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In 1966, we searched for waves throughout all of South America. In Argentina, we hired an old man and his panel truck to drive us everywhere, becoming the first surfers to ride waves in that vast, incredibly varied country.
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Billy Hamilton at Whispering Sands, Kauai, 1966. This is my favorite surfing shot of all time. One of Laguna’s finest artists, Ken Auster, put the scene to paint, he loved it so much. Billy’s story: “Mark Martinson and I were the only surfers out. Seconds after this photo was taken, I turned to see Mark, his head streaming blood, ten feet away. His board had opened a one-and-a-half-inch wound. We raced to the nearby Waimea Clinic and got him stitched up.”







Dedicated to the mentors who ignited my stoke for filmmaking: Jim Freeman, John Severson, Bruce Brown, Bud Browne, Stanley Kubrick, and my father.
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In 2015, one of the world’s best mountaineers, Conrad Anker, tests the ice at Michigan’s Pictured Rocks National Lakeshore as we capture nature’s beauty in 3D with the 400-pound IMAX Solido, the most sophisticated camera ever engineered.
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In 1959, I began producing films. It was my hobby. I photographed my friends surfing. From that start, I moved on to producing films with giant IMAX cameras of friends like world champion hang glider Bob Wills.






Preface


    Life changed for me on the day I turned 13. My parents had handed me a birthday present that would fire up my imagination and lead me o on a lifetime of adventures filled with challenges, tragedy, heartache, and triumph. I unwrapped a priceless gift that day: a plastic Kodak movie camera. For a 13-year-old, it was like a key to open many doors to both creativity and fun.

As the child of native Californians who were later called “the greatest generation,” I found myself in the perfect place at the perfect time. Growing up in the aftermath of World War II presented a unique opportunity. The times were characterized by a rising tide of optimism. Even so, when I received that 8-millimeter camera, few kids my age were thinking about a career in film. Back then, my friends thought I was strange. These days, thanks to Steven Spielberg and George Lucas, not to mention the high-definition cameras built into our cell phones, every kid can dream of becoming a filmmaker.

Over the years, I’ve developed a unique understanding of what works and what doesn’t when it comes to telling stories in film. The underpinnings of that understanding were the experiences and lessons I learned from Jim Freeman, Stanley Kubrick, and my dad, the three mentors who are largely responsible for MacGillivray Freeman Films becoming the only documentary film company to earn more than $1 billion in box office revenues.

Sixty films later, I’m surrounded by great and true friends who for years have urged me to write about the most memorable challenges of my career. One of those friends was Brad Washburn, director emeritus of the Museum of Science in Boston, who encouraged me to make our hit film Everest. During an early research meeting, he toasted us by quoting Goethe:


What you can do, or dream you can, begin it;

Boldness has genius, power, and magic in it.



After that meeting, we boldly accepted the risks of making Everest. And now I am taking another bold and somewhat presumptuous step in offering these stories to fellow surfers, filmmakers, adventurers, and insomniacs. Join me and others who were part of what I call the “luckiest generation,” as we relive the incredible adventures that came my way via the world of surfing, Hollywood, the natural wonders of our planet, and the amazing IMAX® film format.
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Getting held underwater by a huge wave is called by surfers "the spin cycle."






PROLOGUE A Near-Death Experience in 25-Foot Surf




“I was about ready to die. Then, I got my mouth just above the surface and grabbed a breath. I looked outside to see if another wave was coming. No wave. That was luck. I was saved. I don’t think I could have survived it.”





I t’s a series of rogue waves that not even the savviest Sunset Beach surfer sees coming. It usually approaches from the north during a day of sets predominantly from the west. It’ll creep in and surprise everyone at that legendary big-wave spot. Boards will fly, cords will snap, and no one will ride it. It’s called a sneaker set.

To a Californian like me, this kind of condition is unknown, because on the West Coast, the underwater continental shelf creates drag, slowing a wave’s speed as it approaches shore and shrinking its size by half compared with those that hit Hawaii’s shores. The Hawaiian Islands are volcanic mountains that have no underwater shelf to deter the waves from impacting with full force.

In late 1977, I was hired to film big surf for Warner Bros.’ Big Wednesday. Our crew—surfing cameramen, director John Milius, and a team from Hollywood—had been in Hawaii for five weeks. This was our first day of really big surf. At 6:30 a.m., world surfing champion Fred Hemmings and I decided that, given the swell’s direction, size, and wind condition, Sunset Beach was our best bet. I wanted footage of actors Jan-Michael Vincent and William Katt out on the water with the giant waves breaking behind them. This would place our stars in the heart of the treacherous action, and the stunt sequence would be much more believable if we didn’t have to rely on look-alike professional surfing doubles. Even though these were popular, well-paid actors, William having just starred in Carrie and Jan in The World’s Greatest Athlete and Buster and Billie, both could surf really well.
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Super-helpful assistant director Richard Hashimoto helps me launch my 35mm Panavision-lensed camera-ship.



The three of us paddled out. I was on my big surfboard, carting a 25-pound Arriflex camera with a giant lens that was protected by a Plexiglas water housing built by Warner Bros. technicians. We maneuvered into the channel, where I photographed the actors sitting, paddling, and stroking for a big wave—with huge turbulence all around us. I then wanted to show off Jan and Bill’s talent for handling big surf. I wanted to film them riding a wave.

We got these shots and I sent the actors back to shore so that I could shoot the last of the roll in the surf line. Clouds had developed, changing the color of the waves from powder blue to a menacing gunmetal—the color that Milius had wisely requested. These waves weren’t any more dangerous than the earlier ones; they just looked meaner. As I positioned myself to shoot the surf line, a huge cleanup set approached: the sneaker set. The first monstrous wave closed off the channel. Everyone scratched for the horizon, but the wave was breaking 400 feet out beyond the normal takeoff zone. Twenty-five vertical feet of whitewater roared toward me. Surfboards were flying, but I had to contend with the camera as well. As the wave bore down on me, I pitched the camera and dove deep into the darkness. The huge wave spun me, churned, and held me… then the next wave hit. It was the dreaded two-wave hold-down.
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BIG WEDNESDAY FILM FRAMES LICENSED BY: WARNER BROS. ENTERTAINMENT INC. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED.

Action scenes from the biggest Wednesday ever.
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Here I film a story moment with top surfer Gerry Lopez and accomplished actor/surfer Jan-Michael Vincent.
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John Milius (at camera), one of Hollywood’s most gifted filmmakers, taught me dramatic storytelling.



Out of breath, I watched its whitewater pass overhead, roiling and digging deep. I swam madly toward the surface, grabbed a full breath of air, and saw that the third wave of the set was even bigger. I dove even deeper this time and watched as this wave passed, the tentacles of force agitating the water between the surface and me.

I again began my swim to the top, but this time the churned water felt radically different. Just shy of the surface, I found I couldn’t get any farther. The water had been aerated, turning foamy and impossible to swim through. I kicked as hard as I could and thrust with my arms, but I couldn’t make headway through the bubbles. I knew I shouldn’t panic, but it was difficult to avoid.

How could this be happening? Out of hundreds of big-wave wipeouts, this was a first for me, and I feared it might be a last. Frantically thrusting with my arms and feet, with the last of my energy, I could feel that I was nearing a blackout. I made one final push and got my mouth just barely above the frothy surface. I was completely exhausted, but I grabbed that precious breath and looked for another wave. Without warning it hit me and again spun me like a washing machine, forcefully pulling me in its vortex toward the bottom.

Convinced that I had enough oxygen to survive, I relaxed my body. Fortunately, the current pushed me toward shore, where the final wave of the set would have a weaker impact. Once it released me, I rose to the surface. Thankfully, not that far away was my big surfboard, and another 25 feet from there, the huge Arriflex water camera. I climbed onto the board and eventually paddled over to collect the camera. Paddling slowly to shore, I caught a two-foot wave and, amazingly, rode it straight to the beach, where I collapsed onto the warm sand and laid, unmoving, catching my breath. When I had recovered, I carried the board and camera back to the roadside where all our production trucks were parked. There I recounted my experience to big-wave legend and friend, who oozed the warmth and caring of aloha, Eddie Aikau. Eddie listened with eyes wide and lots of headshakes. He could relate, he said, as that had also happened to him, but only once in hundreds of days of surfing Sunset. When Pops Aikau, Eddie’s father and one of the nicest North Shore locals, heard about our drama, he sympathized but laughed heartily. “Okay, brah,” he said, “now you’ve got a couple good stories to tell!”







GROWING UP CALIFORNIAN
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My dad and his friends in 1938 at China Cove, just inside Newport Harbor near Big Corona Beach, a spot named for the Chinese-inspired home on the bayfront. He (in the smaller straw hat) and his brother Don are the tallest guys in the back row. They surfed these plywood-constructed, hollow boards at the Corona Jetty. Before fins (skegs) were invented, Dad had to drag one foot in the water to turn the board.
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One of my specialties was shooting films while surfing behind other surfers. Oahu, 1966.






CHAPTER 1 A Surfer is Born (and Raised)




“A glassy wave is rare yet alluring. To ride a glassy California wave is to ski fresh powder or ice-skate behind the Zamboni. On a wave like this you can do no wrong; your surfing creativity is free to be unleashed; you are gliding, floating and gravity free.”





I grew up the son of a summer lifeguard. Dad’s tanned complexion and engaging smile brought him friends—and responsibilities he enjoyed, like the student body presidency in high school. He’d grown up in the breezy calm of coastal California, where abalone and lobster abounded in the rocky coves. In those days, seafood feeds around a roaring barbeque fire were common. My stunningly beautiful mother was a smart and socially active student at Santa Barbara College when they met and married. The newlyweds settled in my dad’s hometown, Corona del Mar, a bedroom community in coastal Orange County surrounded by rolling hills dotted with orange groves with amazing aroma. It was a wonderful life. As a toddler I would join my dad at the beach, sitting next to his lifeguard chair, playing in the sand and watching the surf. My older sister Gaye and I became good swimmers and true beach lovers.

Strange as it sounds, there was something about being held under a breaking wave that, to my sister and I, was oddly comforting. Getting tumbled, released, then bursting off the sandy bottom to catch a breath high in the air became our moment of exuberant joy. Drifting next to the big rocks of the jetty at Big Corona caused us terror, but right in the nick of time, the wave would ricochet off the rocks, pushing us away to safety. On some days, we’d ride these wedgelike waves on inflatable mats we’d rent from a guy my dad knew at the beachside concession. To a 1950s Orange County kid, riding waves was better than anything, even better than the mock train car robbery at gun point at Knott’s Berry Farm.

When I was about six, my father, who had been a navy officer in World War II, traded his nine-month-a-year job as a junior high school woodshop teacher for a new one: building homes. Though the move was a gamble, he was always a self-starting risk-taker. Working on his own was the most fun, he told me, because he could challenge himself. He loved the boldness of it.

Much of my dad’s learning took place through trial and error. I saw his joy and I also saw how he embraced the total risk. Over the next 25 years, he would build 40 beautiful homes, some of them award winners. But first, there was the “learner” house. Knowing almost nothing about building except what he read in a how-to book, that first home suffered some epic problems. It was built above an almost always dry streambed, and Dad never adequately waterproofed the cinder-block construction below grade. When it rained, the underground stream would come to life, pushing water into our bottom-floor bedrooms. I remember waking up one morning to find my tennis shoes floating away from my bed!

I could always tell when Dad was building a house with his own cash, because our diet changed. With money tight, we’d have baked beans, hot dogs, and soggy canned vegetables—usually peas. I’d know when he’d sold a house, because Mom would cook steaks.

But we had plenty of fun every day in little Corona del Mar, where we could ride our bikes and even hitchhike without a care. Every morning before dawn, Sam, the Adohr milkman, would clang the glass empties as he deposited full bottles of whole milk outside our door. We’d read the LA Times as we ate Mom’s oatmeal. “It sticks to your ribs,” she’d say, and I’d wonder but never ask why rib-sticking was so desirable.
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These were the summer guards for Newport and Corona del Mar, 1939. My dad, Alex, is on the far right.
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In the 1930s, my dad and uncle surfed these waves at Corona Breakwater, inside Newport Harbor. Duke Kahanamoku loved the Newport area, lived there for years, and once saved eight people when their boat capsized in the surf at the harbor entrance. Duke was a famous swimmer, winning five Olympic medals. My dad was there in 1932 when Duke visited Los Angeles for the summer Olympics, paddled out, and rode a few jetty waves.




California in the 1950s

My parents had suffered through the frightening demands of the war and the heartaching poverty of the depression, but to them, these postwar years seemed hopeful, even buoyant, especially in California. Here, in this Eisenhower era, beach nightclubs like Prison of Socrates (with Tim Morgon) and the Villa Marina (with Stan Kenton) blossomed, wafting cool jazz or revolutionary folk, while artists, bohemians, and poets flocked like seagulls from the East to the West Coast, where newfound aircraft and space-race jobs abounded. To many, including my parents, it seemed like a creative Babylon, a haven full of possibilities.

I felt the hopefulness, too. In summer, I worked with my dad on construction projects. Besides me, Dad had one employee: Jim Janos. Even though he was 15 years older than my dad, Jim was full of energy. He got up at 4:30 a.m. to fish for corbina and then grill it for breakfast with a side of eggs for his sweet wife. Five days a week, when we’d pick Jim up, I’d slide to the middle of the bench seat. And five days a week, he would grab my knee and I’d leap from the pain of his vise grip. He thought this was the funniest thing ever. As he and my dad traded tale after entertaining tale, I learned something about construction—not just of houses, but of stories. How did their narratives draw me in? What made them believable? I came to realize that setup was vital, knowledge that would prove beneficial just a few years later.

My eighth summer was the best, though, because for a whole week in 1953, my grandmother, my sister, and I visited the Boy Scout Jamboree on the Irvine Ranch. To trade with 50,000 visiting scouts, I bottled Pacific Ocean saltwater and beach sand in small vials and glued on a typed label: “From California Surf.” The cute novelties traded well, earning me badges from faraway states and even countries I’d never heard of before.

When I was about ten, my parents gave us the rare treat of a family outing. We piled into the Buick woody wagon and headed to the Port Theatre, which looked like a boat, with a smokestack and portholes to accentuate the nautical theme. The inside walls were wavy swirls of ocean designs. The film we saw that day, The Glenn Miller Story with Jimmy Stewart and June Allyson, really got to me. The idea that a man could assemble a band of musicians, create a business, and gain a rich family life, all thanks to the excellence of his art (in this case trombone mastery), impressed me. It planted a seed and got me thinking that hard and focused work could lead to the happiness, love, and meaningful life that Jimmy Stewart showed me in that film.
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        Corona Highlands, the Irvine Ranch, and my first camera, 1954. The hills behind our house became my friend Walkie’s and my stage for adventure.

    

Like my dad, I became a project-oriented, do-it-yourself person and set about blazing my own trail. When Walkie Ray, my best friend, and I were eleven, we created a four-page newspaper filled mostly with gossip and birthday announcements and delivered it regularly to 125 subscribers in our community. One important story was reported by me this way: “FIRE. A screaming fire engine came roaring up Seaward Road last Monday. There was no fire but on the way up the fire truck ran over Ricky Webb’s bat. Ricky was last seen throwing it away.” How newsworthy! Though my writing was terrible, my artistic lettering skills improved. My next project was building my own go-kart: designing it, buying the tubing, learning to weld, and sourcing a (to put it mildly) well-used lawn mower engine. A couple of years later, I built a darkroom and started selling enlargements of photographs—a portent of my future.
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For Walkie and me, our favorite escape was the hills, most of which belonged to the Irvine Ranch. We’d hike among hissing rattlesnakes, darting roadrunners and hawks that rode the thermals by adjusting small feathers on the tips of their wings. “Be back at dark!” we’d yell as we headed out. We could walk for days, it seemed. Technically, we were trespassing, but the Irvine Ranch guards never cared. Barbed wire may have kept the 120,000-acre cattle ranch enclosed, but it didn’t keep Walkie and me from using it as our playground. We followed the narrow cattle trails out through the sagebrush to hike to the twin poles up on the highest peak, now Signal Peak in Newport Coast, or to the petrified tree that lay flat on the ground, a rock by any other name, now beneath the Crystal Cove development. The Irvine Company kept making our playground more interesting: installing a single oil well one year, cultivating sheep and then buffaloes another. We were explorers, cowboys in a corner of California that today remains mostly intact, protected by the Laguna Greenbelt and Crystal Cove State Park.
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My sister Lisa, 2, helps me wax, with paraffin, my first foam board when I was 13.
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Dad works as a lifeguard as Mom keeps him and dog Pal company.
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The Los Angeles Times featured me in an impressive “kids as
    entreprenuers” story. (Right) My sister Gaye and her new career.



Almost every house in our neighborhood had at least two kids, and they were always eager to join me in any sport out in the street. In the winter, I striped the asphalt to make a football field. In the summer, I painted a baseball diamond with a pitcher’s mound and a home plate. When a foul ball broke the Browns’ kitchen window for the second time, I graciously moved the “field” down the street. We’d call time-outs when cars came roaring through, but the neighbors put up with us and learned to slow down. Not even the Browns complained.

Later, we made skateboards with two-by-fours and my sister’s metal-wheeled skates. We crashed-landed repeatedly, my head wound once requiring eight stitches. Blood was everywhere, horrifying my patient mother.

One summer, Walkie’s dad, who was also a contractor, had just purchased an orange grove with the idea of creating a tract of houses. He allowed us to take as many free oranges as we could carry. Armed with a hundred, we squeezed until our hands ached to sell juice at Little Corona Beach, making $16 in one fell swoop.

One of our buddies was Lewis “Dukie” Baltz, whom everyone envied for being an only child. Dukie could talk his smitten parents into buying him anything, including a subscription to Playboy magazine, cartons of Pall Mall cigarettes, and a darkroom with a top-of-the-line Beseler enlarger so he could create beautiful black-and-white photographs.

Dukie’s parents ran the local funeral parlors, so they were busy seven days a week. But in the 1950s, parenting was an afterthought anyway; kids grew up on their own. We’d hang out at his house and “read” Playboy interviews or watch the TV game show Truth or Consequences on the first television set in our neighborhood. Dukie’s smoking didn’t bother anyone because tobacco companies were hiring actors to play doctors and show us how good smoking was for our health. “More doctors smoke Camels than any other brand,” the ads boasted. Finally, in 1965, when the surgeon general released a stunning report stating that smoking did cause health problems after all, the tobacco companies flat out denied it and continued to push their cancer-causing products for decades more.

Shocking revelations like this made my generation skeptical of big business and its advertising. “Question Authority,” read the bumper sticker that I glued to my first car. We began questioning everything, trying to find truths we could build our lives around. Dukie found his truth after attending art college, using his intellect to become a successful photographer. Sadly, Dukie died at an early age of lung cancer.

Family Strife

While we were in high school, our youthful paradise encountered a sharp turn. My sister Gaye and I suffered through years of parental marriage strife. Loud arguments carried into the night, terrifying us both. Would our parents divorce? When you’re young, your existence depends on your parents and on the strength of the family bond. If that bond weakens, the world feels like it is disintegrating. Shaken, we got through it, but we were psychologically scarred. We became far less trusting of relationships and always fearful of rejection; but happily, our parents did stick together in love throughout their long lives. To cope with the pain over those years, Gaye turned to religion and beauty competitions, winning the Miss Newport, Miss Laguna, and Miss Orange County pageants, and almost the Miss California contest (due to last-second shenanigans, politically inspired by the contest’s sponsor, she got first runner-up, not the crown!). Meanwhile, I doubled down on my projects and focused my mind and body toward my passions—art and photography.

The Surf Bug Bites

When I was about 12, a few of us discovered surfing at that same Little Corona Beach. At the time, surfing was a fringe sport, often shunned by respectable members of the community, but we loved it anyway. I used $15 of my newspaper publishing money to buy an eight-foot balsa board shaped by Gary Couch, a stylish surfer in Newport. Even at that price, I overpaid; the board was virtually unrideable. But I kept at it. Once one of us learned to turn and cross-step to the nose, the surf tribe would assign us a nickname. There was Roger “Rat” Zeiger, Mike “Red” Marshall, “Panda” Smith, John “Flea” Hawley. One unfortunate friend was named “Tiny Brain.” I was “Bird Legs” MacGillivray; I won’t bother elaborating. Since we lived a mile from the beach, I built a crude board trailer for the back of my bike using two-by-fours and some wheels from an old baby stroller. The downhill was easy, but after a day of surfing on my heavy board, I had to push the bike, board, and leaden trailer uphill all the way home. It took me an hour and a half to go one mile. I wish I could say that muscles came from the effort.
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This photo was my first published work, photographed at “Killer” Dana Point on an eight-foot south swell in 1962.
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This legendary wave was tragically ruined to make space for a boat harbor in 1971.



As more friends began surfing, we found ourselves in need of durable, flexible surf trunks with a pocket for surf wax. Swimming trunks didn’t cut it and “bun-huggers” like Speedos brought on fits of uncontrolled laughter. Some of the older surf rats bought custom heavy canvas trunks from the wife of Newport’s chief lifeguard, so I followed suit. Plandette Reed would measure you and give you a form on which you’d crayon in the colors you wanted on the pocket, the top band, and the leg band. She would then ask for a four-dollar deposit. When I picked my trunks up a week later, I paid her the final three bucks. “Hey, are those Reeds?” friends would ask. I thought I was so “boss” that I hardly took them off all summer. I slept in them. They were so caked in saltwater that they stood up on their own. My mother was repulsed, but they lasted three years until I grew out of them.

My dad, who’d ridden a redwood plank surfboard at Corona Jetty back in the 1930s, took us camping each summer at Doheny State Beach near Dana Point. We’d stay in tents for a week or two and he’d conduct lessons on the easy waves at Boneyard or Middles, great spots for nose riding. On the biggest days at Doheny, a really old guy would paddle out on a monstrously huge board to get all the best waves, infuriating all of us “gremmies.” As my skills improved, the local gang took me in and Doheny surfers Howard Chapleau, Pat Sparkuhl, Peter Van Dyke, and Danny Estrada became friends. Sometimes Jay “Sparkey” Longley, of Rainbow Sandals fame, would join us. The beach camaraderie was alluring, intoxicating, and brought me back again and again. We ruled at Doheny, we naïvely thought, and occasionally asserted our ownership with the comical slogan: “My beach, my wave, my chicks, go home!” Our own language included words like “stoked,” “cowabunga,” and “bitchin.” We thought we were big stuff, no questions asked.

I learned better when one day I made the mistake of taking off on a nice wave right in front of a muscle-bound wrestler from Long Beach. The gorilla detonated like an atomic bomb at this breach of etiquette, leapt off his board, and tried to tackle me. I backed away, keeping my board between “Bird Legs” me and his meaty fist. Still, he must have thrown 30 punches, with a number landing on my ear and head. Danny, who was a weightlifter at Capistrano Beach High, saw this one-sided slaughter from shore and came paddling out to rescue me. The sight of Danny’s muscles calmed the beast down. I apologized profusely, assuring him that I’d never even think about taking off on “his” wave again. In a strange twist, Mr. Muscles later became somewhat of an acquaintance. Whenever I showed surfing films in Long Beach, I’d make a point of letting him in for free, no questions asked.
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Me (13), Gaye (14), her friend Dotty (15), Rick Webb (14), Lisa (3 ½), and Mom in Dad’s ancient Oldsmobile convertible, on our way to surf at Dana Point.



The MacGillivray and Webb Family Ancestry

It may seem strange for a California beach family, but I am amazed to claim that we are descended on my mother’s side (Webb) from William Bradford of Plymouth Colony, who in the 1600s wrote a book about abandoning England and sailing on the Mayflower for New England in America. The choice, he explained in his book, was well thought out: “After much thought and discourse on the subject, we began at length to incline to the idea of a removal to some other place, not out of any new-fangledness or other such giddy humour, which often influences people to their detriment and danger, but for many important reasons.” I love the way he argued for the right to a better life, in particular the freedom of religion—“any religion except the one being forced on us in England.” To honor our Mayflower past, several of my family members are named Bradford, including the notable winemaker Bradford Webb (Freemark Abbey), the only vintner to have two selections chosen for the famous competition between French and California wines in 1976. The results of the blind tasting by 11 wine experts (9 of them French) shocked the world because California wines won. This stimulated wine production in the United States and made my uncle a hero!

My paternal grandparents (MacGillivray) left Scotland for America in the early 1900s. They each settled in Los Angeles and attended the annual Scottish Games to remind themselves of the old country and how much fun it was to drink ale and toss tree trunks called cabers. They met there, fell in love, and married. After my dad and uncle were born, they moved south to Corona del Mar, bought a pair of vacant lots, and built a cozy beach house out of junked lumber, calling it “Mac’s Shack.” As teenagers, my dad and uncle lifeguarded at Big Corona Beach and board surfed at the Corona Jetty. The Mac’s Shack property was outlined by more than 1,000 abalone shells—colorful souvenirs from my dad’s many dives and resulting abalone feeds off the rocky coast of Little Corona Beach in the 1930s and ’40s.
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Kemp Aaberg at El Capitán in my first film; my grandmother with friends at Big Corona Beach, with dog Pal, 1938; my outline/study of John Severson’s film Surf Fever; tickets from our screenings; outline of Severson’s Big Wednesday; my narration script for A Cool Wave of Color, 1964.




The First Film

Before the 1955 opening of Disneyland, Orange County had been known as a mostly agricultural backwater bedroom community that offered little in the way of style or culture. The park’s huge success and national recognition put our region on the map as a place worth visiting. In the midst of this makeover, I celebrated my life-changing 13th birthday. Perhaps because I’d shown an interest in taking photographs of surfers, my parents used three whole Green Stamp books to “buy” me a Brownie 8mm movie camera. At this time, all of my friends were encouraged to develop projects—and self-confidence—by our schools offering metal, wood, and electric shops—something we’ve sadly lost nowadays.

Motivated, I promptly started filming, using friends and my photogenic sisters, Gaye and Lisa (who was a welcome new addition to the family in 1955), as actors. I bought a secondhand editing machine for $10 and suddenly was able to compose stories with the small-gauge images. I’d never had more fun. I’d edit surfing rides with a brief story introduction, usually describing the featured surfer or the surfing location. Sometimes I’d film comedy skits to go between the sequences. Then, I’d borrow a projector, gather my friends together, charge them 25¢ admission to our garage, and show about 40 minutes of films. A couple dozen people would show up, and they loved the films, finding them funny and charming and tinged with a certain artistic feel. Their encouragement inspired me to work harder for the next screening, and gradually I started to make better and better films. Up the street, a half hour away, a kid a year older than me was doing almost the same things. I didn’t know it then but our paths would soon cross, changing both of our lives forever.

By the time I was 14, I loved filmmaking so much that I decided to invest all of the $350 I had made on the newspaper in a professional 16mm camera, lenses, and a tripod. I peg that moment as the start of my career as a filmmaker; but, because I lived far from Hollywood, I had no easy access to role models or mentors. Like my dad at the start of his homebuilding career, I read any and all library books on the subject and pestered Rod Yould and Charles Jones, cinematographers who lived in our neighborhood. Charles gave me a textbook on lighting so that I could learn to shoot indoors and control the light to enhance the beauty of a scene. I visited art museums in Newport Beach to study the lighting and composition of painters like Vermeer and to pore over annual Graphis journals that showed the best in graphics and original photographic techniques.

I taught myself lettering and graphic design, first for Walkie’s and my newspaper, and then by copying the brilliant Saul Bass, who in the late ’50s and early ’60s designed some of the finest posters and title design sequences in film history. Years later, Stanley Kubrick would use him to design the logo and graphics for The Shining, a film that would change my life. Meanwhile, my mother was quietly encouraging and perhaps the kindest person I have ever known. She never bragged about herself, or her degree, or her Mayflower descendants, but if her kids ever did something remarkable, every neighbor would know. When I edited a cool sequence or when we got good grades, hit a homer, or swam for a ribbon, we’d hear her weaving our accomplishment into every conversation. It built our confidence and drove my sisters and me to try even harder. But, as I taught myself artistic surf filmmaking, I noticed that producers in LA were lured by other beach attractions.

Surf Mania Meets Hollywood

In 1959, Hollywood figured out a new way to exploit the teenage market. The secret was to combine assets: bikinis on beautiful girls, nonstop injections of freewheeling California culture, and rebellious, edge-dwelling, half-naked surfer boys. It was a recipe for success, and it drew spellbound crowds of horny teenagers to box offices far and wide. The film Gidget was one of the first experiments, and it was a smash hit.

At the beach, it took no time at all to feel the impact of Gidget’s success. The parking lot at Newport Pier filled up with carfuls of kids from as far away as Pasadena. The local Rendezvous Ballroom, where dances had been popular since the 1930s, suddenly added “surfing” music by Dick Dale. And the campgrounds at Doheny became impossible to reserve during the summer. I’ll never forget big wave rider Greg Noll’s take on the new phenomenon: “I hated this whole Hollywood bullshit deal that just brought more assholes over the hill from the valley to the beach and fucked up our scene. These bozos,” he railed, “had boards in their cars, and when they waxed them they were so dumb they waxed the bottom!”

The surf craze had hit like a tsunami, drenching teenagers as far inland as San Bernardino with a wash of titillation. To be recognized as a surfer was now a coveted distinction rather than a cursed aberration. Kids from inland would strap boards on car roof racks but never take them off to use them. Being a surfer became a status symbol. Over the ensuing years, about 40 beach party exploitation films fanned the flames of sexual excitement, carrying the youthquake to extremes. But it was Gidget that lit the fire. Funny thing was, my friends and I never watched those films, because we were busy with school and interested in the era’s more daring films like Some Like It Hot, North by Northwest and Psycho.

Glassy Performances

With Hollywood doing all it could to screw things up, the theme of my first film with my 16mm camera had to be unique. I looked at the esoteric side of California surfing—its style, grace, and artfulness—a topic no other film had claimed. And because most of the early surf documentary films used the word surf in the title (Surf Safari, Surf Crazy, Surf Fever, Surf!), I named mine A Cool Wave of Color. My favorite surfers were stylists, not big-wave heroes; surfers who cared as much about how graceful and, frankly, awesome they looked on a board as they did about the enormity of the waves they rode. We called it “hotdogging.” I was filled with admiration for Lance Carson, Mickey Dora, Phil Edwards, Paul Strauch Jr., Bob Limacher, Billy Hamilton, Joey Cabell, David Nuuhiwa, and Nat Young.
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The crowded Malibu surf scene, 1962.
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I’m filming Gary Propper while riding a wave—a tricky skill.
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Johnny Fain at Rincon.



For this film, I chose to focus on California’s elusive “glassy” waves that show up when there’s no wind and produce a ride that is stunning to watch and sensational to experience. I lucked into an exceptional eight-foot day at Rincon (Spanish for “the corner”), a spot that rarely gets glassy because the point—or corner—sticks out into the windy Santa Barbara Channel. On shore, it was a cold winter afternoon, the sun backlighting the smooth waves. I was a bag of nerves because I knew that this was a once-in-a-lifetime chance. Johnny Fain, one of the best surfers at Malibu Point and Mickey Dora’s alter ego, walked onto the beach. He also knew what a gift we’d been handed that day. I doubt there were more than 10 people in the water, and Johnny took full advantage. He rode brilliantly and I got my first perfect sequence for A Cool Wave of Color, a film that would highlight that distinctive California surf lifestyle.

The biggest obstacle to turning this passion, this hobby, into a real movie was being able to afford film. Each roll, good for three minutes of footage, was priced at $10, which is equivalent to about $100 today. To save money, I decided to try something risky: I’d shoot and project at 16 frames per second, rather than projecting at the standard 24 frames per second. That would save me one-third of my film budget!

Then, Bill Thomas Camera in Laguna Beach offered me a 15 percent “professional’s discount” even though I had never made a movie and was far from being a “professional.” I actually think they felt sorry for me. Since my newspaper route and babysitting jobs paid about $1.50 per hour, for every seven hours of work, I could buy a roll of film. Every little bit helped.

By 1961, when I was 16 and in my second year of production, my dad seriously admitted to me that he was worried. “The surf craze seems to be waning,” he said. “Shouldn’t you get your film out in a hurry, before interest fades away?”

It was true that the surf mania that began in ’59 with Gidget had lost some of its energy. But I told my dad that I didn’t think I needed that audience. I’d already paid for the film, I told him, and I wanted it to be creative and to stand on its own. I still had more work to do and it couldn’t be rushed. (Behind that bravado and that truth, I also was deathly afraid that the film would bomb. I kept imagining being pelted with flying bottle caps flicked like miniature Frisbees by disgruntled surfers!)
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Joey Cabell and friends.



From eighth grade on, I spent nearly every waking hour perfecting A Cool Wave of Color. By the time I graduated from high school, I’d spent $3,000 and needed $1,000 more to finish it and book my first screenings. Thankfully, my dad had just sold a house so he was able to loan me the money at just six percent interest. I promised that the first cash from the screenings would go directly to him. Thankfully, I also had one other important helper on my side.
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DREW KAMPION

Barbara and me, Huntington Beach, West Coast Surfing Championship, 1962.




The Love of My Life

I always loved math. When I was 12, I was chosen to join an accelerated group of 22 like-minded students. Maybe this class full of math nerds was chosen as part of some NASA engineering program for the Cold War, but regardless of the reason, we stuck together for the next six years. On our first day as high school freshmen, I watched a new girl walk in to become part of our group: a tall, blonde, athletic young woman who, as it happened, loved math as much as I did. Barbara Smith had just moved from Washington, D.C., to Newport Beach. Her dad, an engineer, started as a scientist with the Manhattan Project, America’s secretive atomic bomb program. His new job was in Newport at Ford Aeronutronic. Mr. Smith was smart and so was his daughter. But Barbara also had a lively and comical side and was constantly asking impossible but creative questions and bantering with our math teacher. She was always pushing others, playfully competing with friends to walk faster, jump higher, laugh more. Her free-spirited energy, intellectual glamour, and physicality captivated me instantly. To me, she was a goddess, with brains, humor, athleticism, and a zest for life all wrapped up in a sleek, beautiful form. I was in love.

But at 14 I had no clue how to talk to the opposite sex. It must have taken me a year to say hello to Barbara. Luckily, she thought I was funny, so I caught her attention. By our sophomore year, she had apparently grown tired of waiting for me to get up the nerve to ask her out. In what I would come to recognize as her no-nonsense honesty, Barbara invited me to a Sadie Hawkins girl-ask-boy dance. It was the best evening of my life and I set about trying to make this thing work, but it was clear that I needed every trick in the book.

Before calling her in the evening, I would prepare a list of things to talk about. “Do you think Eisenhower did a good job as president? If you were 21 (then the voting age), would you vote for Richard Nixon or John F. Kennedy? Have you ever gone surfing?”

We ended up doing a lot together, including having Barbara “act” in my early film projects. For one skit, I had her fake a fall off a ledge and land upside down in a metal trash can. With bare legs sticking out, she kicked helplessly, her fake screams amplified by the tin echo chamber of the trash can. The audience thought she was hilarious. She was game for anything and kindly put up with my definition of a date. Since all my cash at that time went for rolls of film, going out to a movie meant waiting for the 9:00 p.m. screening to begin and the ticket seller to leave the booth so that we could sneak in for free. We saw more than 20 films this way, but we always missed the opening ten minutes! So much for studying that important “setup.”
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In 1962, I was experimenting with my new 35mm Minolta SLR camera and indoor lighting techniques. I love the soft light of this intimate capture of 17-year-old Barbara.



Barbara knew what she wanted and didn’t hesitate to express herself. She saw that I was spending 90 percent of my free time on making—and being able to afford to make—my surf film. Barbara then talked our drama instructor, Robert Wentz, into having me produce a seven-minute segment of our senior class play as a movie. My first film released at a paid event! I was hitting the big time. The evening was titled “Why Not?” and my film, The Return of the Son of the Sheik, was a comedy in black and white with live piano as accompaniment, just like in the silent film era. It featured a good-guy cowboy sheriff, an archaeologist professor, a damsel in distress, and many horses. The audience of students was rolling in the aisles. When I asked Mr. Wentz to explain the event title to me, with his customary smile he replied, “ ‘Why not?’ should be the response to any tough decision in life.” For him, it was just like Nike’s slogan, “Just Do It!” decades later. These slogans seemed to be Barbara’s as well.

Being around this amazing young woman changed me dramatically. My parents could see it; I was happier, more self-assured, and more communicative. Though I was still reluctant to fully place my trust in another person, Barbara gently urged me forward.
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WOODY WOODWORTH

In 1962, before the creation of Surfline or any way to predict when big surf would arrive, I began checking the swell every day at Newport Pier at 6 a.m. before school. Filming lines like these, at California Street, Ventura, was my obsession and mission.






CHAPTER 2 How a Teenager Makes a Film
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“It was at that moment that I was hooked, not by the financial success, but hooked by the acceptance of me—the filmmaker.”





Though starting your first film at 14 is never easy, lots of people besides Barbara helped me with my films—actors, surfers, and drivers to get me to the surf—all for free. Mike “Red” Marshall, one of the best goofy-foot surfers in Newport, had a station wagon and I got a ride with him many times. My mom and dad would also drive. Or I’d hitchhike.

But that changed a year later, in 1961, when I got my learner’s permit, and, on a beautiful December day with cold offshore winds blowing, surfer Bob Limacher and I borrowed my father’s Buick woody wagon and headed for Trestles to shoot a winter sequence.

An Amazing Day at Trestles

California’s San Onofre and Lower Trestles surfing area has a long and colorful history. Longboarders began surfing the rolling waves at San Onofre in the ’30s and ’40s. The locale became perhaps the most popular surfing spot on the coast because its slow, mushy waves were easy to ride with boards that had no fins. During World War II, after the Japanese attacked Hawaii, the US military felt that it needed a marine base along the western coastline, and they selected the oceanfront space between San Clemente and Oceanside. As a result, Marine Corps Base Camp Pendleton limited access to some of the best surf in America. For decades thereafter, the area was open only to two groups: marines and members of the San Onofre Surf Club, which was founded in 1952. My father and I stayed on their waiting list to join for years!

In the 1970s, President Nixon bought the Cotton’s estate on the bluff above the beautiful Cotton’s Point and made it his Western White House. That made access even more onerous. He visited only during the summer, which happened to be when the south swells were perfect and Cotton’s Point could get to 15 feet. Needless to say, all the surfers in the area were furious, since they also hated Nixon for his support of the Vietnam War, his general dishonesty, and his pale white skin. The president’s walks on our beach, wearing his trademark suit and tie and hard black dress shoes, added insult to injury. Nixon did do one good thing, though: When he left office, he made certain the surfing beaches of San Onofre, Churches, and Trestles were designated a California state park, open to all.

But, to get onto the base in December 1961 required deception. I’d used my graphic art skills to forge an exact replica of the San Onofre Surf Club decal that members had affixed to their windshields. When Bob and I got to the Marine Corps guard post in my dad’s car, the guard knew instantly that we were surfers by the boards sticking out the back and by our shaggy haircuts, which in no way resembled the buzz cuts of Marine Corps recruits. But, in perhaps the first example of “MacGilli-luck,” he gazed at the sticker, which we had stuck on the far right side of the windshield so he couldn’t get a clear view, gave us a salute, and said, “Have a great surf!” We were in! Or so we thought!

We motored along the familiar dirt road that led to San Onofre Beach, where the guard had given us clearance. But that’s not where we were headed. Well past the guard post, we hung a quick right down a military road that paralleled Pacific Coast Highway. We were definitely in forbidden territory as far as the marines were concerned, but Bob had a plan: Find the area with the most trees, pull down some branches, cover the car with leaves and dirt, and carry our surfboards and cameras to the beach at Trestles, home to some of our state’s finest waves.
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Bob Limacher’s skill at nose riding became legendary in A Cool Wave of Color, here on an amazing, cold offshore wind day at Trestles, December 1962.



The whole concept made me nervous. I was driving my dad’s car, first of all. If we got caught, the marines might impound not just the car but our surfboards and my camera equipment. They’d been pulling this impoundment tactic for years because they seriously did not want us using their beaches. If we were already out in the water, they would stand on the rocks in their military-grade boots and wait for our boards to wash in. This was before Pat O’Neill invented, and my good friend Bob Nealy improved, today’s surf leashes. If we fell off, our boards would surely get carried in without us.

Despite all these concerns, Bob convinced me. We successfully hid the car and started toward the beach. A six-foot swell was running so I knew I had a chance to get some epic shots of beautiful waves. But, as we walked down the dirt road, a jarhead appeared up on the hill, looking through binoculars and barking instructions to someone through a walkie-talkie. Nabbed!

I knew that if they apprehended us the consequences would be severe. Many of my friends had their surfboards confiscated at Lower Trestles. I didn’t want that to happen to me. And what would they do with my camera; confiscate it forever? We took off running and ducked into a stand of trees about 25 feet off the road. I shoved my surfboard, tripod, and camera case under some tree limbs, leaves, and brush. Then I buried myself. Bob did the same, only he chose a spot closer to the road.

I heard a Jeep pull up nearby. The urgent voice of the clifftop lookout came crackling over a two-way radio. “They’re in the brush beneath the trees,” it yelled. “Search for them!”

I don’t know how Bob felt, but I was petrified. I could hear the approaching corpsman, his heavy boots snapping limbs and crushing the undergrowth as he came to a stop just four feet from me. I didn’t move a muscle.

The marine radioed back to his partner, “You sure I’m in the right spot? Could they have gone somewhere else?” He took two more steps but didn’t bend down to check underneath the brush. I held my breath as he searched for what felt like an hour but was probably 30 seconds.

I finally heard the marine walking slowly back to his Jeep, calling to the guard on the cliff. “Gonna look further down near the beach,” he reported, sounding disappointed. Bob and I remained motionless for another 20 minutes.

By the time our heart rate had slowed and we snuck back to the dirt road, the coast was clear, both literally and figuratively, and the waves were beautiful. Bob quickly paddled out. I set up my camera and for the next hour got wonderful shots of Bob riding the nose on crisp, windblown waves with cascading whitewater blown by the offshore wind coming out of the northeast. It was one of the most beautiful things I’d ever photographed. To top it off, about two dozen seagulls bobbed on the water, a blazing swath of white against the deep blue Pacific. A few more guys showed up and built a fire on the beach. I grabbed some artsy shots on this super-cold day of surfers standing around the fire, the flames obscuring the backdrop of waves with a heat wave of beauty. These shots were hard to set up, but I was patient and got a handful that conveyed the serenity of a perfect day at Lower Trestles.

When Bob came to shore, his feet and hands were blue. He said on the last few nose rides he couldn’t feel his feet, so he was sure that he must have looked like a complete kook. Nothing could have been further from the truth. At that time Bob was one of the best nose riders in California, with a fluid style and grace, especially for a 15-year-old. We surfed for another couple of hours, and I even caught a few beautiful waves myself before we headed back to the car.

As we walked, I had a disturbing thought: What if the disgruntled marine in the Jeep had found our car and towed it away? I would be in big trouble and knew it would impact my dad’s enthusiasm about loaning his car to me for shooting my movie.

As we rounded the corner, my heart froze. I couldn’t see the car. I felt a wave of nausea. But then we got closer and I spotted the wheels and breathed a sigh of relief. Seconds later, Bob and I had made a hasty retreat from the base. That day had been a success but it could’ve gone very wrong. It is still etched in my mind. Now, when I see waves at my house fringed with the white of those rare offshore Santa Ana winds, I am reminded of that magical adventure.

Early Encounters with Mickey Dora

During high school, my parents gave me three “ditch school” days a year to use when the surf was really good. I met Mickey Dora on one of those days in 1960, when I was just 15. Mickey (or Miki, as he came to prefer) was already a member of surfing royalty, and I was awestruck.
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Surf film producer Grant Rohloff (left) and I share ideas, Malibu, 1962.



I’d gotten a ride to Malibu with champion tandem surfer Bob Moore and had set up to wait for the best surfers. Around 10 a.m., Mickey sauntered down the beach and paddled out to catch the first of many waves. The fog had started to roll in, but I was able to photograph Mickey doing something I’d never seen before. He would take off and make a left-go-right turn; then, catlike, he’d take two delicate steps toward the nose and ride in a trim position across the face of the wave. He’d stay there, side-slipping with intentional hip thrusts that slowed his board and dropped it down the wave’s face. The maneuver thrilled me but didn’t surprise me, since I’d idolized Mickey for years. He was legendary, not just for his surfing, but for his stylized way of gesturing while talking, his reputation for conning others, and for taking on bit roles in films to make extra pocket change.

What Mickey had just demonstrated no one else had even tried before, so when I edited A Cool Wave of Color, I chose to emphasize it. Surfers from around the world who saw the film were blown away by this new way of moving along the face of a wave.
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“Waves are the ultimate illusion. They come out of nowhere, instantaneously materialize, and just as quick they break and vanish. Chasing after such fleeting mirages is a complete waste of time. That is what I chose to do with my life.”



—MICKEY DORA



I worried that when Mickey saw A Cool Wave of Color he might accuse me of being an opportunist since I played him up so much, highlighting him as if it were his name on the marquee. He certainly looked and acted the Hollywood part: dark and handsome, dramatic and scowling. To my great relief, Mickey came up to me after the screening, said, “Hey, Sport, I like what you did with that. See you again,” and walked out. In that moment, Mr. Mysterioso lived up to his nickname, never showing all his cards, always an enigma.
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Mickey Dora was the “Johnny Depp” of the time, unpredictable, wild, mysterious. My Jeep could drive itself!



Santa Cruz

Because my first film’s theme was the uniqueness of California surf, I wanted to capture the waves at Steamer Lane in Santa Cruz, where the thick kelp kept the waves super-glassy all day. But Santa Cruz was a seven-hour drive, so when I turned 16,1 I took $150 of my savings and bought a vintage 1950 Willys Jeep panel truck. I built a bed in the back with storage for my camera equipment secured beneath, and Barbara sewed curtains for the back windows. When I painted “MacGillivray Films” on the doors, I felt like I was legitimately “in the business” and ready for a long adventure! I planned a summer trip to Santa Cruz with Bob Limacher and my sister Gaye.

When school let out in June, we headed north to famous Steamer Lane, but thirty minutes short of our destination, it was my car that was steaming in the 105-degree heat. We’d made it as far as Watsonville by the time it caught fire. The only thing I could do was call home.

“Dad, the car engine exploded in flame. I ran to a used car dealership and borrowed their fire extinguisher, but the car’s engine is burned to a crisp. Bob, Gaye, and I are fine. Disappointed, but fine. But we don’t know what to do now!”

My dad thought for a minute, then said, “Wait right there. I’ll rent a tow bar, drive up, and tow you back.”

He made the long drive and lifted our spirits with his humor and stories. What a wonderful father! As we towed the Jeep behind my dad’s Buick, we thought of a funny idea. What if I set up my camera in the rear of the Buick, looking back at the Jeep while Bob “drove” it to a surf spot? He could look up at the surfboards on the roof rack, concerned that they were coming loose. Then, as the car continued down the road, he could climb out the window and up onto the roof to tighten the board straps. We did it; we filmed it just that way. When I finally showed this scene in front of a live audience, the crowd howled with laughter, recognizing that that is exactly what surfers want to do when they’re rushing to catch a good swell: Don’t even slow down to secure the boards. The engine fire turned a bummer of a trip into a comedy film highlight. Lemons into lemonade.

Tribal Culture

In my film, I tried to convey the rebelliousness of the California surfer. We were a bunch of long-haired, bleached-blonde surf bums who had no interest in conventions. No one wanted a nine-to-five job, no one cared about conforming to dress codes or staying within the boundaries of the rules and the law. Lighting a fire at the beach to stay warm on a cold winter’s day or trespassing to get to a favorite surf spot sometimes created a stir with the law and then the media. People called us vandals and truants. Some communities, like Newport Beach, tried to control us by requiring surfers to purchase a license for their surfboards. Imagine! We didn’t need no stinking license! Perhaps surfer John Milius described our tribe best: “We were gods. If we weren’t gods, we were certainly a race of kings. We knew no law but our own. We were not bound in any way by the manners of our times. We were outlaws, criminals, supreme anarchists, and rogues. At the same time, we had a chivalric honor more severe than anyone.”

And surf film screenings became our tribe’s favorite cultural pastime. They were boisterous, fun, and because they were so few and far between, highly anticipated; but two traditions made them stand out even more. First, they included an in-person introduction and narration by the filmmaker, who had met the surfers and lived the adventure; and second, every screening included an intermission, which meant more socializing, giveaways by the filmmaker (usually surfboards, T-shirts, or surf trunks), and the telling of more stories. (The Endless Summer later taught me a brilliant lesson: Put your best sequence—Cape St. Francis’s perfect wave in that film—just before intermission so kids will talk about it during the break. Worked like a charm!) Though the intermission was in fact a necessity because 16mm projectors couldn’t handle reels containing more than 50 minutes of film, that 15-minute break added significantly to the events. Which famous surfers had shown up? Which cute girls? And, despite our countercultural views, what were people wearing?

Some films came with printed programs, which the crowd quickly folded into paper airplanes. If a film was bad, surfers would let them fly to show the filmmaker, who was narrating from the stage, just how bad it was. I remember hearing someone yell, “This film is fucked!” during a Walt Phillips film showing—and this was when the F-bomb was rarely heard. The crowd laughed and cheered. Another filmmaker, after delivering half his narration in a squeaky voice with uninteresting storytelling, was lifted from the stage while still sitting on his chair and tossed out the exit by a gang of unruly surfers. Again, the crowd cheered, stomped, heckled, and laughed, and the film continued with its narrator locked outside. Big-wave pioneer Greg Noll released annual installments of his film series Search for Surf, which never really delivered. Kids who felt ripped off after paying $1.50 took revenge one day by bringing a jar of 50 moths to a screening and setting them free to flap around in the projector light, ruining the show. Noll was furious but the crowd loved it. Surfers were the very definition of a “tough crowd.” But these events were ours alone, unique and more special to us than any simple movie. They were our special cultural events.



“It was often a crude form of uplift. Firecrackers were lit and rolled across the floor to the next row of seats. Bottlecaps zipped through the air. High-decibel beer-belches rang out. A motorcyclist might blow in through the side door, ride up one aisle and down the other, then gun back out the way he came.”



—MATT WARSHAW ON SURF FILM SCREENINGS IN THE HISTORY OF SURFING
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A Cool Wave of Color

FILMED IN: 16 MM AT 16 FRAMES PER SECOND ON KODACHROME FILM

RELEASE DATE:1964

NARRATED BY: Greg (In Person)

Since I filmed this from ages 14 to 18, I had to focus on surf I could hitchhike or drive to—in other words, California’s beautiful, glassy, waves. This made the film unique and accidentally intriguing, even attractive.



Getting to the Finish Line

In our junior year when we started to plan for college, Barbara set her sights on an Ivy League education. I couldn’t understand why she would want to go all the way to the East Coast when California had so many excellent, and inexpensive, universities. (Just $1,700 a year for tuition, books, room, and board!) But I never risked telling Barbara that, even though I wished we could be together. Above all, I respected and admired her brave, independent spirit.

My parents had saved $5,000 for each of us kids to pay for college, so I might have been able to leave the state. But I needed to do more shooting to complete my film, so I applied to just one campus, University of California, Santa Barbara (UCSB), because the surf there was so good. When it came time for Barbara to fly east to study at Cornell, we could barely stand it. What would happen to us? Would our love continue with Barbara now 3,000 miles away in New York? Adding to my concern, I discovered that the Cornell student body broke down to nine men for every woman. I could just imagine my love headed to class on her skateboard, blonde hair flying.

Still, I had two objectives at UCSB: be productive during class and shoot five sequences so I could finish and release my film six months later. The army barrack-turned-dorm that I lived in with 40 other male students was a blast. Every month, the girls’ barrack next door held a mixer where I’d show clips from my film, so I met wonderful friends, but I missed Barbara intensely. Though it was hard to be apart, we were each exploring what an interesting and fulfilling life might look like. We’d share those observations in our letters, however Barbara wrote actual thoughtful sentences while I made pictograms and decorated the envelope. The only redeeming value of that was that it made me famous in her dorm mailroom because of the “artistry” of my frequent letters to her!
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Filming Billy Hamilton.



Since I had a vehicle, as a break from studying I’d carry dorm friends to the commissary on the other side of campus to eat three times a day. Ten students could pile in, laughing all the way. My calculus teacher, Dr. Newsome, offered to help a few of us start the UCSB Surfing Club so that we could organize parking and trash pickup at Campus Point, which got pretty good on a four-foot west swell. I became president of the club.

Just a couple months later, on November 22, 1963, I rushed to call Barbara. John Kennedy had just been assassinated in Dallas, and I needed to process this loss of trust and confidence. She helped me through it, but JFK’s death affected me for months, so I doubled down on my film, sublimating my emotions.

Around that time, a new band called the Beatles released “I Want to Hold Your Hand.” The stylistically fresh song made me miss holding and just being near Barbara even more. When the Beatles appeared on The Ed Sullivan Show to sing five songs, everyone, yes everyone!, on campus tuned in. The show became the most watched non-sports entertainment broadcast ever, with 73 million US viewers. This was February 9, 1964, just weeks before the first screening of my film. Though I had organized my time well enough to get good grades my first semester, I became super stressed balancing my film work and classes in the second semester. It was a struggle I’d never encountered before. But I tried not to let that get to me, because after four years of hard work, I knew I had a film good enough to be loved, especially by the most accomplished surfers, because of the esoteric style, the creativity, and the great surfing.

Because I was a “pay-as-you-go” filmmaker, I was obligated to no one. I could make my film the way I wanted, free of constraints from investors—or of any obligation to produce a profit. I loved that freedom. With A Cool Wave of Color, I tried to create a film that was unlike the others: original in design and execution. My only goal was to make the most artful surf film ever, and A Cool Wave of Color became certainly the weirdest surf movie to date, and done by surfing’s youngest filmmaker. That gift of free expression stayed with me as a goal my whole filmmaking life.

Discovering the Business Side of Show Business

The business of producing a surf film back then was simple enough even for me to understand. It was the theater screenings of the completed film that proved challenging. These are the steps I would take. Three to five months in advance, I'd spend about $75 to rent an auditorium—this was called “four-walling.” Next, I’d print posters for perhaps $60, run a small ad in the local newspaper for $15, and pay a bunch of teenagers to distribute the posters at $1 an hour, for a total of $20. If there wasn’t a “shoulder-hopping” surf film booked that same weekend, you might draw 225 people at $1.50 per person, for a total take of $337.50. Subtract the $170 in costs and I ended up with a profit of $167.50. At that rate, I might break even on my investment in the film ($4000) after 25 shows if I didn’t account for my own labor! Not exactly a get-rich-quick scheme, but, especially for a math nerd like me, a fun way to learn the business.
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Testing a new 385mm lens.
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Inspired by my mentors, particularly John Severson and Saul Bass, I tried several titles by designing ad pieces for my first film, which I’d later decide to call A Cool Wave of Color.
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At the 1961 Huntington Beach Championship, the tandem event got intense in 6-foot surf, and I had a chance to meet Mark Martinson.



A friend in my dorm, Fred Steck, became my first official employee. Fred was brave and, like Barbara, could talk to anyone—even school principals. (He would later become a highly effective investment advisor.) In early 1964, Fred and I would monopolize the dorm’s hallway pay phone and, armed with a stack of quarters, call high school principals throughout California to book the film’s first screenings. Fred also perfected the art of stapling a poster on every telephone pole along California’s Highway 101. But we were making it up in fits and starts, so we weren’t at all prepared for the reaction to the film.

The screenings up and down the coast turned out to be joyous. Even though I didn’t ask them, my parents would bring my little sister Lisa and my grandmother Maud to help sell tickets, run the projector, and watch the exits so that surfers couldn’t sneak in. Gremmies would invent tricky ways to avoid buying a ticket. As the film ran and I narrated from the stage, it was Lisa’s job to creep down the aisle and ask me if I needed more water. She was just eight.


[image: Image]
ILLUSTRATION: PHIL ROBERTS

We saved the correspondence we exchanged from our time apart while Barbara was studying at Cornell.



At the first ten screenings, as I narrated from the stage, I was a stuttering, nervous moron. Even with the lights out, I was terrified. Eventually, my timing and elocution improved. I needed to project not just my film but my personality, telling good stories and delivering laughs. Like vaudeville, I would succeed or fail based on my performance.

Then came another two instances of MacGilli-luck—a naïve, unplanned combination of occurrences that has come in handy for all of our productions. First, because my film took four long years to get right, as my dad had predicted the surf fad had in fact quieted down, which meant that there were fewer movies being made, and less competition. In 1963, because he was so focused on his magazine, Surfer, John Severson released his weakest film, The Angry Sea, wryly nicknamed by film critic Bill Cleary “The Angry Audience,” and he then quit filmmaking for several years. Bud Browne slowed down production, and others, like Greg Noll, traded filmmaking in for the growing surfboard manufacturing business. That left me an opening. Soon thereafter, MacGilli-luck #2: Bruce Brown released his tour de force, The Endless Summer, which was so good that it reignited enthusiasm for all surf films, including my weird movie. The stoke generated probably doubled the attendance at my summer screenings.



“It seems we will sometime reach a point (I can feel it coming and it doesn’t frighten me!), when we say: ‘We shall devote ourselves to each other, live for one another, and build our love to the peak of possibility.’ I think that this experience would be the most beautiful, rewarding, and important in one’s life. (Cowabunga!).”



—FROM AN OLD LOVE LETTER TO BARBARA



In 1964, the surfers at our screenings were wild and energetic and super stoked. They’d hoot at a good ride, they’d laugh at my slapstick comedy routines, and they’d ooh and ahh at the beautiful shots that I’d spent months, even years, photographing. No one was bothered by the fact that my film was projected at 16 frames per second… except me. I didn’t like the extra flicker. From there on out, my films were shot at 24 frames per second.

For a beginning filmmaker, surfers were a great way to gauge audience approval of your techniques, and I loved this process. After some screenings, I’d re-edit the film to make it even better for the next night. Because I was showing my original Kodachrome film, not a copy, I could edit with tape splices. The timing of the comedy moments became tighter. The drama of a lead-in became more dramatically in sync with the “borrowed” musical track. I trimmed action sequences to build to a more forceful climax. I was learning from my uninhibited, extremely vocal, no-holds-barred audience! I loved so much about filmmaking, even the concept that I might fail. That uncertainty factor drove me to try harder, as it does others. For example, climbers get no challenge summiting a mountain they consider easy. When there are factors we haven’t experienced before, we’re forced to figure out new solutions. That’s when it’s fun and exhilarating.

Finally a Sellout!

By the middle of the summer, after about 15 screenings and as positive word of mouth spread up and down the coast, I had my first full sellout at the Elks Lodge in Laguna Beach, just one block from where we live today. Barbara sold tickets, learning how to collect $1.50 and give change in quarters faster than any human in history. On that hot July night, there were audience members standing in the back, sitting in all the aisles, and even up on stage with me as I narrated. It was sweltering inside, so we opened all the doors and windows, but that didn’t help much. Still, the heat seemed to go unnoticed by the stoked crowd. We even turned away 30-40 people because there was no more room, and Barbara made a sign that said “Sold Out—Sorry” for the door. I still have that sign! Everyone had fun, and I discovered success like this was a turn-on. A group of hard-core surfers, including Tim Dorsey, Rich Harbour, Mark Martinson, and Roy Crump, fell in love with the movie and about 20 of them followed me around from screening to screening, from Santa Cruz to San Diego. They soon became friends.

Some crowds were extra rowdy, even drunk. In those cities, renting a high school auditorium required Fred to really turn on his verbal charm. Even so, some school administrators would insist on us hiring a rental cop to keep order. I’d heard bad things about San Francisco surfers, and it turned out to be true—they were the wildest. Their school district required a cop and a $200 damage deposit. During my show there, beer and wine bottles rolled down the aisle with noisy clanks, and I tried to hide the infraction from the guard by turning up the music; I needed that $200 deposit back!


[image: Image]
My mom and dad had personality, intelligence, and style—and wonderful humor.
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Our first full “sell-out” show with Barbara, my dad, our crew, and the cash box.
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STORIES

A LIFE IN IMAX®

Filming Adventures from
Surfing to Everest and Beyond
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