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INTRODUCTION

home on K-Highway when I noticed that the surf had

just come up. There were some 15-25 knot trade winds
tugging spray back, forming some perfect head high barrels.
As I 'looked, I saw one peal off WITH NOBODY ON IT. My heart
started pumping harder as I realized nothing was planned for
that evening and maybe, just maybe I could surf.

As I got home, I told my wife what I had just seen and
she (God, I love that woman) said, “Go for it”. My son Josh
was home, so as [ threw my shorts on, I asked him if he’d
like to join me. By the position of the sun, I figured we
had a solid 45 minutes before it actually set behind the
Diamond Head. After that we’d have maybe 20-30 minutes
or so of twilight. “It wouldn’t be the first time I would have
to use the street lights to get my bearings”, I thought as we
paddled out.

Josh was on his boogie board and I was on my long board.
I teased him about being a half surfer but inside I just felt
so gosh darn proud of him. He and his best friend Aaron ac-
tually had gained a reputation at Kaiser High School as hot
body boarders; 360 Jack stands and el rollos were part of their
Makapu’u repertoire.

Originally being from the South Side of Chicago, I had
surfed the Great Lakes. Hawaii was the last place in the world
I thought I'd end up. Living seven minutes from the ocean and
having consistent surf and warm water were beyond my wild-
est dreams. Having sons that loved the water was a blessing
that was almost too much to take in.

Our stoke was halved, when we saw another surfer drop-
ping in. We looked at each other and said, “Oh well, I guess
we’ll have to share”. Things aren’t always what they seem
from the shore. This was one of those times. It was even better
than we thought. The waves were overhead. There were two
guys out. Imagine our disappointment when they decided to
paddle in.

I T was a Saturday afternoon, late afternoon; I was cruising
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Wake boards were designed to ride the wake behind a boat. It
wasn’t a surfboard, but it was close. It looked like a surfboard,
except that the skeg (fin) was located farther forward and was
attached with 6 wood screws.

My first board from Montgomery Ward

For those of you, who have never surfed, let me explain
something. Wood screws on a surfboard, wake board or any
other kind of water board are an accident waiting to happen.
Lake water soaked the wood, weakened it, and caused the
screws holding the skeg to start to come out.

So, within a month while Timmy Norville was borrowing my
board, my skeg came off in Lake Michigan. It was never seen or
heard from again. I only had just bought the board, and now it
was as useless as a full wet suit in Hawaii. To say I was totally
bummed would be a complete understatement.

It is almost impossible to turn a surfboard without a skeg.
Actually, the ancient Hawaiian surfers could do it. They would
drag their foot or hand in the water to turn their board. Once
they turned though, there was no changing direction. They use
to say,” Set it and forget it”. It takes a considerable amount of
practice and skill to be able to do this. I had neither.
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I tried to surf without the skeg but it was impossible
for me. I was crushed. It felt like my best friend had just
died. Several days later, I told Ron Harling. He just smiled
and said,

“Don’t worry. We’ll just have to drive to Grand Haven.”

“Grand Haven? Why?” I asked. Grand Haven was two
hours away.

“There is a surf shop in Grand Haven,” he answered.

He had seen their advertisement in Surfer Magazine. I was
stoked! I could get a new skeg. I figured Grand Haven must be
Grand Heaven. That two hour drive to the shop seemed like
only two minutes. I would be able to surf again.

The size of the waves is determined by the velocity, di-
rection and duration of the wind. The stronger the wind, the
longer it lasts and the greater distance it blows over the lake
the bigger the waves. Grand Haven is a great place to surf
because of its location. Most Lake Michigan beaches can only
get waves if the wind blows in one certain direction. Grand
Haven can get waves on north, south or west winds, or vari-
ous combinations of the three. It also has a long pier. Piers
are a great advantage for lake surfers. Lake waves tend to be
choppy because of the wind making the water less smooth and
harder to surf. Usually one side of the pier will be choppier
than the other. The other side will be cleaner, which makes it
easier to surf.

Needless to say, Grand Haven was to lake surfers as
Jerusalem is to the Jews. Ron and I felt like we were in a beach
town on the coast, and not in the Midwest United States. There
was indeed a surf shop and there were a ton of surfers. After
we bought the skeg, we cruised around. We counted about 20
guys surfing at the local break. That night they had a street
dance. There was a surf band with over 100 surf guys and gals
hanging out. We had a blast!

We spent the night at an old hotel overlooking the lake. The
next day we were awakened by a very loud fog horn. We had to
remind ourselves that we were still in the Midwest.

We headed home totally stoked. I don’t know if there is a
surf shop there anymore, but I do know there is a great surf
shop in New Buffalo, Michigan. It’s called Third Coast Surf
Shop. I know because I work there!
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Bob Beaton - Grand Haven Michigan 1967

When I got back to Chicago I needed help to fix my board.
My Dad asked his friend Ray to help me. He was a handyman
so he knew a lot about everything. To be fixed properly, the
skeg needed to be glassed in and reinforced with fiberglass
cloth and resin. We didn’t do it that way because we didn’t
know any better, so we improvised.

Ray used a screw again, but this time we screwed it in through
the board from the top. It was not the best way to mount a skeg, but
the main thing was it worked! That skeg never came out again.

I was so happy! My board was fixed. It had a brand new
speed skeg which made my board even more stable at faster
speeds than it was before.

I now had a surfboard, but I still dressed like a greaser.
Greasers wore black pants, black shoes and black socks with
white tee shirts and black leather jackets. The name greaser comes
from the fact that we used to put stuff in our hair which looked
like grease. It was much different from the wax and gels kids use
today. We were a lot like “the Fonz” from Happy Days. Our hair
was greased back and if you were really cool, you had a ducktail
in the front. A ducktail looks like the tail of a duck lying down on
your forehead. It was very cool for greasers, but not for surfers.

Chapter 1 ' Surf-a-holic 5



The next summer found me at Camp Hickory in Round Lake,
Ilinois. I was working as a dishwasher. It was there that  was con-
fronted with my hypocrisy. The two camp lifeguards dressed like
surfers. They introduced me to white Levis, madras shirts, and
penny loafers with no socks. I was told this was the appropriate
surfer attire. As soon as I could, I purchased a new wardrobe and
washed the grease out of my hair. I was now officially a surfer!

In 1966, I was the only surfer in my high school. Most of the
guys in my school were greasers. This one guy used to ask me
if they could take up a collection for me..you know, to buy me
some socks. I was teased all the time. I didn’t care because I was
a surfer. I was cool. I had the board, I had the new skeg, and now
I had the clothes.

I not only surfed but I was into anything that even resembled
surfing. I had a wooden skate board with clay wheels. Downhill
roads, wet grassy hills, snowy slopes...I rode them all. At a win-
ter YM.C.A. camp I was the first one to ride a snurf board (the
forerunner of snowboards) without holding on to the rope. It was
like surfing except on snow. I wonder if that makes me the father
of snowboarding? Maybe it qualifies me for some royalties. That
would be totally gnarly (very extreme)!

In the summer of 1967, after graduating from Fenger High
School in Chicago, I rented a room in a beach house in St. Joe
Michigan. The rent was $20 a week. There wasn't a lot of surf at
St. Joe, but it was on the beach.

My friends and I surfed whenever we could. When there were
waves, all other plans and activities went on hold. It was there I
had the most incredible surf experience of my life thus far.
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Jack Nordgren - Ersula’s — St. Joe, Michigan 1967
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It was a Friday night. As was our custom, my friends and
I were having a party on the beach. The wind was blowing
out of the west. It was straight on shore and huge waves were
rolling in.

Although the waves were big, they would be difficult to ride.
The wind was blowing behind them and making them messy.
The best waves are like long lines. These waves were the op-
posite. They were disorganized short peaks, totally gnarly and
unrideable. Just about the time the party broke up we took one
last look at the surf. We noticed that the wind had shifted. It
was now blowing off shore.

Instead of making the waves choppy, the wind was blowing
onto the front of the waves. It was giving them better shape and
making them smoother. It was going to make for some of the
best lake surf possible. None of us had ever seen conditions as
good as this before.

We stayed on the beach to watch. At 4 a.m. we could just
barely make out A-frame waves. Usually waves break best ei-
ther right or left but not both ways. A-frames break good either
way, which means you can ride which ever way you want. My
friend Clay Carlson and I got our boards. We sat on the beach
and waited for the sun.

At the first glimmer of daylight, we paddled out. The waves
were peeling off and breaking in both directions. They were
perfection. We caught a few. This was the best surf I had ever
experienced so far! I was stoked! I was ready to burst... and
then it got even better!

I paddled for another wave and dropped in. As I stood up and
turned right I noticed this wave was different from the others.
It started to bowl up in front of me. It felt like a circle of water
was surrounding me without touching me. I crouched down so
the lip of the wave wouldn’t hit me in the head. All of a sudden,
everything around me was white. It was like I was in a white
room. The wave had totally covered me without knocking me
off my board. Suddenly, I was out and there was sky. I paddled
back out to the line-up. We sat in silence for a few minutes.

Clay broke the spell. “Did you just get tubed?” he asked.

“Yeah, I think I did.” Then the reality of what happened
set in. “Wait, I know I did!” We both yelled and hooted. We
celebrated like we had both been in that barrel together.
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Getting barreled (tubed) is the ultimate experience in surf-
ing. Surfers always try to stay as close to the curl (white water)
as possible. That’s where the wave is the most powerful. When
you get barreled, you are as close to the power as you can get.
The wave breaks in a circle over you and it pushes you forward
while it is breaking. There is a wall of water on every side of
you, but you are not getting wet! Some surfers call it “being
in the green room” or “the blue room” as the blue-green water
envelops you without touching your body. It is a total rush! It’s
a natural high!

~
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Ron Harling, Duane & Chuck Perkins

My first surfari (major surf trip) to the East Coast also
happened that summer. Ron Harling’s 1964 Volkswagen van
went to the Jersey shore. It was loaded with me, Ron, Vince,
Chuck and Dwayne. We only had three 8 track tapes to listen
to. I could handle Canned Heat and Simon & Garfunkel, but
I hated Cream. We listened to those tapes over and over and
over. By the end of the trip, Cream had become one of my fa-
vorite bands.
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This was to be the first of many surfaris. We surfed different
spots from Long Island, New York all the way down to Cocoa
Beach, Florida. We had many great adventures and forged
friendships that have lasted a lifetime. Some of the guys were to-
tally addicted like me. There was Clay Carlson (Ace King Goum)
and his brother Kenny (the King). Clay worked with some guys
who like to use the nick-name Ace King Goum. We liked the
name so much we gave it to him. Kenny got his nickname on a
surfari with my wife and me. My wife said,” All Kenny does is
sleep, surf and eat. He acts like he’s a king”. The name stuck.

Other friends of mine were able to function normally in
society like John, Dwight, Erik and Peter. They had been ex-
posed to surfing but somehow were able to resist the pull of
the waves. They had the strength and inner fortitude to press
on and lead normal lives. The rest of us had lives that revolved
around surfing. Normal activities, like going to work, dates
with girlfriends or family gatherings were always in danger of
getting canceled or postponed by the surf coming up.

My first surfari was also my first taste of the ocean, liter-
ally. In Lake Michigan we surfed in fresh water. You can drink
lake water, but it’s not recommended.

The ocean is a different story. Basically, salt wateris 2 1/2%
more dense than fresh water. Although the water is too salty to
be drinkable, it’s more buoyant than fresh water. It’s kinda like
you lost a few pounds. You just float better.

Ocean waves are also more powerful, faster and spaced
further apart than lake waves. This makes for a quicker, more
intense experience while surfing. For a lake surfer to surf in
the ocean for the first time is a really big deal. It’s like a minor
league baseball athlete playing in the World Series.

Everything about the ocean is magnified. The power of the
waves and the way they break is more intense than lake waves. The
Atlantic Ocean took some getting used to for this lake surfer. But
after a few sessions I was in the zone and surfing like a natural.

Surfers tell each other all the time how the waves were.
“It was so much bigger...you should have been here an hour
ago,” is a typical greeting to a surfer just paddling out into the
lineup. I was always in search of the perfect wave, but I could
never seem to find it. The perfect wave was always elusive. It
seemed just beyond my reach.
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Chuck Perkins at Clark Street Beach — Evanston, Illinois 1967

I had become a surf-a-holic. Surfing had become my reli-
gion. I had been raised a Christian. I believed in God. But now
I was worshipping the creation rather than the Creator.

During this time I was far from my Creator, but He wasn’t
far from me. My Aunt Ruth and my folks were praying for me.
I was oblivious to it. As far as I was concerned, life was good. I
was a surfer and I didn’t have a care in the world.

But two things were about to change that. The first was the
war in Vietnam (1968), and the other was the military draft.

10 A Lake Surfer's Journey
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