and after this publicity stunt was over, the festivities would move inside. The flappers and their consorts on the Promenade were getting chilled—and all were ready to dance.

Outside in the lineup Faye was losing body heat. “Maybe we should go in,” Charlie offered. Faye Baird brushed the idea away. She’d not spent her entire childhood swimming and two whole summers surfing to disappoint this gathering.

The crowd began to make noise. A set had appeared—a fairly big one. Not knowing how wave-riding worked they cheered for the first wave in sight. Charlie scanned the set then paddled them into the down-the-line position, nodding to indicate this was the one they would take.

Charlie paddled; Faye kept the flares from touching the water. Almost immediately the tandem team began to glide diagonally with the wave. Seconds later Faye and Charlie were standing; both hands extended upwards with the glaring red flares sparkling and smoking as they lit the riders for the crowd. Flashbulbs popped, lighting the shore like strobe lights. As they shot across the breaking wave heading straight for the pier a thousand onlookers roared their approval. Even out in the water the applause sounded loud, Faye would remember later, talking to the newspaper journalists. They rode three waves in all. The audience was ecstatic.

When they finally stepped back onto the sand Faye was shivering uncontrollably.

As the throng headed for the Ballroom, Charlie gave Faye a coat. “Maybe we should get you home,” he offered.

“Home!” That was not the plan Faye had in mind.

She knew this was a moment in Southern California history; she wanted to savor it. What she could not know was the other events this New Year 1927 would usher in: Amelia Earhart flying an airplane across the Atlantic, Virginia Wolfe writing her masterpiece To the Lighthouse, Coco Chanel reinventing global fashion and Zelda Fitzgerald embodying The Great Gatsby’s Jazz Age madness.

But Faye Baird did know one thing—she knew what she wanted to do: “I brought a change of clothes, she told Charlie. Let’s go to the party. I plan to dance the New Year in.”

Spoken like a true surfer. In any age.

Breaking the Taboos

Faye Baird, Isabel Latham and Agatha Christie were not the only change agents of their era. By the 30s American women had begun to push different limits. Hastened by the 19th Amendment to the U.S. Constitution, women won more than just the right to vote. Social norms like traveling abroad alone, wearing revealing beach attire, exhibiting overtly athletic activity and interracial marriage were still verboten on the mainland. But in Hawaii women found these activities far more acceptable. Surfing introduced scores of young men and women to the Polynesian culture. Women in the 30s became enchanted by the open, tolerant freedom Hawaiian society permitted.

While alluring, the idea of pulling up stakes to experience a culture still foreign in society’s eyes was an audacious move—and it could still risk scandal back home. None-the-less, those who did make the journey were noted, if for nothing more than their appearance in such an exotic locale.

Tom Blake, who has been credited with the invention of both the surfboard fin and surf leash, was also author of Hawaiian Surfriders, 1935, the first book strictly dedicated to surfing. His comments on the women are the most definitive observations of the era: “Among the best known at surfboard paddle racing since 1915 are Beatrice Newport, Dot Hammond, Mildred Slaight, Babe Gillespie, Olga Clark and Marchien Wehselau.” An early Outrigger Canoe Club member Wehselau—an Olympic swimmer and expert surfer—was documented riding her solid wood board in big surf at Waikiki in the early 20s.

By the early 30s, Beatrice Newport had risen to top slot among the females surfing Waikiki. “Miss Beatrice Newport was the best woman surfrider along about 1930,” wrote Blake. “Since her time no girl has come near to the mastering of surf-riding as she did except perhaps Cecily Cunha.”

Newport was appreciative of Blake’s praise, but even more enthusiastic about his newly developed hollow board, a breakthrough design that reduced surfboard weight by more than half.

“The Hollow Board,” she was quoted as saying “is delightful, fast, light and sporty to ride.”

As for Cecily Cunha, the woman mentioned as Newport’s equal, her prowess in the waves was not surprising although her story is. Her father Emanuael Cahuna arrived from the Azores on a whaling vessel in the late 1800s. He built a two-story beachfront home at the intersection of Kapahula and Kalakawa Avenues, in what is now downtown Waikiki. His daughter Cecily “was a great swimmer and surfer,” wrote her neice May Kunha Ross in 1996. “She rode old wooden boards and surfed right in front of the house.” It was hardly surprising given her own private beach with some of the best waves in the Honolulu area, that she would not rise to the top of the ranks of Hawaiian water-women.

By the mid-30s surfing had been fully revived in Hawaii. But back on the west coast, it was new and largely the province of a select few men and a handful of women. In California Mary Kerwin surfed the Hermosa Beach pier. Martha Chapin, the sister of pioneer surfer Gard Chapin—and step-aunt to the notorious 60s surf icon Miki Dora—rode the Palos Verdes Peninsula breaks with the men who founded California’s oldest surf club. Doc Ball, a pioneering photographer who documented much of the intial California surf scene, took images and notes about the women surfers of his time. Patty Godsave was a standout who, Doc Ball wrote, “used to ride tandem with one of the guys, either Pete Peterson or E.J. Oshier.”

Tandem was a popular activity for women of the 30s both in Hawaii and California. Doc Ball photographed Marion “Cookie” Cook and Ann Kresge riding tandem with male partners as well as surfing solo at San Onofre.

Californians Ethel Harrison and her brother Lorrin “Whitey” Harrison—who had discovered new surfing Meccas at Dana Point and San Onofre in 1933—succumbed to the allure of Hawaiian surf life as well.

Growing up in Corona del Mar, Ethel and Whitey started surfing in 1925. Managing to stow away to Honolulu on more than one occasion, he and Ethel eventually travelled as stylish passengers on a trans-Pacific Ocean liner in 1935. The two surfed, made friendships with the local Hawaiian surfers and saturated themselves with island beach culture. Lorrin eventually returned to California, bringing with him tikis, palm frond beach shacks, and ukulele music of Hawaii. He promptly implanted these cultural icons into the nascent surfing culture of San Onofre. Ethel, meanwhile, had fallen in love, marrying full-blooded Polynesian Joe Kukea, a descendant of Hawaiian royalty. She remained to raise a family in the 40s and become one of the finest women surfers on Oahu.

San Onofre Surfing Wahines The First Women’s Surf Club


Back in California an attractive group of fun-loving females formed the San Onofre Surfing Wahines in 1938. As the first exclusive club of women surfers they broke some taboos themselves. A scrapbook of the Wahines club—uncovered in 2020—shed new light on the previously unknown activities of women surfers in the pre-WWII era of California. The 75-page scrapbook—filled with newspaper clippings and dated journal entries—described the women’s dance parties and wild escapes at the secluded beach.

It also included photographs. A group photo by Harvey Walters identifying club members Mary Jo Best, Eleanor Roach, Jean Olsen, Irene Chovan, Helen Hughes, Marion Chovan, Dorothy Hackett, and Ruth Sizemore was dated May 15, 1938. Another image shows part of the group in an old topless Model T Ford, proudly displaying a T-shirt with their club’s name.

David F. Matuszak, author of “San Onofre: Memories of a Legendary Surfing Beach,” released a second edition, adding 50 new pages to the now 1,550-page history book about the iconic surfing beach after learning about the San Onofre Surfing Wahines. Notes in the scrapbook also describe building the first beach hut down on the sand. Matuszak confirmed the evidence: “There are pictures of these women up in the rafters, hammering away and building the first shack.”

Many of the photographs are believed to be taken by iconic surf photographer LeRoy Grannis. Although not confirmed, the scrapbook makes references to “Granny” the nickname Grannis was commonly known by. Ruth (Grannis) Sizemour was a sister of Leroy Grannis, adding probability to the supposition that he was the photographer. The San Onofre Wahines discovery was considered a major addition in documenting West Coast women’s surfing in the 30s.


Dueling Dukes Hero Duke Kahanamoku Taught Heiress Doris Duke How to Surf—and a Lot More


In the late 30s billionaire heiress Doris Duke was the world’s richest woman. Olympian Duke Kahanamoku was its most famous Hawaiian. The torrid, tragic story of these two mavericks would have made a Paramount Studios screenplay. He taught her how to surf and she taught him that being crazy wealthy could sometimes lead to becoming—well, just crazy. They were a match made in paradise—or purgatory depending on the viewpoint. Their matching height (both 6'1") matching names, and matching fame made them natural bedfellows—in more ways than one. Passionate, athletic and charismatic, both the Duke and Ms. Duke were reluctant celebrities, generous givers—and both experienced bittersweet lives.

Ardent, unrepentant surf lovers, they were romantically involved in a time when Hawaiian men did not mix with rich white society ladies—at least not in the public eye. A jazz pianist, who served a brief stint as a war correspondent, Doris was an unbridled bohemian who flaunted society’s restraints. She left the world a philanthropic legacy of 1.3 billion dollars—and a string of lovers from Rio to Washington, from Hollywood to Santo Domingo.

He left the world the gift of surfing—and a string of competitive records that held for half a century.

They were celebrated by friends: Iconic surfboard designer Dale Velzy made Doris a yellow-tinted Pig model surfboard; fashion designer Claire McCadell made her a striking two-piece striped swimsuit. John Wayne gave Duke parts in his films.

The couple surfed in front of Shangri-la her opulent mansion in Honolulu, and she threw parties inviting Duke’s brothers and friends. But the two Dukes’ relationship was far more troubled than their public personas would indicate, and their romance—as with so many beachboy-celebrity trysts—ended in misfortune.

“In July 1940, Doris gave birth to a daughter named Arden, who died one day later,” wrote eminent historian Michael Beschloss in a 2014 New York Times article. “Biographers have argued that the baby was almost certainly Kahanamoku’s.”

Three weeks after the birth—his timing perhaps provoked by dread of a public scandal—Kahanamoku married Nadine Alexander, a Cleveland-born dance teacher at the Royal Hawaiian Hotel. Doris Duke reportedly gave the newlyweds about $12,000 (now over $200,000), which they used to purchase a house not far from her own.

Like Duke himself, Doris would suffer because of who she was—scandals, rumors, more attention than she wanted. But as her biographer Sallie Bingham wrote “nothing could prevent her from seizing that moment in the Hawaiian surf—exulting in doing what she wanted, claiming her place in the world—as a figurehead, a beacon, a woman with ‘too much money, too much power and too much imagination.’ ”

Yet as liberating and idyllic as Hawaii was for many women, storm clouds were forming over Europe and Japan. These same women who had broken new ground on the beach would find even more change in the impending global conflict that shook civilization and changed women’s roles forever.

On December 7th, 1941 just minutes from Waikiki, the balmy waters of Pearl Harbor would experience the start of a cataclysm from which there was no escape. The gates of an old world order would be blown off their hinges. For women drawn to surfing, the coming World War would end up leaving the entrance to equality open wider than ever before.
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4 A New Rising Swell


1941–1950


“We cannot direct the wind, but we can adjust the sails.”

—Dolly Parton, country music icon and activist



Testing the Waters in a New Era

The cataclysm of World War II brought unprecedented upheaval to American society. Millions of women who joined the workforce for the first time discovered talents and confidence they had never known. Born from a resolute determination forged in the armament factories of the American war machine, women for the first time became full-time skilled laborers—at jobs which could not be spared for men needed in combat.

Like their male counterparts, women serving in the military passed through the California shores and on to Hawaii on their way to and from the Pacific Theater of war. They saw the beach, touched the surf and felt the magic.

Returning from service, a wind of aspiration emboldened self-confident women as they explored the changing moral codes and pushed the envelope of acceptable behavior. In the August 1950 issue of Life magazine, a large photo essay captured the nascent yet already robust surfing lifestyle at San Onofre featuring many of the women who surfed there year-round, raising their children right on the beach.

“It was a new, fabulous opportunity for women to experience a freer, more independent life,” said Stephanie Becket, whose mother was one of those San Onofre women.

Equal opportunity was still not on the radar, but smart, self-assured women seized prospects where they could. Whether in film roles, signature swimsuit lines, stunt work, tandem competition or sheer power surfing, the plucky 40s and 50s women took full advantage of the chance to experience their emerging newfound freedom.

A new rising swell was sweeping into the country’s landscape. In the coming decade it would transform the culture of surfing—and of America itself. And trailblazing women waveriders would help pave the way.


Mary Ann Hawkins The 20th Century’s First Female Superstar Her Last Ride


On a beautiful April morning in 1983 Mary Ann Hawkins paddled out to surf for her last time. Alone. She was not ending her storied career or commemorating one of her competitive triumphs. Surfing’s first superstar was not performing as a stunt-double for megastars like Elizabeth Taylor in Giant or Shirley Jones in Oklahoma as she had in many films of the past. She was not celebrating the anniversary of her 1938 feature in Life magazine, or her record-breaking 880 meter race in the 1933 Swimming and Diving Championships.

Entering the water from in front of her beachfront Mokuleia home on the far western corner of Oahu’s North Shore, sixty-three-year-old Mary Ann Hawkins was beginning her final surf session to memorialize one of her greatest losses—one which all her triumphs could not salve.

Hawkins had certainly garnered enough achievements in her lifetime. Regarded as the undisputed standout woman surfer of her era, between 1935 and 1941 Mary Ann won every surfing and paddling event she entered. In 1936 at the first-ever all-female paddleboard race Hawkins finished first. On the same day she won the half-mile swim. Those impressive victories were simply sequels to her honors for all around swimming and diving: 37 first-place ribbons were draped on her parent’s mantel piece. Personable, talented and tough, she was also gifted with possessing “the figure and looks of a movie star” with “grace personified in the water.” Nonetheless she was no child prodigy; Hawkins had been a sickly youngster and had spent decades in the water fighting for every hard-earned success.

On that last day as she paddled out for the last time Hawkins’ grief did not come from a disappointing competitive result. Despite “breaking records for breaking records,” not all her challenges could be overcome with talent, courage and determination. Some were tragedies beyond individual control. While Mary Ann Hawkins may have been the supreme surfing female of her generation her life would suffer the greatest heartbreak a woman can endure—twice.

A Pre-ordained Destiny Meets an Irresistible Force

Her childhood was idyllic enough: born in Pasadena in 1919, Mary Ann was winning trophies for swimming and diving with the Pasadena Swimming Club by the age of ten. At fifteen, she set a new record for the AAU 880-yard freestyle and became the Junior National Half-Mile Open Champion. A gifted swimmer with Olympic-level skills, Hawkins’ road to a successful swimming career seemed almost pre-ordained.

But a glimpse of Duke Kahanamoku was all it took to detour Mary Ann onto the wave-riding path whose ultimate destination would make her the first great 20th Century water-woman: “I was about 10 when I saw Duke in the pool in Pasadena,” Hawkins remembered. “He was this big, beautiful Hawaiian man, making bubbling noises with his mouth and making everyone laugh. Duke would have been around thirty-three. He fascinated me and I’ll never forget the first time I saw him.”

In 1934 Mary Ann competed with the Ambassador Hotel Swim Team in an 880-yard paddleboard race and won—against men. That same year, her family bought a home in Costa Mesa, near Newport Beach—a gathering spot for early California boardriders.

“The first surfers I saw at the Corona del Mar jetty were Gene ‘Tarzan’ Smith, Lorrin ‘Whitey’ Harrison and Preston ‘Pete’ Peterson—all great surfers. I fell so in love with surfing and bodysurfing, I never really swam my best from that time on.”

One of Mary’s contemporaries—and an excellent surfer herself—was Pete Peterson’s wife Alice Peterson. Her daughter Lisa Peterson is the second in a three generation lineage of exemplary surfing women along with her daughter Elsie. Lisa’s father Pete Peterson was the male equivalent of Mary Ann Hawkins: the most dominate surfing figure of his era. Lisa—who visited San Onofre faithfully every summer and surfed every rideable day—remembered a story her mother Alice told her when she was a small child. “There was a contest with only men that Mary Ann decided to enter. When Mary Ann was told women couldn’t compete with the men she responded: ‘Yes we can!’ ”

Mary entered the competition and—like many subsequent events—beat the men handily. “This was a woman with plenty of grace,” Peterson remarked, “but she was not to be daunted by fools—of any gender.”

Hawkins’ stay at Costa Mesa and as a regular at Corona del Mar was brief; she and her mother moved to Santa Monica in 1935. Now—immersed in the world of wave-riding—she got her own board—almost unheard of for a woman in the mid-30s. Although part of the beach scene, few took to riding other than tandem. The weight of surfboards was considerable; they had to be literally dragged up and down the trail at places like Palos Verdes Cove. At the time, Hawkins probably weighed less than her surfboard. Surfing in Santa Monica, she fell in with a group that included Bud Morrissey, Hoppy Swarts, Leroy Grannis, Barney Wilkes, Tulie Clark and E.J. Oshier—all future surf legends—and her surfing improved.

Her first marriage was to one of those legends, surfer/shaper Bud Morrissey. They had a daughter, Kathy, but family life did not deter her drive to be the ultimate water-woman.

In 1939, Hawkins “was invited to compete in the 1939 Duke Kahanamoku Swim Meet in Honolulu.” It was a big jump at eighteen, but she took the steamship ride to the Hawaiian Islands and competed in the Pacific Aquatic Festival. She won the women’s half-mile and the 880-yard and broke a record in the 220-yard. More importantly for her, however, was the chance to surf Queens and meet Duke Kahanamoku, who had inspired her as a young girl. “My very favorite surf spot in all this world is Canoe Surf in Waikiki,” Mary Ann declared many years later. “In 1939, when I was over there, Duke helped me in every way. He’d always have me get to his right, he’d coach me.… Duke and his brother and I were a team together. He picked me to team with him, to surf against the Australians.” That surfing competition was cancelled, but Hawkins came home with her most cherished memento: a photo of her shaking hands with Duke.

Fame and Fate

She won the Pacific Coast Women’s Surfboard Championships in 1938, 1939 and 1940, dominating the competition. Life and Argosy magazines featured her girl-next-door good looks in articles, which in turn opened doors in Hollywood. She stunt-doubled for Esther Williams in Million Dollar Mermaid and Dorothy Lamour in Beyond the Blue Horizon. She even broke her ankle jumping from a burning haystack for Shirley Jones in Oklahoma.

After World War II, Hawkins became a regular at Malibu, riding a custom board made by the area’s preeminent shaper, Joe Quigg. “I absolutely loved it,” she recalled, “and that board seemed to pick up waves all on its own. Unfortunately that board was stolen.… Then I had Velzy make me a board.”

Her surfing life continued to succeed unabated; her married life less so. By the late 40s her first marriage to Bud Morrissey had ended.

Like Elizabeth Taylor the movie star she doubled for in films, Hawkins married a number of times. And like Taylor, the one she seemed most fond of would come to a sudden, tragic end.

In 1950 she married a water-man named Don McGuire. That marriage produced a son, Rusty, and appeared to be as perfect a match as her friends had seen.

But all too shortly her world came crashing down when McGuire—while boating to Catalina Island with a Hollywood stuntman named Paul Stader—drowned. The boat foundered about 10 miles off Catalina. Stader made it to safety, but McGuire did not, leaving Hawkins with two children, one an infant.


A Hopeful New Start in Hawaii

In 1955 Hawkins married Fred Sears, a movie director with a long, respectable string of credits including the first rock and roll picture Rock Around the Clock. Her marriage with Fred Sears was short. A year after the marriage ceremony, they split. Hawkins was once again a single mother of two: Rusty McGuire and Kathy Morrissey. She moved the family to Hawaii in 1956 to work on another movie.

“She befriended Henry Kaiser who owned what would become the Hilton Hawaiian Village,” recalled Robin Grigg, one of the most accomplished water-women of the 50s, and one of many surfers influenced heavily by Hawkins’ earlier breakthrough success and style.

“Mary Ann surfed Canoes as much as possible,” Grigg continued, “and was hired to do a water show at the Hilton Hawaiian Village during a time when air travel was opening the Hawaiian Islands up as a world-renowned vacation spot.”

Hawkins also performed water ballet in an underwater swimming show at the Reef Hotel in 1960. The performances often featured special appearances by her friend Esther Williams, beachboy Sam Kahanamoku and the legendary father of surfing, Duke Kahanamoku.

“Kaiser built her a special pool that was only two or three feet deep and was heated to 90 degrees,” explained Robin Grigg, who moved to Hawaii with Hawkins that same year. “Mary Ann began teaching swim classes at Kaiser’s hotel and she specialized in teaching very young babies to swim.”

A Lasting Legacy

For thirty years, from 1956 to 1986, the Mary Ann Sears Swim School in Waikiki instructed thousands of babies to hold their breath while swimming under water and breathe on the surface. Comfort in the water came naturally to Hawkins but she believed this affinity was natural to all humans, and she proved it by taking children as young as six weeks old from the bottom of the pool to the top and teaching them what she believed they already instinctively knew how to do.

Hawkins’s baby swimming technique was (in its early stages) quite controversial. The National YWCA, the American Medical Association and the American Academy of Pediatrics all thought her practices with babies less than three years old would lead to ear infections, water intoxication and other viral infections. Their fears were never borne out by the reality and Hawkins perseverance prevailed. Slowly, over the years, her work with children drew the attention of writers both in Hawaii and nationally. She was credited with developing a whole new advance in swimming development. An entire generation of swimmers had been taught her techniques right there in Waikiki.

“Who knows how many lives Mary Ann saved,” pondered surf writer Ben Marcus, “and who knows how many future surfers—known and unknown—she introduced to the ways of the water?” More than a few it appears.

“I took a class as a child, recalled Dale Hope, a Hawaiian legend who as a toddler learned to swim at Hawkins’ side. “She changed the way people related to the water.”

“She was our neighbor back when I was a child,” remembered Patti Paniccia, another surfer who grew up to compete professionally as an adult. “Everyone knew she was a magical swim teacher.”

Hawkins’ personal life was going well too. Her son Rusty and daughter Kathy had grown into successful adults. Rusty, like his father, was a water-man working on boats. Hawkins remarried, this time to Jack Midkiff. They moved to a beach house on the northern part of Oahu at Mokule’ia, living happily for seven years.

Then tragedy struck again—and in almost exactly the same way it had the first time. Her son Rusty McGuire who—like his father before him—died in the water, drowning in a tugboat accident in Alaska.

Bereft, Hawkins decided the best way to help heal the pain was to do what she loved the most—and what they loved doing together. When she began that final paddled out from the beach house at Mokule’ia she was saying goodbye—a surfer’s fond farewell.

“The last time I surfed was to remember Rusty,” Hawkins’ confided. “I just felt that if I got out in the water again maybe I’d be closer to him, closer to God, because Rusty hadn’t yet been found.… It was so lonely, because quite often Rusty and I had boogie boarded out there. So that was actually the last [time].… I was ever on a board, and when I caught a wave, I didn’t stand up because I wasn’t in condition anymore to do that.”

Mary Ann Hawkins lived another ten years. Despite tragedy and tumult, she earned the legacy of surfing’s first female superstar and led a paradigm leap in water safety.

Her memorial, held at the ultra-respected Outrigger Canoe Club, was attended by hundreds and eulogized by every newspaper columnist in the Islands.

Unquestionably the greatest female surfer in the first half of the 20th Century, Hawkins’s achievements and influence were cherished by a generation of women who followed her. But her most important statement—the image of that last ride to shore—may be her most memorable.


A Calm Between Two Storms After the Bang; Before the Boom


In the 40s Hawaii saw a new set of women surfers, many introduced at the venerated Outrigger Canoe Club. After four years of world war, the nation was aching for fun and relaxation. Surfing was an elixir. Waikiki was a welcome, familiar venue. Nearly forty years after its founding, the Outrigger would again be a center for women’s surfing.

Pat Honl, Anita and Doris Berg, Helen Haxton, and Pat Barker were considered the best young waveriders caught in the spell of Hawaii and surfing. In a 1998 Outrigger Canoe Club oral history session Pat Barker talked about teaching Humphrey Bogart to catch swells in front of the Royal Hawaiian hotel where she worked. “Not much of a surfer but he was the nicest man!”

Working was just a means to an end, though. Evidently, even back in the 40s the “surf virus” was a common excuse for ditching your job to ride waves: “Every time the surf was up “all of us knew what was going to happen: ‘Sorry, I’m sick today!’ ” Pat Barker laughed “When the surfs up, forget going to work. Lord, that was fun.”

There were many others: Eva Hunter, Gwen Davis and Yvonne “Blondie” Boyd could be found sampling the breaks from Queens to Populars, but their appearance was not an everyday commitment. Keanuinui Kekai’s was. Unquestionably one of the most outstanding Hawaiian woman surfers of the era, she married Rabbit Kekai, one of the greatest beachboy surfers of Waikiki. Rising to prominence in the post-World War II period, Keanuinui remained a top talent well after she remarried to another noted surfer of the time, Dave Rochlen, an early giant in the surf clothing industry.

“Keanuinui Rochlen was one of surfing’s little-known treasures,” wrote Sam George for Surfer magazine in 1999, “emerging as one of the hottest female surfers and all-around water-persons in Waikiki. Keanuinui excelled in all the traditional beachboy arts. She became one of the top steersmen competing in Hawaiian long-distance outrigger races.” Other regulars included Ivanelle Mountcastle, Pam Anderson, and Jane Wiley, all outstanding riders.

The post WWII era also saw big changes in surfboard design—and the women of Waikiki were among the first adaptors. In 1948 Anita Berg received a “surfboard of my own for my sixteenth birthday… it looked like a big wooden spoon in shape. I think it was Richard Willett of Waikiki Surf Club that shaped it down and made it a really fast board. It was 11'6".”

Joe Quigg, one of California’s preeminent shapers of the 40s, brought the first fiberglass-sealed balsa surfboards on a 1947 trip to Hawaii. It was state-of-the-art equipment at the time, half the weight of other boards. The first Hawaiian to own one was Pat Honl, whose Outrigger Canoe Club nickname was “surfer girl.”

Helen Haxton went from a very heavy redwood plank in 1945, to a big hollow board about twelve feet long in 1948. Her later board would be a balsa-fiberglass, nine-foot board that “came into style from the Tarzan film, starring Johnny Sheffield (‘Boy’). He brought the spoon-shaped balsa board from California and ours were patterned after it but shaped in a modern sleek way.” Returning to the beach with these huge 80-pound hollow boards, they would undo the metal plug to drain the water as they carried them the 50 yards to the locker.

“If a woman wanted to be treated with respect and surf where the waves were larger, invading the space where the guys surfed, they had to know how to surf, follow the rules and be able to carry their own boards down to the ocean. Doris Berg explained. “We refused to be considered a bunch of wimps, so we always carried our own boards.”

Pam Anderson was apparently no wimp—she told the Outrigger Canoe Club that only a handful of the girls surfed really big waves, which included her surf pals Pat Honl and Pam Barker. But the girls who rode the really big stuff were Ethel Kukea and Vi Makua. Their time for glory would be coming.

Nearly everyone who surfed the beaches of Hawaii remembered this as a special time—after the world war ended, before the deluge of tourism truly began.

“I went to work for United Airlines in San Francisco and they eventually transferred me back, so I worked in the United office right outside the Outrigger Canoe Club,” Pam Barker laughed. “I was able to spend my lunch hour surfing. It was just great. I was very fortunate.”

Years after her surfing adventures Helen Haxton often found herself yearning for the “good old days” at the ‘old’ Outrigger site.

“The surf was right there in front of you (Canoes and Queens) and one could spend the whole day out there having the time of one’s life. Surf in the morning… come in for lunch… and surf again until dark.”
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5 Wahine Wanderlust Adventurers of the 50s


1949–1959

Just Add Water

The 50s proved an inescapable fact: the nectar of surfing was irresistible. The seed that spread from Hawaii germinated wherever passionate waveriders carried it. Surf enthusiasts grew like spring wildflowers and traveled like dried food—the common requirement was “just add water.”

Wave-riding blossomed in the most unlikely places: Near the mouth of the Necanicum River in Oregon circa 1940, there are authenticated photographs of a woman identified as Geraldine Mathis being pulled along on her surfboard by a car driven along the smooth hard sand.

In Cornwall, on England’s west coast Betty Hunt led the British beach lovers to try wave-riding very early on with enthusiasts Marylyn Ridge, Lyn Connelly and Dee Delaney following suit. In Peru, the sport took root within the robust beach culture of the upper class. Despite shark danger South Africans flocked to the surf along its coast. And in Australia’s predominately coastal population, an entire beach lifestyle bloomed—from Sydney north to the Gold Coast and south to Victoria.

But nowhere was the attraction stronger than in the birthplace itself: Hawaii, and then California by proxy. Locals, transplants and visitors alike were caught up in surfing’s sheer delight—what the first observers described as “the ultimate pleasure.”

Freed from the provincial constraints of previous generations, women caught the new rising swell and were carried across the globe.

Climbing Kilimanjaro and Surfing Jeffreys Bay

Examples were everywhere: Native Californian Donna Matson was the first woman to climb Kilimanjaro and surf Jeffreys Bay, South Africa’s premier point wave. She didn’t consider herself to be a good surfer, she “just liked it” well enough to end up surfing all over the world—including Hawaii before it became a state. While on South African assignment in the mid-50s, she saw the waves at Jeffrey’s Bay and inquired if she could rent a board. The locals pointed to the nets out in the ocean, told her there were sharks out there. While declining to rent her a board, the local surfers did take her out to surf tandem—encouraging her to surf, refusing to permit her to go out alone.

Matson traveled extensively in Africa, South America, Asia, the Middle East, and Europe. As the first American woman to climb Mt. Kilimanjaro, she hiked and snow-skied on five continents, working as an elementary school teacher, a global oceanic research diver and as an adventure cinematographer—at one point spending eight months lugging heavy camera gear around to do a story on Machu Picchu in Peru.

Peru: A Hawaiian Safari to South America

Even in Peru women had a hand in introducing surfing. The first foam board reached Peru in March of 1957. Betty Heldreich, Ethel Kukea and Ann Lamont brought it as a gift for Carlos Reyy Lama who was hosting his Hawaiian friends.

Betty Heldreich, who had been surfing for years at Makaha, first met Peruvian surfer and renown playboy Carlos Dogny when he had judged the Makaha International in 1956, the third year of the event and first year women had been welcomed to compete. “Incredibly 110 contestants signed up,” Heldreich’s daughter Vicky wrote in Wave Woman, her beautiful memoir of her mother Betty.

“Between eight and ten thousand spectators flocked to Makaha on January 15 and 22, 1956. There were no hotels of any sort on the West Side, but people camped on the beach. Her mother Betty entered the contest along with friend Ethel Kukea who had come over years earlier with her brother Lorin ‘Whitey’ Harrison. Whitey (a name given to him by his Hawaiian friends) had returned to share the gift of aloha culture with the Southern California surf world, Ethel had married and made a life in Hawaii.

Betty Heldreich and Ethel Kukea were two of the best waveriders in the early 50s Hawaii scene. They entered the Makaha International contest “Women’s Surfboard Riding” division—along with several dozen other competitors—including Violet Makua, Joan Kalahiki, Esther Kalama and Christy Donaldson. Even legendary icon Mary Ann Hawkins, and Cynthia Hemmings (the sister of future world champ Fred Hemmings) registered to compete. Few in number, these women were nonetheless all outstanding athletes.

But with their competitive spirit in high gear Ethel and Betty took first and second in the event.

Carlos Dogny, who was there to judge the Makaha International, took notice. Vicky Heldreich wrote “He was impressed with the women he saw surfing in the big powerful waves in Makaha. Back in Peru he convinced his fellow Club Waikiki members that they should bring surfing women to Miraflores to stir interest among the women of Peru.”

Dogny was, for 50s Hawaii, quite a swashbuckling character. Vicky Heldreich described Dogny in her memoir as “The son of a French army colonel and a Peruvian sugarcane heiress, who had learned to surf under the tutelage of Duke Kahanamoku during a 1938 visit to Waikiki.”

Dogny invited Heldreich and Kukea along with the other winners of the Makaha event to form a team and surf in the 1957 World Contest in Lima. The team would spend a month in Peru; Betty had to promise her daughter Vicky that she would bring her on the next visit to South America—with the condition that Vicky would win the Makaha Championship the following year. She was not the only one who would feel the pressure to perform. The entire Hawaiian team was nervous about an international event in a distant spot they had never surfed. They were front page Island news; expectations were high.

The Hawaiians boarded a Pan American Airways flight, arrived amid national fanfare in Peru and were wined and dined by Lima’ elite social class.

The reigning Peruvian surf princess of that era was Sonia Barreda, a statuesque surfer of power and grace. Considered the first great female surfer in Peru, she did most of her surfing in the 50s. In later years her two children Gordo and Flaco would become among Peru’s most notable surfers.

As with the visiting surfers in years to come the connection was immediate and enduring.

“In Peru we were treated like royalty—lots of wonderful, lavish parties,” Heldreich remembered. “But the surfing conditions were very challenging: Ethel, Rabbit and I were out at least a half-mile from shore, and the wind was behind the waves. There was no sand on the beach, only these big rocks, so they placed spotters on the shore to catch the boards and protect them from being dashed to pieces.”

The event was an international sensation carried on news broadcasts as far away as Australia and Europe. When the contest was over it was Heldreich who took home the three-foot silver trophy and had vivid recollections of the trip: “Ethel was actually the better surfer,” she told California Surf Museum historian Jane Schmauss. “I was just lucky, I got the best waves when we were out there”


Makaha Matriarchs

Returning to Oahu, Heldreich and her daughters Vicky and Gloria lived on the beach while they built their pre-fab home on the Makaha beachfront lot she had purchased the year before. It was at Makaha that she met a young Rell Sunn.

“After I would wipe out, my board would go all the way in,” recalled Heldreich, “and by the time I swam to shore, Sunn often had my board and was playing around in the shorebreak. She was a beautiful little girl, and I knew she’d be a good surfer.”

Ethel Kukea and Betty Heldreich were surrounded with a group of early women who loved surfing. They included Keala Stubbard. Del Wong, Jane Kaopuiki, Marge Phillips, Joan Kalahiki, Christie Danials and Mozelle Angel. Mozelle was married to legendary surfer, diver and fisherman Jose Angel, and she was no slouch in the water herself. The stretch of breaks west of Sunset Point were cheaper than housing in Haleiwa and they had a house right on Pipeline. They surfed all along the breaks from Rocky Point to Rockpile in the late 50s, on a largely empty beach.

Mozelle Angel’s good friend Anona Naone Napoleon was another of the early pioneers of North Shore surfing in Hawaii, By the time she was 18 she was trying to qualify for the 1960 Rome Olympics in the two person kayak event. Married to the legendary Nappy Napoleon, one of the original beachboys, she was an expert in surfing, paddling and—obviously—two man kayak. Along with two other women in 1954 she gained respect for being the first women to paddle the Kaiwi Channel—a grueling 41-mile stretch of open ocean separating the Hawaiian Islands of Molokai and Oahu—considered the pinnacle of long-distance Hawaiian outrigger canoe racing. A noted educator and committed historian, she developed teaching methods specific to Hawaiian students.

Napoleon remembered surfing breaks the length of the North Shore in the late 50s, including Waimea.

But it was Ethel Harrison Kukea who would end up the most influential of the early women surf pioneers, coming from one of the most prominent early California families and marrying into one of the most prominent Hawaiian surf families.

Her brother Lorrin “Whitey” Harrison had met Hawaiian Joe Kukea during Whitey’s first trip to the Islands. A full-blooded Polynesian and direct descendant from Hawaiian royalty, Joe Kukea had the good looks and regal bearing of a chieftain. Ethel, also tall, regal and athletically gifted, fell for Joe soon after she arrived in the Islands.

“Joe and Ethel were pen pals in the 30s. It was popular to have a pen pal those years,” Whitey’s daughter Rosie Harrison wrote in Let’s Go, Let’s Go, a biography of her father. “After he and Ethel had corresponded so many years it was as though they were in love almost before they actually met.” Ethel’s parents were apparently not supportive.

“I’m not sure that her mother ever forgave her for running away to marry Joe,” daughter Rosie wrote. “But, I can’t imagine two people more beautifully suited to each other.”

“Having already learned to surf in California,” wrote surf historian and former Surfer magazine editor Sam George, “Ethel Harrison married into Oahu’s surf-centric Kukea family and became the dominant figure in Hawaiian women’s surfing during the late 50s. Ethel is perhaps competitive surfing’s earliest female role model, winning back-to-back Makaha International contests, considered then to be the sport’s world championship.”

It was Ethel’s innate charm and natural leadership that got women into the event to begin with. The Makaha International Surfing Championship was the largest contest in the 50s, but there was no women’s division. Ethel gathered six enthusiastic contestants then approached the officials pleading for a chance to compete in the 1955 event. The judges acquiesced to her quiet strength and irresistible smile. Ethel made the finals and went on to be a three-time champion.

Strength was a trademark characteristic in these pioneering surfers. Physical strength to compete against men, emotional strength to deal with the many challenges and mental strength to out-think their male counterparts. And there was no stronger woman in the rising swell of the late 50s than Marge Calhoun.

Santa Cruz Matriarchs

While Marge Calhoun wore the crown of the surf kingdom, surfing capitals sprung up in each region where aficionados gathered to enjoy the burgeoning sport. La Jolla, San Onofre, Malibu, Santa Barbara and Santa Cruz all established their own close-knit enclaves. Women were part of each community.

Shirley Templeman and Pat Fassio were two of the earliest to surf Santa Cruz. Fassio (whose maiden name was Collins) was born in Santa Cruz in 1925—just five years after women gained the right to vote and nearly half a century before the Title IX act revolutionized women’s sports. One of only two women surfing with Santa Cruz club members in 1941, Fassio would borrow their boards to ride at Cowell Beach.

A decade later Rosemari Rice and Earlyne Colfer were surfing Cowell’s and Steamer Lane—popular Santa Cruz surf spots—before crowds, before wetsuits and leashes, when boards were hard and heavy.

As a teenager in the late 50s, Colfer remembered swimming hundreds of yards in the chilled water for a lost board.

“I would get out of the water so cold I’d go into my Volkswagen and turn on the heater full-blast, and then go home and take a warm shower until the hot water ran out,” Colfer said.

Rice remembered having to fight for respect in a male-dominated sport. Out-of-towners gave her the stink eye when they saw a female surfing their local break. But Rice wouldn’t stand for any nonsense. She played as hard as the boys.

She recalled one run-in at the Hook—near 41st Avenue in Capitola: “I had these young kids who just kept dropping in front of me. ‘These kids just keep burning me,’ ” she told her husband and board shaper Johnny Rice. “He looked at me and said, ‘Well, run them over, then,’ and that’s what I did. And I’ve got the skid marks to prove it.”

Malibu Matriarchs

Of all the women who surfed around Malibu during the 50s, one of the best was Shelley Merrick. Nicknamed the ‘Latigo Girl’ her family moved to Malibu from Texas in 1946, where she grew up in front of a mostly-private right point at Latigo Shores, taking her first ride on a big redwood board when she was only ten years old. She never stopped for the next sixty years.

Access to those uncrowded waves in the late 50s, coupled with ongoing surfboard innovations propelled Merrick into the 60s contest circuit where she became the second woman on the Dewey Weber Surf Team, competing in the West Coast and United States Championships at Huntington Beach.

Moving to Savannah in 2002 she worked as the Coordinator of Special Events at Armstrong State University. Still surfing until her passing in January of 2015, she was a longtime Surfrider Foundation activist and educator, dedicated to teaching young students about the ocean and its importance to the planet.

Another early standout who moved away was Margo Scotton—but not before she met a movie star. Born in Long Beach, California in 1948, she started surfing at age eight in the South Bay of Los Angles riding waves in Redondo, Hermosa and Manhattan Beach.

Scotton’s fondest memory was of beloved 40s character actor Andy Divine (best remembered for playing cowboy Roy Rogers’ sidekick) presenting her trophy for second place in a 1959 event in San Clemente when she was just eleven.

Her description of the beloved film star was “that very large man, Jingles, on the western TV show.” Scotton recalled that Joyce Hoffman won the contest—as usual. “Whenever she was in Southern California I always got second—she was so fast at getting to the next wave.” Scotton moved to Santa Fe, New Mexico in the mid-80s.


San Onofre Matriarchs

When using the tin outhouses and cooking on open beach fires were considered luxuries by women at San Onofre, Gwen “Honey Babe” Waters was riding waves there. Demure in appearance, Waters’ vivaciousness was on full display in the early 50s—hunched on her kneeboard, a tightly-reserved feminine coil that sprang free upon contact with swells.

Another accomplished surfer who could be found performing the hula for every special occasion and teaching Sunday School on the bluff above the break at Old Man’s, Liz Irwin was an icon at San Onofre for more than six decades. She and her husband Jim were a cornerstone of the San Onofre Surf Club, spending countless hours on the beach in the early days of the Club. In the 50s. “She was the Duchess of San Onofre,” said Stephanie Becket, who was in her Sunday School classes as a child. “An eternal icon.”

These women were the embodiment of Hawaii’s care-free surf culture. They were an elixir to western women yearning to break free from the constricting corsets of 50s status quo. It offered a powerful opportunity to expand athleticism, adventure and attitude in an exciting new way. If a women’s place was in the home, these audacious women found themselves most at home in the inviting waves of San Onofre, Sydney, Santa Monica and Waikiki.
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6 Hollywood Malibu Magic


Marilyn Monroe Rides the Wild Surf, a Pack of Feisty Females Claim Malibu, and a Surfboard Made for a Film Starlet Starts a Design Revolution

1945–1958


“I have learned over the years that when one’s mind is made up, this diminishes fear; knowing what must be done does away with fear.”

—Rosa Parks



Cashing in the Malibu Chip

Les Williams was in a hurry. Rushing to catch some late afternoon waves at Malibu, he had skipped the last hour of work to add time to his surf session. Arriving in the parking lot, he could see the swell running across the cobbled beach and the light wind catching the face. As he leapt out of his car, he suddenly realized he had forgotten the one thing he needed most—his surfboard. He knew most of the surfers would already be out in the water, but as he hustled onto the sand his eye caught Darrylin Zanuck sitting at first point with her board in tow.

Williams knew her surfboard was a smaller balsa board built for a girl.

But he was desperate. Cajoling Darrylin into letting him borrow it, he paddled out into the line-up. The very first ride was a revelation.

“I’d never experienced anything like the sensation it produced,” Williams told me in an interview in 2004. “It was so light, so responsive; it was like riding a magic carpet. Before the session was over, I was running circles around the rest of the crew!”

His first reaction was to stride onto the beach and demand why Darrylin had never let him ride this miracle before?”

“It’s a girl’s board,” she replied. “You never asked.” Williams went straight to shaper Joe Quigg and asked to try one. Quigg had just finished a board for his girlfriend and soon to be wife Agnes. Both he and Matt Kivlin (the two pre-eminent Malibu shapers of the era) had been shaping lighter, shorter boards for their girlfriends for some time.

Darrylin Zanuck, who had stolen actor and surfer Tommy Zahn away from Marilyn Monroe, surfed regularly at Malibu. At Zahn’s request Joe Quigg created a surfboard for her. Traditional design called for a redwood-balsa plank—heavy and un-maneuverable. Quigg fashioned a balsa board covered in fiberglass and resin. Shorter, lighter, and—equally important—it fit in the back of Ms. Zanuck’s chic Chrysler convertible.

“She was really the first girl to buy a surfboard and buy a convertible and stick the surfboard in the back and drive up to Malibu and drive up and down the coast and learn to surf,” Quigg recalled. He dubbed the board the “Easy Rider,” but it has gone down in history as the “Darrylin.”

Williams claimed to be the first to discover the inherent properties that made these boards perform, but it didn’t take long for the secret to be uncovered. Suddenly, the boards that were being built for the female surfers were being “borrowed,” and the girls found it tougher and tougher to get their own boards back. The “Malibu Chip,” a board that revolutionized surfing, had been launched.

“That board,” commented master board builder Joe Quigg, “busted the whole surfing thing wide open. That unique shape allowed for bottom- and top-turns that held closer to the curl. The surfer was where he or she needed to be in the wave.”

The performance properties of shortboards that transformed the sport were discovered when men tried riding boards shaped for women.

Inadvertently, women had requested an innovation that became one of the most important design developments in the history of wave-riding equipment.

The Actors Studio

As an early epicenter of surfing, Malibu—with its perfect, gentle peeling waves and beautiful shoreline—was a magnet for surfers, actors, dreamers and occasionally, desperados. Proximity to an urban metropolis and Hollywood’s film-making industry, Malibu’s secluded location quickly became a haven for the surfing set and the movie crowd. The heady mix of bohemian freedom and media-soaked fantasy provided a gathering spot close enough to Hollywood for actors to drive to work. For those who wanted to surf it was the perfect actors studio. Television actor James Arness of Gunsmoke fame, Hemmingway’s screenwriter Peter Viertel, and even Marilyn Monroe—when she was still Norma Jean Baker—were regulars in the surf. Mary Ann Hawkins, 40s surfing superstar, now earning frequent roles as a stunt woman, moved to Malibu to be near her work.

“I used to surf with Peter Lawford, Debbie Reynolds and Robin Grigg,” Hawkins, daughter Kathy remembered. “They were my babysitters on the beach while my mom was working in Hollywood.”

The rest of the nation was not as idyllic as Malibu. In Montgomery, Alabama, Rosa Parks refused to give up her seat on the bus to a white man. Interracial couple Richard and Mildred Loving had to marry secretly, breaking Virginia’s racial laws.

Racism and misogyny were only marginally better in California. Los Angeles had an after dark curfew for Black people in white neighborhoods. Hollywood film and recording studios employed the “casting couch” a blatant form of male power abuse, the cover charge for entrance into the entertainment business.

Nonetheless, actresses and vocalists offered hope by portraying strong roles—or singing about them. Hard experience only encouraged more determined efforts to attain dreams that were now substantially more visible.

Actress Lucille Ball created and starred in I Love Lucy—a revolutionary television comedy that was the number one series from 1951 to 1957. The first woman entertainer to co-own her own show’s production company with her husband, she created the template that all sitcoms continued to follow.
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