Surf Science- The Wave

Transcribed Interview

Bennett Garr interviewed by Andrea Polli and Judy Baurlein

Andrea Polli:- Can you tell us your name

Bennett Garr- My name is Bennett Garr
AP- And how long have you been surfing?

BG- About 45 years.

AP- 45 years, what got you started?

BG- I guess I just saw it in a magazine and saw friends out. And some older guys you know when I was young there was a few old guys who were still surfing around. There was an old guy in Dana Pointe I can’t remember his name but everyone knew him down there and he lived in a silver van. He is really an old guy and he surfed all the time.

AP-Were interested in how surfers know about and responds to weather? And I was wondering if you had some insight into who you determine when it is a good time to go surfing?

BG-Well I guess you can get the long-range stuff on the internet and that is pretty obvious. But for me the easiest way for me to know I generally listen daily to the VHF weather report and they give all the buoys for this particular area and there is one buoy in particular that if it registers a certain size and time duration then I know something is going on.

AP-What does that mean buoys, size and time duration?

BG- Were kinda fortunate along the California coast here, they have a bunch of buoys that are set up in different geographic areas of the ocean. So they give a duration and the size of  a swell and they also give wind direction. So that group of buoys tells you an area of what’s going on with the wind, the swell.

AP-And you can just tune into those on the radio?

BG- Yes the VHF radio. A lot of the older guys have weather boxes. There is one right there, It is just a little cube. So that little weather box will tell you what the buoys are doing at the time. This one as you can see is ancient art. It is probably one of the first ones, somebody gave me from a boat they had. This is what I use the VHF radios and boats will give you the same thing. It is mostly a mariner’s information center.

Judy- And the buoys, is there some kind of electronic device that is on the 
buoy?

BG- Oh yeah of course the buoys go up and down cause they are hooked to the bottom and they are out about ten, fifteen, twenty miles.

AP- Can you turn that thing on right now?

BG- Sure.

Radio turned on

BG- They are two frequencies and one is for the land based and one is for the marine base. There is a particular buoy around here in Santa Barbara that a lot of the guys know, which is the east buoy. There is Arguello has one, there is Santa Cruz Island has one, Santa Capa has a buoy. You know they are spread around this channel and so this one particular one I listen to that I know that if it is a certain interval and it doesn’t really give me direction but it gives me the size and I know if that buoy is going then sure enough Rincon will have waves. 

Judy- And that particular east buoy is good for Rincon not necessarily like Devaro or any of the other points?

BG- Well the east buoy indicates that the swell is actually wrapping into the channel because the other buoys are really far off shore their in the mid channel. The east buoy is kind of closer to us in the main land. So like maybe at the Santa Rosa buoy it might me 10 feet at 13 seconds but when it gets to the east buoy, which it has to wrap around a conception to get into Santa Barbara, the east buoy might only register 4 feet at 13 seconds. If the interval is really really long like 20 seconds a lot of times I know that swell wont get into Santa Barbara it’ll hit Ventura and head south but it won’t generally get in here on the longer intervals. It seems like is what I’ve learned here over the years.

AP- And is this way of doing it on the radio, is that the way you have always checked on the waves from the beginning?

BG- Well no the waves from the beginning I just went down to the beach everyday and looked and that is the way everybody did it then. Then the coconut telegraph would come then two or three day’s letter the inland guys would come.

AP- What’s the coconut telegraph?

BG- Well it’s is just the guy calling on the telephone telling, “Hey Johnny” up there in Pasadena. “It’s going off!” You know and so Johnny would probably go the next day and drive down. So the people that lived on the beach really got the first day or so of surf in the old days. When that was going on before all this other stuff came online.

AP- So do you also look at weather maps and stuff? 

BG- I do I mostly go online for the long ranges and that kind of stuff. But it is so easy for me everyday when I have coffee I just listen to VHF and then if it looks like there is something I will go run down to the beach and take a look.

AP- What do you look for on the weather maps?

BG- Well it basically gives you the same thing that the buoys give you only in a visual. So you can read what the buoys are at any given time. And then they have colored maps that differentiate size of swell coming on to the beach. And you can see the swell wrapping down and see how it is missing or how it is coming in. So you do really have more of a detail idea of what the swells doing without actually visually going looking but here it is so easy for me to go down to the beach and look.

AP- Do you find there is a difference between what you learned from the buoys and looking at the weather maps and then when your actually out there. How does that actually work then, when you’re out there looking or feeling the air or the waves? Is that usually consistent from what your learn from the buoys?

BG- Yeah basically for instance if east buoy says it’s 4 feet to 13 or 14 seconds then I’ll go down look at Leadbaiter or Ledbetter or bed wetters which ever which way you want to call it. I’ll go down there and I’ll look and I’ll see “ Oh you know Ledbetter has a nice clean two foot line coming in.” Then I’ll know Rincon will be double that, then I’ll have a visual. So then I’ll say that at this other place it will be this size and at another place it will be this size and oh at Ventura it will be that size. So by looking at what is wrapping in at Santa Barbara usually can tell if there is anything going on somewhere else. This is a good indicator town; it takes a big swell for Santa Barbara to show.

AP-Yeah so you totally lost me on that I have to say, so if waves are a certain size here then you know that they are double that somewhere else. How do you know that?

BG-Well just because I know that Ledbetter and the way it faces the swell. The way it faces the coast. I’ll just know that Ledbetter never gets a swell. If Ledbetter got a swell of lets say five feet then I’ll know everywhere else it is double that. Ten twelve feet because Ledbetter is so sheltered from the swell line.

Judy- Which way is it facing?

BG-It is pretty much facing southeast. Where Rincon per say which is our best surf spot, sticks out more it’s more of a defined point. So it will pick up a swell a little better. And then the swell angle coming down the coast may not wrap into Santa Barbara but it will hit Ventura because the bay is bending back around to the west. So by the time you get to Point Magoo it’s way bent around and it’s facing north west where Santa Barbara down basically faces south east so you can see just by the land structure how the swell will wrap in here if you know how to tell.

AP- So do you have different shaped boards for different areas?

BG- I used to, I still have one or two short boards. And if it’s not crowded I’ll ride them. But generally I just have a performance long board now and it works in most anything.

AP- So over the years how have things changed from your experience?

BG- It changed dramatically, when I was a kid it was just my buBGies at each surf spot.

AP- And now?

BG- And now it’s probably ten times that amount of people. Where it was one person when I was 15-18 now there is probably ten people per spot. So the attitude has certainly changed which is kind of sad in a way. Just to interject something here which I wish had had happened but never did. In the old days the first surf reef was build by a bunch of guys down in Saint. Calamine. They’re old surfer guys in the 40’s and they dumped a bunch of rock. We thought that was gonna be the first artificial surf spot. By the time I came to my age I would have hoped that everywhere on the coast would have all these spots. So there would have been so many surf spots that it could just housed millions of guys. But it never happed due to liability. 

AP- what makes something a surf spot like with these “dumping rocks?”

BG- Well they create the rocks in a certain depth and angle and they create a breaking wave that will peel. The first one they didn’t know what they were doing and they went out and dumped a bunch of old cement and stuff.  And sure enough it broke over it but it didn’t really do the right thing you know.

Judy- And that is what Saint Clement is made of?

BG- No it’s just one little place. It was the San Juan Capistrano beach club is where they did it, right out in front of there. Which is just south of Del Genii a little bit. I don’t know if it’s still there, the beach club is probably not there anymore. I think that was one of the first ones they actually tried that a bunch of guys had a construction company and they pile up a bunch of old cement.

Judy- So they build up the ocean bottom?

BG- Yeah, but it never happened because of liability which was really a shame. Beach County decided they could ultimately be sued if someone got hurt on it. So pretty much stopped that process.

Judy- I wonder if it had any effect on the environment?

BG- Well of course environmentally I’m sure that was the end of that too.

Judy- I have another question have you noticed since you lived here that the surf 
spots have shifted due changes in the ocean floor or changes in the coastal environment? Has anything changed like have some spots become better?

BG- Well sure things change that’s for sure.

Judy- Everything shifts?

BG- Yeah but there are still some stead fast areas that will always remain the same. In years of really heavy rain, I remember in 1969 we had in Laguna and Dania Point area we had about ten days straight of rain, night and day.  We had a huge amount of rain. And it created it created all kinds of new surf spots. Which was really interesting because we would hunt around and find all these places. All the creeks got dumped out.

Judy- That were like temporary surf spots cause the water was higher?

BG- Well because all the derby filled in. Dounini had one of the best points I’ve ever seen there for about a month and finally the sand was flushed out and leveled off. When that river there cranked out it build up a sand bar which made a perfect surf spot. So they do come and go in years of different amounts of rain. But places like Rincon and Hammons and a few other places pretty much stay the same because they have a rock bottom and that rock bottom are the ones that stand time. Where beach breaks will always shift and change because of the currents and the flow of the water. They will have a good break on day and the next day it will be over there and move around. Point breaks seem to stay the same.

AP- So do you think surfing has made you more aware of the weather and the climate then most people?

BG- Oh I think definitely.

AP- And more concerned about the environment?

BG- I think so, I think surfers as a whole are probably a lot more conscious of the environment. I find very little trash at Rincon being such a busy place, impacted heavily with surfers. I find very little derby. I think they are pretty conscious of their world around them. They don’t want to swim in pollution if they can help it. So I’d say as a whole they are.  

