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The Surfing Session

When Old King Neptune's raising

Hell and breakers roll sky high,

Let’s drink to those who can ride that stuff and to the rest who are

willing 1o mry.

“Doc” John Ball from California Surf Rider, Los Angeles,
1946.

Have you ever thought who started this “paddle around the guy
Who is sitting on the peak’” scene? Now there is Place in any good
surf where the energy lets down at its best — a rake off point . . .
You are waiting for your wave, when a person comes up, Why does
he have to paddle next 1o you to take off? Why can’t he sit back q
Jew feet, like a few board lengths, laying in the water, and catch the
waves you aren’t going to ger . . . Thisisa very, very simple code of
good manners. :
Tracks interview with Robert Connelley, Jan. 1971: 25,

The major objectives of this ¢
affecting social interaction among

waves), mastery of
basic techniques for handling the surf, and understanding of the
basic norms governing interaction among surfers.

Many aspects of the descriptions of the surfing session, contained
in this chapter, are not generally recognized by board riders. Part
Three has shown — among other things — that board riders
normally see competitive activity as detracting from their sport. The

3", 31. Two famous A"Shah n ]K)nﬂ surf locations. The Pass at ByIOﬂ Ba; above) and Cres-
3 h a; y{ , )

al
cent Iiead (bEIO“)’ both in New South Wales. Note thﬂt the land lies at an a“gle to the direct

jon of wave break.
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explicitly anticompetitive emphasis apparent in the statements of
many board riders is consistent with the popular board riding
philosophy depicted in surfing movies and magazines. These often
picture a surfer or a few surfers interacting primarily with waves.
This ideal assumes a surfing situation with good waves and sufficient
numbers of waves for the surfers who are present. These conditions
do not occur often, for waves are best (for reasons detailed later) at
particular types of location and there are normally insufficient
numbers of such locations for the surfers in a given area. While
most board riders are aware that much surfing takes place under
crowded conditions, and frequently talk in terms of ‘‘hassles”
occurring in the surf as a result of a crowd, few conceive of a
crowded surfing situation as a competitive one. Yet crowded surfing
involves competition for wave resources. Paradoxically, the low
level of formal organization existing among board riders at a surfing
location is important in the development of a more, rather than a
less, intensely competitive situation; for the conflicting interests of
individuals are poorly shielded from each other by formal regulation
of activity, when compared with the explicitly competitive, and
highly regulated, activity of the surf life saver.

In order to generalize about the factors important to the typical
surfing session, it is necessary to describe some physical features of
surfing environments basic to interaction among surfers. Later
sections are specifically concerned with the dynamics of point-surf
surfing, and with picturing and describing the dynamic nature of the
surfing session.

» Victoria,

‘Took™ of 3 Ppoint surf. Bells Beach

FEATURES OF SURFING LOCATIONS

The

For surf board riding, what is required in a wave is that it steepens,
leaving a slope of unbroken water where the rider can slide down.
The higher and steeper the slope (controlling for the speed of the
wave), the more exhilarating the ride. It is of the nature of waves,
however, that they are dynamic. Unlike a ski slope, they do not
present a comparatively constant face; rather, they present a slope
moving as a whole, and changing from one second to another. A
general goal of surfing is to extend the ride on the unbroken water
while at the same time riding a steep slope. This desire arises from
the resultant accentuation of the physical forces with which the
surfer is involved in his surfing activity. In many ways these desires
may be seen as incompatible in that waves are steepest just before
they break; once they break, generally speaking, there is no longer

32,
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the wall

continually reforms below t
at the bottom. '

Steep rides are longer, however, under a variety of conditions as
in larger surf (higher wave slopes than in smalj surf). They are also
longer in surfs where the wave does not uniformly steepen and
break along its whole length: this i i

to the other. The ideal riding sur
as a “point”’ surf, or as a resul

situated so that the bottom
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particular settings accordin
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geographical contours por i

trayed to this point may be illustrated by
two rather extreme examples (see figures 7 and 8); an ideal-typical
point surf, and a shifting beach break.

For ease of expression in ‘the following account, a number of
common surfing terms will be used:

Close-out the breaking of a wave al
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unridable.
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ong its whole length and
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Fig. 7. Typical point surf location
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Drive the attempt to trim a craft for maximum possible speed.
Drop the slide down the face of a wave immediately after it is
caught.

Drop-in dropping onto a wave outside another surfer on the same
wave,

Kick-out flipping the board over or through the back of a wave to
end the ride.

Locked-in a surfer in a position where it is impossible to kick-out yet
the wave is still ridable. The rider is locked-in to the cur] of the wave,
Outside (a) position(s) on a wave — breaking from one side to
another — occupied by surfers who are further along the unbroken
face than the surfer who is closest to the break; (b) any point
seaward of a breaking wave. The inside position on wave is the one
occupied by the surfer who is closest to the break.

Take-off the launch onto a wave; to begin a ride.

Wipe-out the forceful (and often spectacular) termination of a ride
by a rider losing control of his craft. A wipe-out is usually caused by
a breaking wave but may also result from an accident such as a
collision with another surfer.

Under beach break conditions (see figure 8), it is much more
difficult to be appropriately located to catch waves, as predictability
of wave performance is low. Shifts in the break occur according to
very specific situational factors, such as slight directional variation in
wave movement, backwash or runouts from previous waves in a set,
etc. Under many beach break conditions, general prediction of wave
behavior is almost impossible. One break may be a close-out,
another may present a good face and a clean break from one end to
the other. The timing of waves and the prediction of the take-off
area, moreover, are frequently all but impossible to foresee. The
consequence of this for the spatial arrangements among surfers is
that there is a much greater emphasis on chance factors (being in the
right place at the right time) and on the factor of mobility which
enhances the surfer’s chances of being appropriately located for a
particular wave after recognizing what may be quite subtle cues from
approaching sets of waves.

The situation is very different in figure 7, where there is a clear
advantage from the point of view of optimal utilization of the wave
by being placed within striking distance of x. This point represents
the first at which the wave may be caught and se gives the longest
possible ride, should this be desired. It gives the rider, already on the
wave, a prior claim to it when account is taken of surfers who may
elect, for whatever reason, to take the wave at other possible take-
off sites closer to the termination of the wave’s journey. Not all
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The “drop in”" rule is clearly related to the nature of good surf

riding waves, in which there is an obvious direction of break (across
the wave). Riders on the inside {(closest to the break and, in the
ultimate, behind the break) are in the greatest danger of being
“wiped out’’ by the collapsing or breaking wave as the break chases
the rider and he ‘“‘drives” and runs away from the break. The tighter
the rider’s position relative to the breaking wave (the closer he is to

the forces of the breaking wave terminating his control over his
directional drive parallel to the wave) the less the degree of freedom
the rider has in which to manoeuvre. The “‘drop in”’ rule, giving
right of the wave to the rider on the inside, functions therefore to
give the greatest chance to the rider in the most critical position. The
rule is also functional to other riders on the same wave, as the
person on the steepest or in the most hollow “critical’’ section of the
wave is normally travelling at greatest speed. The ““drop in” rule,
where several people are on the same wave, directs outside riders to
consider and if necessary give way to those on the inside. On a fast-
breaking wave the rider on the inside is often in a highly critical
position, as the option of kicking out over the back of the wave once
the lip has reached a certain point (especially in a large surf) is likely
to have been forfeited. With the breaking wave menacing the rider
from behind, the only course of action is to drive hard towards the
open end of the wave, in the hope that the ‘“‘gate’ remains open. On
many fast-breaking waves the only action left open to the rider is to
trim the board for maximum speed and drive hard or take a wipe-
out,

The ““drop in” rule appears to be a cross-cultural universal
among surfers and there is evidence to indicate that it tends to
emerge spontaneously among different groups of surfers under
many different conditions. Edwards and Ottum (1967) are among
several authors who have shown that before the development of the
modern short board, the tendency was for board riders to ride
directly with the wave (e.g., in the same direction as the wave). This
was the case in Hawaii and the United States during the wooden long
board era as it was in Australia and New Zealand where surfing was
largely the domain of surf life savers for a much longer period of
time. Surf life saving craft have never been specifically designed for
manoeuverability on waves and this has tended to militate against
doing anything other than riding them “‘straight” to the beach.

Through a long period of board riding history, up until the 1950s,
in both Australia and the United States, cutting across the face of the
wave was considered unusual. With the design of more
manoeuverable craft, however, it became obvious that it was
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- riders jockeying for the inside running, making the interpretation of

the ““drop in”’ rule somewhat unclear. For example, two riders may
catch a large wave simultaneously, one above the other. With one
behind the other, one surfer paddles for an arriving wave and climbs
high up the face of the wave before the speed of the board matches
that of the wave. The wave meanwhile may have steepened and
permitted another surfer to catch it lower down.

Craft Type and Surfer Interaction

Most surf boards today are shaped to give speed and
manoeuvrability when planing speed is reached on a wave. They are
designed primarily for wave riding not for moving through or over
water under the rider’s power. Generally speaking, the requirements
for moving fast through the water are incompatible with the require-
ments for maximum manoeuvrability when riding a wave. In the
case of small watercraft, paddling speed tends to be increased by
more buoyancy and greater length in the water. Manoeuvrability is
enhanced by reducing the size of the craft overall and therefore the
degree of buoyancy. Because they have a relatively slow paddling
speed and only moderate buoyancy when not planing, small
manoeuvrable wave-riding craft, in the case of most surf boards,
necessitate steeper wave slopes for effective take-off. In general, the
slower the craft or surfing body, the more critical the take-off
situation from the point of view of steepness of wave. Unassisted
body surfers must have very steep slopes down which to slide; they
generally catch waves just before or as a wave is breaking. Surf board
riders, with a faster top speed than swimmers, are more mobile and
have more flexibility for take-off position; e.g., they can catch waves
more easily from more positions than can body surfers. However,
modern short boards permit little latitude. Wave slopes must be
steep and the wave large enough to enable the board to match the
speed of the wave before slippping over the back. Take-offs are
often critical (e.g., seconds before, or as the wave begins, its break)
and position is very important before the wave’s arrival. This
strategy in predicting the wave’s performance beforehand is a great
advantage. (This helps to explain the preference for point breaks as
opposed to beach breaks.) Frequently, split-second timing is
involved, as well as very precise location of the board and rider
before critical take-off. The very fine latitude required to take-off on
modern surf boards is a key factor influencing the nature of inter-
action which occurs at point surf locations. The faster the paddling
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pattern at point surf locations as illustrated in figure 8 do not
normally develop a competitive situation in relation to wave
resources. There are usually enough waves for everyone and the
principles of traffic management are basically simple such as, riders
coming in should avoid riders paddling out, and those travelling out
should take cognizance of any evasive action by riders coming in and
reciprocate to avoid collisions.

A very different state of affairs can develop among board riders at
point surf locations, however. Where there are only one or two good
take-off areas, traffic flow can become a major social problem to
board riders. Normally each wishes to ride waves and avoid
collisions with others. But they all need to be located nearby the
take-off point in order to have a chance of catching the waves.
Consequently, very congested situations can occur; waves become a
particularly scarce resource, and a highly competitive situation can
develop between surfers. Such situations now develop frequently at
many of the better-known point surf locations when a good swell is
running. They are clearly a function of the numbers of riders but, as
will be shown, there are many other factors affecting the nature of
the social interaction taking place.
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DYNAMICS OF POINT SURF SURFING

The remainder of the chapter brings particular foci to bear on the
. nature of interaction among surfers during surfing sessions. The
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time and quite exhilaratin 3; _énore waves may be caught per unjt evolving from them.

ormed swells and even wi ngd clhis n%é;ly be achieved by chasing un- Upon entering the water at a point surf locat.iox.l, surfers normally
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cultural background of participants is another probable influence.*
There are two additional issues of importance to the nature of
interaction among surfers. The first is concerned with the nature

and types of craft used at surfing locations, and the second

emphasizes the dynamic nature of surfing and the man-wave
relationship. Some detail was sketched earlier in comparing surf life
saving skis and short riding boards. Under point surf conditions,
craft such as paddling boards and racing skis can be a part of the
action without affecting in any way the interaction of board riders
taking place in the take-off area. The behavior manifested at the
take-off location, by and large, only affects those surfers needing to
be located at the take-off point in order to catch waves (e.g., those
on boards, belly boards, mats, or wave skis). Racing ski and paddling
board riders who, because of the nature of their craft catch waves at
a more shallow, often earlier, stage of their development than board
riders, frequently operate parallel to and without interfering with
surfers on craft located near the take-off point. Where one of these
riders comes into contact with a surfer on the same wave, the “drop
in’” rule is expected to apply. Thus, a ski rider who takes a wave
behind and on the outside of the take-off point from which the
board riders are operating, is expected to keep out of the way of
riders ““locked in”” on the inside of the wave. It is also assumed that
the converse applies, for example, such board riders will stay closer
to the more critical sections of the wave and not drive out along the
wave some distance from the break if there is another surfer there.
(See ski riders’ movements relative to board riders in figure 9.)
The second issue is the essentially dynamic aspect of the surf.
Surf patterns can change very quickly. The pattern of the sea can
immediately effect a change in the interaction patterns and social
emotional climate itself; even under the most aggressively
competitive conditions the sea imposes its own rhythms and
patterns on surfers to inhibit the incidence of open conflict. Waves
come in sets and there is some waiting between sets; riders start
taking waves, thereby reducing numbers in the take-off area and
modifying the interactional pattern at that place; slight shifts and
changes in the direction of waves add a chance element to the exact
take-off point ~— these are all aspects of the dynamic nature of the
sea affecting, to some extent, the social atmosphere in a surfing

*  There is some reason for believing that Australian surfers are more charac-
teristically aggressive than others, such as U.S. surfers. Several Tracksarticles and
interviews provide ground for such an hypothesis. See for example Tracks
interview with Robert Connelley, Jan. 1971: 25.
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_cultural environment in which surfers live and the specific
~constitution of the set of surfers at a particular location.

TWO WAYS OF PICTURING THE SURFING SESSION

The discussion so far has indicated some of the factors affecting the
nature of interaction among surfers at a surfing location and has
shown that particular combinations of these factors can contribute to
hostility among surfers. This hostility generally appears to derive
from competition for scarce wave resources.

Two different analytic approaches will now be taken. Both
approaches picture the dynamics of surfing sessions in ways which
permit a useful consideration of certain aspects of the relationships
among surfers. The first may be termed a configurational approach,
while the second focuses on the nature of the interests of surfers
interacting in a ‘‘situated activity system”’.

A CONFIGURATIONAL APPROACH TO SURFING SESSIONS*

Looking at a set of surfers at a point location from some distance, it
is possible to be struck by the shape of the mass as a whole and the
way the shape of the mass changes in response to the waves. At one
stage, a tightly packed pattern of surfers appears to form a jelly-like
mass carried by the water, and may be moving as a whole, in or out,
relative to land fixtures. On another occasion this mass will react to
an incoming set of waves (e.g., one considerably larger than the
average size of waves for the day) and as riders paddle out to sea to
get over the waves before they break, the mass will move away from
the main take-off area. From time to time, while the mass lifts over
each successive swell, parts “‘break-off’’ as the more daring or better
positioned surfers catch various waves. On other occasions, the
mass may be grouped in a roughly circular shape around the main
take-off area as ridable swells approach. Frequently, with a good set
of five, six or seven waves, the mass may appear to disintegrate
completely as the parts move away with the waves, leaving pieces
apparently strung out in their wake. After such a set of waves has
passed, the bits, typically float back to rejoin into a unified mass
around the take-off area. The size of the mass may be increased or
decreased as riders join or leave. There is a continually changing
pattern as riders respond to the waves and to each other.*

*  Some ideas behind this approach derive from an article by Elias and Dunning
(1966), who analyze football games from a similar viewpoint.
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focus to his relationship with the wave. To the rider who has a wave
to himself, everything eise may be pushed aside. Here, suddenly,
the source of tension is switched to the interaction of the individual
and the wave. :

In many ways this is the end point of the tensions deriving from
competitive interaction in the pre-take-off phase. The ride itself is a
high point and permits a playing out of the tensions of anticipation
and generalized excitement. At the end of a ride relaxation follows
as things begin to slow down. From intense excitement, in which the
surfer has been striving to stay in tune with the wave, begins a
return to a more ‘“‘normal’’ state. Surfers at such time may report
still being in a stage of heightened awareness, still excited or
““stoked’’ as a result of the exhilaration of the ride, but this is inter-
mixed with a sense of relief, a release from the immediate tensions
and the exciting and vertiginous experiences of the ride itself. These
are the moments the surfer seeks out. The presence of others is not
necessary for this experience. Surfers are brought together on the
basis of similar interests unlike football players who come together
for the purpose of co-operating to the extent that the game of
football may take place. Surfers interact together in a surfing session
for the ostensible purpose of achieving individual goals, and
although they may interact intensely, their quest is essentially
individualistic.

In summary, where a set of surfers is viewed in terms of a con-
figuration — a mass — there is a continual fluctuation in its shape. It
can be seen to expand and to contract, to move and flow in a variety
of ways. It may grow in size (number of constituent parts), reduce in
size, disintegrate as parts break off and string out, and reform as
they come together again. The pattern of grouping and regrouping
follows in phases geared closely to the way the sea behaves. The
spreading out of the mass around the take-off area during the
regrouping phase is also a period of recuperation as riders, having
taken waves in earlier sets, recover from their return paddle and,
together with others already in the take-off area, relax in anticipation
wnt individualized dri ; . of the arrival of another set. The contraction of the mass
the expense of others. The mass gsrl;,?:,}l;?: Iéaowgl self-interests, at corresponds to a period of tension for individuals as a set of waves
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Yet the silence and attitude of apparent disregard belie the im-
portance of others surfers during a surfing session. In fact, such
_ persons form an audience of some importance to most other surfers,
~few of whom report the enjoyment of surfing alone and normally
~surf with other persons. The attitude of disregard is part of an inter-
active setting in which each surfer knows what he and the others are
there for, that these interests are essentially ‘“‘like’’ rather than
~ “common’’, and so are mutually exclusive to some extent. Further-
more, most surfers seem to be aware of gestures and nonverbal
forms of communication that indicate to other surfers what the
situation is. Important among these are signs involving various
degrees of threat. The positioning of one’s legs over the back of a
board in such a way that pushing off another board is possible is one
of these threats. Another is when a surfer is attempting to paddle for
a wave behind persons waiting closer inshore. He may steer a
collision course, thereby requiring evasive action on the part of
those who are in his way. Thus, while verbal forms of
communication may be curtailed, there is evidence to suggest that
other forms of communication take its place.

The second manifestation of the implicit recognition of what can
be a competitive situation among surfers is the technique of
masking one’s commitment to a course of action. When a surfer
assumes a somewhat nonchalant manner in an approach to a forth-
coming take-off, while at the same time he is striving to out-paddle
other surfers, he is masking his intentions. It appears likely that this
behavior functions in at least two ways; firstly, it is likely to reduce
the incidence of overt hostility by avoiding interpersonal confron-
tations; and secondly, more importantly for the surfer if successful,
establishes the rider’s prowess in the eyes of other surfers at that
session, making it easier to repeat the performance.

What clearly emerges in many surfing sessions is a social
hierarchy, or a pecking order in which some individuals are capable

THE SURFING SESSION AS A SITUATED ACTIVITY SYSTEM

The surfing session itself may be viewed as g ¢
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These two extreme cases illustrate the dynamic interrelationship

between the social system in which norms emerge and thie nature of
-the norms themselves. As far as surfing is concerned, the relation-
ship appears to manifest itself in terms of more explicit formulation,
more rigid interpretation and more obvious and severe sanctions as
the potentiality for conflict increases. On the other hand, the type of
social behavior which the norms guide to some extent can influence
and change the nature or interpretation of the norms themselves. As
already noted, the ““drop in”’ rule under competitive conditions can
lead to a cycle in which surfers may attempt to take-off in ever more

“tight” situations. On some extremely competitive occasions, the
take-offs are so critical that the wave is virtually unmakeable even
for the very best surfers. This can lead to a situation where parallel
take-off points may develop. Despite the “‘drop in’’ rule, two or
more surfers may paddle parallel to each other when attempting to
catch a wave, on the chance that the inside rider will be wiped out,
leaving the wave to those outside. The “‘drop in’’ rule still applies
once the riders are on the wave. If the surfer on the inside looks as if
he is going to ““make the first section”, outside riders are expected
to give way. It is at the take-off point that the interpretation of the
rule changes. Instead of parallel surfers giving way when they
observe someone inside them taking off, they are much more likely
to speculate that the inside rider will get wiped out, and take the
wave also, even if they must later give way by kicking off the wave.
The interplay of forces in these situations resemble tensions
which Elias and Dunning (1966: 401) have pointed to in their
analysis of sport games. These authors posit a ““context of inter-
dependent polarities built into the game pattern [as providing] the
main motive for the group dynamics of a football game”’. A number
of the polarities (slightly modified) appear particularly relevant to
surfers at point surf locations. Some of these are: the polarity
between co-operation and competition (among those interacting at a
surfing location); the polarity between affectionate identification
and hostile rivalry; the polarity between the enjoyment of aggression
by individual surfers and the need to sink such enjoyment in the
interests of the assembly as a whole; and the polarity between
elasticity and fixity of normative guides to behavior. While not
formulated in this way, much of the foregoing discussion has
concerned behavior indicated by these polarities.

Implicit throughout this chapter is the essentially informal nature
of surf board riding for most board riders. Few board riders are
members of any formal organization. The content of the surf board
riding subculture learnt by neophyte board riders does-not therefore




does s0 as a result of interaction in informal situations. In spite o ,
this, however, numerous factors have been detailed affecting the
way surfing activity is structured. There is an identifiable social

structure to the surf board riding session. Surfers who interact with
others at surfing locations learn ““appropriate”

given of the way these processes operate but
some indication of the major learnings associated with the surfing =
session have been detailed. Many of these learnings are necessary
for satisfactory performance at a surfing session. They are,
therefore, an important part of the surfing subculture. Furthermore,
the board riders’ browess that he values as part of his activity have
been shown to be at least partially influenced by the nature of the
social interaction occurring at surf board riding locations.

PART FIVE

odelling Ludic
Activity



