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Michael Peterson at the height of his mastery: the inaugural Stubbies Pro, Burleigh Heads, 1977. Photo dickhoole.com.au.
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DEDICATION


In memory of the late, great Bobby Brown, who didn’t live long enough to make the cut – which doesn’t quite make sense, but if you knew him and surfed with him you’ll know what I mean. And to Jackie, who just keeps putting up with my strange and disruptive obsession with surf. And to the gorgeous grandies, who need to read when they’re not surfing and hopefully will.
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Mick Fanning was crowned the 2009 ASP World Champion following a stunning performance at the Billabong Pipeline Masters at the Banzai Pipeline. Photo Joli.
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INTRODUCTION


I hope you, dear reader, will find this highly subjective selection of 12 of Australian surfing’s Immortals entertaining because for me, as well as a modest fee, there’s likely to be a punch in the face or three.


I have some experience of that which I speak. In a previous century my book-packaging consultancy in Sydney was selected to produce a huge book called Australian Sporting Hall of Fame for the Nine Network’s Wide World of Sports. The selection of 50 titans of Australian sport was not done by any kind of viewer poll or democratic vote. No: it was decided that the two presenters of Wide World of Sports, Ian Chappell and Mike Gibson, plus my business partner and I would meet once a week until it was sorted.


Because there was likely to be some shouting and bad language involved Gibbo thought it would be best if we held our meetings on a boat, so it was agreed that once a week we would convene at the Mosman Rowing Club for a couple of mood enhancers then board a boat laden with cold beer and fresh oysters, drop anchor in a quiet cove and draw up our lists. It actually worked quite well: no one was thrown overboard, and even when we argued heatedly we’d kiss and make up over a nightcap at the Rowers.


Except this once. We had two allocations for men’s tennis and ‘Rocket’ Rod Laver had a mortgage on one of them. Chappelli and I favoured John Newcombe for the other, and my partner Jamo was wavering. But Gibbo was adamant that Newk was just a show pony with a fancy moustache and that the spot must go to Ken ‘Muscles’ Rosewall. That was it: game, set and match. Thank you, linesmen, thank you, ball boys.


But it wasn’t. Newk got the nod and Gibbo yelled at us all the way to the dock, then in the club he yelled and fumed some more. In his introduction to the book he wrote: ‘I still can’t understand how we left you out, Muscles. I was outvoted.’ Okay, he never threw a punch, but until he died every time I encountered the great radio and TV man he’d say: ‘You, ya bastard! You were the ringleader. I can’t believe you left Muscles out.’ 
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Wayne Lynch gliding at Mundaka, Spain in 1989. Photo Joli.





The odd thing is that over time I came to the conclusion that he was right, and as I put the finishing touches on this selection of surfing’s Immortals I wonder how many people will rail at me for a tragic omission (or more) that will also turn out to be wrong.


The Immortals of Australian Surfing is the eighth book in Gelding Street Press’s Immortals of Australian Sport series. Previous instalments focused on the greats of such sports as cricket, rugby league, motor racing, horse racing and soccer, each nominating a small group of individuals whose fame and feats are expected to endure forever.


It was the rough and tumble sport of rugby league that gave birth to the whole Immortals phenomenon, and the jacket blurb for The Immortals of Australian Rugby League briefly backgrounded that rare acknowledgement: ‘The Immortals concept has become an established part of the Australian rugby league scene. It honours a very select group of former players regarded as the game’s elite. These players weren’t just high achievers and standout performers, but also influential identities who set a new benchmark and changed the way rugby league is played.’ 


To a large extent, the Australian Rugby League Commission’s framework for bestowing Immortal status provides guiding principles for these books, but what exactly makes an Immortal? It varies from sport to sport, of course, and is an imprecise mix of fame, prodigious talent, competitive success, remarkable achievement and magnetism. A sportsperson doesn’t need to tick all of these boxes to be considered an Immortal, but being a household name is a very good start. However, it’s not the be all and end all of immortality, as there are legendary figures who caused a significant shift in the way their chosen sport was played or approached who never reached the dizzying heights of others in competition.
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Layne Beachley at Teahupo’o, Tahiti circa 2000. Photo Joli.





Choosing a subjective list of the best in any sport is fraught with difficulty but it’s particularly so in surfing, because even though we now have almost half a century of improving statistical information on the professional sport, competitive performance is only one part of the criteria by which surfers can be judged as being immortal. To use it as the sole criterion would be to ignore the opinions of a vast majority of lifelong, highly competent recreational or lifestyle surfers who choose not to compete and pay scant attention to the World Surf League, even when you can watch every heat on Fox Sports. To them, a brilliant surfer such as Wayne Lynch, who could beat the world’s best in competition because he was one of them but who preferred the solitude of little-known, mid-ocean breaks that felt the full power of the Southern Ocean, easily trumps a surfer such as Michael Peterson, who lived and breathed to win contests. Both are in this book.


Likewise, it would be unwise to dismiss the excellent surfers who have taken a holistic approach to their sport and passion by designing the equipment they ride – which paradoxically was the reason Mark Richards won four world titles and Simon Anderson didn’t win any – but they are both immortalised in these pages. In fact, I’m acutely aware that the holistic approach, when combined with the ability to win, is what drives surfing forward, sharing with the masses the drive power of the elite, so where tough choices needed to be made I have favoured it. Starting with our first world champion, the late Bernard ‘Midget’ Farrelly, at least half my Immortals are holistic surfers.


I wasn’t given strict rules by the publisher so I didn’t create any. I did, however, take the view (arguable, but only just) that the great advancement of modern Australian surfboard riding began after 1956, when a visiting Californian and Hawaiian lifeguard team introduced the finned Malibu Chip balsawood board. Pedants will argue that the Malibu Chip had actually been introduced to Australia six years earlier, when the Hollywood actor Peter Lawford rode his at Bondi before locking it in the surf club storage shed while he made the film Kangaroo in South Australia. Yes, but one person rode it once, and this does not a revolution make.
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Steph Gilmore heads out for her next encounter at Snapper Rocks, Queensland in 2011. Photo Joli.





Likewise, there is a considerable history of surfboard riding in Australia over the first half of the 20th century, beginning a decade before Duke Kahanamoku’s Sydney exhibitions and continuing until barbed-wire barricades blocked our beaches for the duration of the Second World War. Interrupted by two great wars, advancement of the sport over this period never reached more than snail’s pace.


There are more men than women in this collection because it’s historic. Gender equality has come to our sport late but, boy, have we seen some warrior women emerge in recent years! I make no apologies for the sins of inequality of various governing bodies over many decades, other than to say I wish I’d been more inclusive back when we knew no better.


Finally, to the dear reader who might ask how does he get to choose? Luck of the draw, old sport, but as a lifelong surfer and archivist, historian and documentarian of it for more than 50 years, hopefully I bring some degree of perspective to the job at hand.


Phil Jarratt
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1


MIDGET FARRELLY






	Full name

	Bernard Farrelly






	Nickname

	Midget






	Birthdate

	13 September 1944; died 7 August 2016






	Place of birth

	Paddington, New South Wales







In becoming a champion he created a culture that has flourished over the decades and now outlives him.


Almost 60 years since he won surfing’s first world title and a handful of years since his untimely death, the enigmatic ‘Midget’ Farrelly remains the best known of Australia’s many surfing champions – not just because of his undoubted prowess on a surfboard, but also for the radical shift he represented in Australia’s leisure culture.


For many baby boomers Midget was the surf craze, the icon of the new breed of youth who had turned their backs on a conventional working life to chase waves up and down the coast. In fact, throughout his life Farrelly took his job as a surfer and a surfboard designer more seriously than most nine to fivers did.


Bernard Farrelly was born in Paddington, a then working-class inner suburb of Sydney, on 13 September 1944, the first child of Irish and English immigrants. Farrelly Senior was by all accounts (and there aren’t many) a somewhat sombre character who forever looked for the greener grass and became disillusioned when he didn’t find it. He stayed in Sydney’s Eastern Suburbs, however, and worked as a taxi driver while Bernard and second child Jane were tiny, somehow managing to save some money in those frugal, post-war years.


When Bernard was eight or nine the family lived by the beach at North Bondi and the young boy fell under the spell of an uncle, Ray Hookham, who was a member of the surf club and an accomplished rider of the long toothpick boards. Farrelly recalled in 2012: ‘Ever since I caught my first wave on the front of my uncle Ray’s fourteen-foot hollow board at North Bondi at age six, I knew something special was in my future.’


Bernard had to put his new love on hold when his father announced that the family was going on an extended vacation abroad. En route to Canada, where they stayed for more than a year, the Farrellys spent some time in Waikiki. Bernard marvelled at the local beach boys riding their hot curl boards but didn’t pluck up the courage to rent one and try it.


When the Farrellys finally returned to Sydney they set up home at Manly, where as Midget recalled in his 1965 book This Surfing Life: ‘One day when I was down on the beach I came across a really huge, beat-up paddle board sitting on the sand just a few feet from the water. It was a monster – about seventeen feet long . . . there was no one around so I took this thing and pushed it out into the surf and tried to catch a wave . . . I didn’t do very well at first but then I managed to catch a wave standing up. I guess I must have been pretty stoked.’


‘Ever since I caught my first wave on the front of my uncle Ray’s fourteen-foot hollow board . . . I knew something special was in my future.’


During the following year of 1956 Californian and Hawaiian lifeguards here for the Melbourne Olympics introduced the Malibu Chip surfboard to Australia, and everything changed. Farrelly saw the Americans on their balsa hotdoggers at Manly, but another summer passed before the spindly kid – who had been nicknamed ‘Midget’ because that’s what he looked like on the toothpicks – swapped boards with another surfer. He recalled: ‘I took off kneeling on this little thing, wondering what was going to happen. Suddenly the board turned sideways on me and I was travelling so fast across the wave that I was really startled.’


Midget scrimped and saved and bought himself one of the local variants on the Malibu Chip, a 10-feet plywood board that was hollow in the middle and had solid sides. Farrelly’s teenage contemporaries remember him as being wry, witty and extremely resourceful, and he proved it by buying one of the first balsa blanks available in Sydney and teaching himself to shape and glass it in his Manly backyard. Proud of his work and his new nickname, Midget drew an oval decal with an ‘M’ at its centre and glassed it onto the deck.
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The first Australian surf hero at Makaha, 1962. Photo Ron Church.





In 1958 the Farrelly family moved inland to the suburb of Forestville, but Midget didn’t spend a lot of time there. He had become a junior member of the Dee Why boys, a group of pioneer surfers who travelled as a pack along the length of the Northern Beaches peninsula. The surfers who mentored Midget during this period and got him odd jobs in the surfboard industry extended beyond the Dee Why boys and included Manly’s Bob Pike, Dave Jackman (later famous for conquering the Queenscliff bombora), Mick Dooley, Joe Larkin, Bob Evans and the southside’s Jack ‘Bluey’ Mayes.


It was home-movie buff Larkin who took Farrelly on his first real surf trip, to faraway Queensland, an experience Farrelly later claimed opened his eyes to a whole world of surf beyond Sydney. In 1958 Midget also entered his first surf contest, or ‘rally’ as these early meets were called. Held in chunky right-handers off the Avalon rock pool, the contest featured just about every serious surfer in Sydney. Midget made the final and finished fourth, but according to those who were there to witness it the smooth, flowing Farrelly style had yet to emerge.


By 1961, northside surfer Bob Evans had grown tired of distributing early surf movies from the US and decided to make his own. The entrepreneurial Evans, whose day job was selling women’s lingerie, organised a cheap passage on the liner Oriana for a contingent of Australian surfers to travel to Hawaii with him for the annual Makaha International meet. Among the first to sign up were big-wave chargers Pike and Jackman and 17-year-old Midget Farrelly, who had to borrow half the fare from his boss, board builder Barry Bennett. ‘Evo’ got enough footage to make his first feature, Surf Trek to Hawaii, but it was one of the most miserable winter seasons on record, with frequent rain and unfavourable winds. After weeks of waiting for the Makaha meet to be called on, the Aussies flew home without competing.
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Midget cuts back stylishly on the way to winning the first official world championships of surfing, Manly, 1964. Photo Jack Eden.





Even without proving himself in Hawaii, by the end of 1962 and as Australia’s new beach cult exploded in the media, its undisputed poster child was Midget Farrelly. However, Farrelly, although he enjoyed a beer and a laugh as much as the next guy, was nothing like the surfie stereotype in the media. ‘They come from good homes, they are well educated. Why, then, do they turn into common larrikins?’ one popular magazine asked. Midget could have given them an answer that would have killed their story, but he was on his way back to Hawaii.


Midget was seeded into the Makaha semi-finals as Australian champion, and along with Evans and Dave Jackman arrived to find solid 8-feet sets wrapping around the point. By his own account Midget rode ‘well, but not spectacularly’, then had to wait until the next day when the finalists were published in the newspaper to find he had made the cut. Again there was a long wait for a new swell and when it came it was marginal, but the event was being filmed for American television for the first time and the producers needed a finish. Thus, on 2 January 1963, the final was on.


The finalists – Hawaii’s Buffalo Keaulana and Rabbit Kekai, California’s Chuck Linden, John Peck and Mike Doyle and Australia’s Farrelly – paddled out just after 4 pm. While the other finalists made for the bigger waves on the point, Farrelly went to the more consistent inside waves.


Mike Doyle later wrote: ‘An unbelievable thing happened at Makaha that winter. Midget Farrelly, an Australian, only 17 [in fact, Midget had just turned 18] and almost unknown, won . . . Midget was just brilliant. While I rode maybe five outside waves in an hour, Midget rode 30 inside waves, just ripping and tearing . . . He did everything wrong to win, everything against the rules, but it set him apart from the rest of us, and he ended up changing the rules.’ Farrelly himself put a peculiar spin on his victory that was to become a familiar refrain: ‘I just got sick of the whole thing halfway through and couldn’t surf seriously.’ Sick of it in his first international event at the age of 18!


None of this mattered back in Australia, where sports-crazed Aussies and their equally sports-crazed media greeted ‘Australia’s first world surfing champion’ with banner headlines and offers of columns and product endorsements. At the height of the Aussie summer of 1962–63, surfing had blown up as the new teenage rage much as it had in California after the release of the Hollywood film Gidget in 1959. And right at the top of the heap was Midget Farrelly.


‘He did everything wrong to win, everything against the rules, but it set him apart from the rest of us.’


In the winter of 1962 Midget’s friend and mentor Bob Evans started a magazine called Surfing World; it soon became known as the ‘Midget monthly’. Evo had shot the action at Makaha, which he rush edited and released before the summer was over as the short Midget Goes Hawaiian. It was on a double bill with his second full-length feature, Surfing the Southern Cross, which also featured Farrelly. The most potent footage from the Makaha event was a shot of Midget walking up the beach after the final, which Evo had cut to the Four Seasons’ hit of the moment ‘Walk Like a Man’.


If Midget mania went to Farrelly’s head, his contemporaries don’t remember it. They recall a shy, somewhat awkward young man who frequently seemed embarrassed at the attention he received, but there were subtle signs that fame was beginning to change his once-carefree outlook.
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Soul arch at Crescent Head, 1963. Photo Albe Falzon.





Farrelly’s new fame had also turned him into something of a chick magnet. In his middle teens he had dated Tanya Binning, a surfer recognised as being the hottest beach babe of her generation who later found fame in movies. Infatuated, Midget made her a board with ‘Tanya’ written across the nose, matching his own board with ‘Midget’ written on it in similar style. However, the love match was by all accounts an innocent one. Now the world champ had the pick of the beach and he chose Pearl Turton, who had just won the women’s event at the Australian championships at Avalon.


In the middle of 1963 Midget’s father stepped out from behind his taxi during a shift and was knocked down and killed. Apparently overcome with grief, Mrs Farrelly took her own life a week later. Midget never spoke publicly about the impact the double tragedy had on him and his younger sister, then both still teenagers.


Midget never spoke publicly about the impact the double tragedy had on him and his younger sister.


By 1963 surfboard riding clubs were peppered up and down Australia’s east coast (Midget was founding president of the Dee Why club) but no real connection between them and no governing body. In response to this Bob Evans put together a group of prominent surfers that included Midget and formed the founding committee of the Australian Surfriders Association. Midget was elected president, and he nominated his friend and roommate John Witzig as secretary.


While Evans’ motives were noble, he did have a secondary agenda. Despite Farrelly’s win the previous year, surfers around the world were becoming tired of Makaha’s pretensions to being a real world title. They wanted an official world title established, and Evo badly wanted the inaugural championships for Australia. His first move was to enlist major sponsors and stage an Australian invitational surfing championship at Sydney’s most popular beach, Bondi, in November 1963, with an airline ticket to Hawaii for the winner. For some reason, perhaps the recent loss of his parents, Midget Farrelly did not compete and the title and ticket went to rising star ‘Nat’ Young, just a week short of his 16th birthday.


Bondi was a dry run for Evo’s main game. As early as February 1963 he had editorialised in Surfing World: ‘I honestly can’t see any obstacle in staging the 1964 World Board Riding Championships in Australia.’ And he was right: delighted with the media coverage they had received from Bondi, petroleum company Ampol agreed to be the major sponsor while Australia’s national airlines, Qantas and TAA, provided airfares for competitors.


The Ampol World Titles were slated for May at Manly, the beach where Midget Farrelly learned to surf, with Ampol throwing £30,000 (around $1m in today’s dollars) at the event and Bob Evans scoring another major coup by having one of Sydney’s television stations agree to broadcast the finals live.


The first day of the first official world surfing titles was, in fact, the Australian titles, with the best surfers from Australia’s six states vying to compete in the weekend’s main event. Midget won it from Mick Dooley and Bobby Brown, and all three were seeded into the quarter finals with the other national champions. An estimated crowd of more than 65,000 turned up at the beach for the Sunday afternoon finals, while hundreds of thousands more watched it live on black and white television as Hawaiian Joey Cabell and Californians Mike Doyle and L.J. Richards took on the trio of Australians in a one-hour final.


Echoing his sentiments at Makaha, Midget later wrote: ‘Right from the start I did not like it. I felt rotten and I did not want to be in it. I just felt so sick of it all . . . I did not feel as though I could be aggressive, and this showed in my riding.’


Photographer Jack Eden recalled: ‘Midget had surfed brilliantly in the contest, but not that well in the final . . . but then he got a long-walled wave, walked casually to the nose, trimmed through a soupy section, hung off the tip again, then walked back, put his hands in the air and swung into a beautiful, graceful cutback, setting up for the inside section. I think the hooter sounded halfway through the ride. I knew he’d won.’ In fact, Farrelly won by a solid six points, with Doyle and Cabell tied for second. On countback second went to Doyle with Cabell third, Richards fourth, Dooley fifth and Brown sixth. At last it was official: Bernard ‘Midget’ Farrelly was the world champion.


‘I think the hooter sounded halfway through the ride. I knew he’d won.’


If Midget mania had been intense after Makaha, after Manly it was almost scary. Farrelly’s Sunday tabloid column was now syndicated all over Australia and he was frequently seen on TV as the voice of active Australian youth. Introducing one such Midget moment, a presenter on the normally staid Four Corners current affairs program said: ‘It’s taken barely two summers of hard-sell promotion to make the surfboard rival the tennis racquet and the cricket ball as a symbol of Australian sport, and, at the age of 19, Midget Farrelly has become the idol of the blossoming surfie cult.’ 


Over the summer of 1964–65 and after a short stint with Gordon Woods Surfboards, Midget decided to start producing surfboards under his own name. Assisted by young local surfer Warren Cornish, he set up shop in a boatshed at Palm Beach. The Farrelly boards showed that Midget had learned plenty during his apprenticeship in the surfboard sweatshops of Brookvale: the craftsmanship was exquisite from the beginning. Surfboard guru Bob McTavish said: ‘When I first met him he was still learning his craft, but he was getting a handle on it. In Hawaii in ’63 I rode one of his guns and it was magnificent, far more advanced than the Hawaiian boards.’


The 1965 Australian titles were held at Manly in May and featured much the same surf conditions as had the world titles a year earlier. Midget successfully defended his title, but the minor placings revealed a changing cast. Now competing as a senior, Nat Young was a close second while transplanted Queenslander Bob McTavish surfed above himself to finish third. Young’s sphinx style of earlier years had evolved into a tight, functional style that extracted maximum control from his huge feet planted on the deck, and both he and McTavish minimised flashy hand gestures. It wasn’t much, but keen observers detected the beginning of a new kind of surfing just as they had when Farrelly started nonchalantly throwing his board around in 1961.
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Intense surf check, Palm Beach, 1971. Photo Albe Falzon.





The rise of Young’s star over Farrelly’s had become apparent earlier in the year when Young finished second to Felipe Pomar at the second world championships in Peru, while Midget was knocked out in the semi-finals in big, unruly surf. Midget’s eight-month reign as official world champion was over. Even the Midget boosters had begun to change teams. Having championed Midget for years, Bob Evans decided to focus on Nat Young for his 1965 film feature Long Way ’Round, filming him in Peru and Ecuador surfing, mingling with the aristocracy and generally disporting himself as the Next Big Thing. Years later Farrelly told interviewer Matt Warshaw: ‘Everything changed after ’64 . . . Australian surfing had been a fairly purist pastime up until that point. But then a fellow called Bob Evans was having as much influence as he could . . . and his importance in the surfing world in large part depended on annually creating new heroes.’ 
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Midget returns to competitive surfing, mid-1970s. Photo Jeff Divine.





‘Bernard Farrelly is 21 years old . . . he is not finished, or superseded like last year’s model.’


John Witzig, a good surfer and former roommate of Midget’s, while guest editing for the globetrotting Bob Evans devoted the July/August issue of Surfing World to the ‘new era’. It was hard to avoid such pointed references as the headline ‘An End to an Era?’ next to a hero shot of Midget with his 1963 Makaha trophy, but Witzig tried to balance the ledger by writing: ‘The new era movement appears to be a little out of perspective . . . Bernard Farrelly is 21 years old . . . he is not finished, or superseded like last year’s model.’


A few weeks after the magazine’s publication Nat Young, riding a thinner and more responsive surfboard than most and displaying a controlled, functional approach to riding in the most critical part of the wave, won the 1966 world championships in San Diego, California. There was no doubt that this was a benchmark, but what we tend to forget is that Farrelly also made the final of this event riding a radical, lightweight, stringerless board that was arguably ahead of Young’s in design terms.


In fact, in the revolutionary surfing year of 1967, while McTavish, Young and Californian George Greenough spearheaded the shortboard revolution and got all the column inches, Farrelly was quietly refining his stringerless designs at the Palm Beach boathouse, emerging every week or so to surf Palm Beach or North Avalon on a lighter, shorter, more radical board. Bob McTavish now concedes that competition with Midget hurried the revolution along:


People think that he dropped his bundle after the New Era thing, but it was quite the opposite. During that period, when Nat was world champion and spending a lot of time skiing, Midget was a passionate, dedicated surfer and shaper. We were neck and neck from July to November of ’67. We’d surf 100 yards apart on the same beach, not wanting the other to see the design refinements we’d made.


In December 1967 world title finalist Bobby Brown was killed in a pub by a thug with a broken beer glass. It was a tragic loss to surfing, and few felt it more than Farrelly. Early in 1968 he was the star attraction at a memorial contest held at Sandshoes Reef in Cronulla. Riding a slightly V-bottomed pintail of around 8 feet, he drew classic fast lines across the little waves and won the event at a canter.


Anyone who had not already revised their opinion that Midget was a has-been would surely have done so later that year after he came second at the world titles in November in Puerto Rico. Nat Young came fourth and was hardly out of the picture, but it was Farrelly’s down-the-line pintail tracks that created the most attention and he was unlucky not to win a second world title when the judges preferred Fred Hemmings’ straight-ahead approach.


During the period between the 1968 world titles and the 1970 world’s in Victoria, Australia, Midget Farrelly Surfboards became widely recognised as the Rolls Royces of surfboards in terms of both craftsmanship and progressive design. By then shortboards had become universally accepted, and most of the leading Australian surfers had embraced the logic that shorter was better to an alarming extent. This became apparent when California’s Rolf Aurness claimed the 1970 world title by simply riding the right board for the waves. Second placer Farrelly was the only Australian to follow suit, riding a short but sleek pin that gave him speed on the face and down the line.


In 1972 Farrelly established Surfblanks to compete with his old boss Barry Bennett’s Dion Chemicals in the foam blank business. He hired 1964 world title finalist Mick Dooley to manage the business, while Midget Farrelly Surfboards, which had been in financial difficulties, retreated to a secret shaping bay and glassing room hidden under the garage of a rambling house the Farrellys had bought at Palm Beach, overlooking the broad expanse of Pittwater. Asked to comment years later about their working relationship, loyal friend Mick Dooley said of his mate Bernie: 


We have surfed, competed, sailed, and worked together. He even tried to teach me to hang glide. He is a good family man with a loving wife, a younger sister, three daughters, son in-laws [sic] and grandchildren. He is what some people might call a perfectionist. Can be difficult to be around sometimes, but worth it. I have found him to be a generous person, giving of his time and knowledge, if you were willing to listen, especially of surfing and surfboard manufacturing . . . When we were in our teens and early twenties he was without a doubt the very best surfer in Australia. Full of fun, always looking to jump in the car and go on a surf trip to some new surf spot. They were the days. Great memories.
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Portrait by Ron Stoner, late 1960s.





After his disappointing second in the 1970 world titles, Farrelly won the Gunston 500 in South Africa. When the pro tour arrived in Australia a few years later he finished fourth in the inaugural Rip Curl Pro at Bells Beach in 1973. Not yet 30, he was far from a spent force but he never competed at the top level again, preferring to devote his time to his family, businesses and passion for the gliding sports in water and on air. In 1985 he was inducted into the Sports Australia Hall of Fame.


When the longboard started to make its dramatic return to favour in the 1990s Midget Farrelly was a popular drawcard at several events, surfing with ageless grace in the legends exhibitions alongside his contemporaries – with one notable exception. He always made it a condition of his appearance that Nat Young would not be there. Such was the case when a re-enactment of the 1964 world title final was conducted at the Noosa Festival of Surfing in 1999. The standard of surfing in the exhibition was remarkable from all five living finalists, but the big crowd on the beach had Midget as the clear-cut winner.


Farrelly continued to ride his own boards and body surf well through his 60s and beyond along Sydney’s Northern Beaches, on occasional sorties up the coast and on Tavarua, Fiji. Diagnosed with stomach cancer in 2012, he continued to build surfboards and ride them whenever his health allowed and rode his final waves with his family at his beloved Tavarua just days before the disease claimed him. He died in Sydney on 7 August 2016.
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Nat Young looking truly immortal, 1974. Photo Albe Falzon.





