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THE SURF LIFESAVING DEBATE HAS been an opportunity to consider the different
forms in which history may be written, and not least the ways in which the historian can
intrude on the story. Doug Booth is a boardrider, I am a surf lifesaver; according to Booth
and others we are members of quite different surfing subcultures, so the ways in which we
approach the past, as Murray Phillips has demonstrated, reflect this. Yet this is not the
entire story; evidence is read differently, and my "romantic emplotments” contrast sharply
with Booth's much more "tragic" stance. Whatever conclusions may be drawn from the
debate and the evaluation of it, I am grateful to Murray Phillips and Doug Booth for
inviting me to be a participant. Both have forced me to think carefully about historical
production, and through his writings, Booth in particular has challenged me to reconsider
the ways in which I have analyzed surf lifesaving's history.

Australia's surf lifesaving movement, one of the nation's best known images, is a body
always intent on guarding its unique status on the beaches. A volunteer service organiza-
tion, it has successfully argued that, despite compelling evidence, competition is of sec-
ondary importance—designed to produce fitter, more skilled surf lifesavers. However, it
has many more faces than these two, and since it began in 1907 those observing surf
lifesaving have rarely understood its diversity. I remain convinced that what appears to
Booth and various historians, journalists, and sociologists to be a monolithic, disciplined,
conformist and deeply conservative organization whose image largely derives from New
South Wales, and in particular Sydney clubs, is far more complex than they believe.'

Spring 2002 15



JOURNAL OF SPORT HISTORY

Firsty, then, how useful is the Sydney-dominated image? Sydney was where the Royal
Surf Lifesaving Society (a still water, inland waterways organization) unsuccessfully made
a claim to patrol the beaches, and in the process produced its surf equivalent.2 These
beaches and others in New South Wales where the original surf lifesaving methods and
competition developed, eventually became the nursery from which the "Bondi Lifesaver”
emerged, that iconic figure of the 1930s, 40s and 50s who reappeared at the closing cer-
emony of the Sydney Olympics.” Because of its pioneering role in surf lifesaving, New
South Wales has been the most traditionally conscious of all the Australian states, but one
cluster of Sydney clubs is not a state, and New South Wales is not Australia.

More importantly, the clubs themselves were, and remain, different, even individual.
Their contrasting origins were one reason for this. The degree to which they focused on
surf lifesaving and/or competition was another, plus their traditions and the nature of the
beach they patrolled. All fulfilled their primary beach and surf patrolling requirements;
however, beyond that point they were free to develop as they wished, and consequently
they attracted diverse memberships.

Although the influence of New South Wales and its clubs was pervasive until the
1940s (the state was referred to as the "Head Centre" of surf lifesaving), todays corporate
entity, Surf Lifesaving Australia, is a federal body and has been for more than half a cen-
tury.4 All states, with their own governing bodies, have equal voting rights regardless of
club numbers and membership; consequently, New South Wales can be, and often is,
defeated on major issues. The state and its largest clubs should not necessarily be the
standard by which everyone else is judged.

So is this a monolithic organization of dedicated volunteers? Consider what Kent
Pearson had to say in 1977:

Because the Surf Life Saving Association dominated the Australian surf until

the late 1950s, most persons with a serious intent in surfing prior to this joined

the Surf Life Saving Association. This was in spite of the increasing polarity

between playful and instrumental purposes of surfers within the movement.’
This statement has been the key to some of what I have written on the history of the surf
lifesaving movement before 1960. As Pearson points out, most people with a serious inter-
est in surfing (note surfing, not volunteerism or patrolling the beaches), joined surf lifesav-
ing clubs, where their identification as surfer-hedonists, as opposed to dedicated lifesavers,
caused tensions within clubs. In his pioneering study, Pearson also emphasizes how before
World War II "board riding had been generally restricted to surf lifesaving club members
who based their activities at a particular beach," i.e., their club's home beach.’

What Pearson seems to be acknowledging is that the surfing sub-culture he identified
in his research—a sub-culture contrasting sharply in some ways with surf lifesaving—in
fact existed within the latter movement for at least fifty years. Then, with the introduction
of the finned malibu board which coincided with improvements in transport, a "greater
degree of consumer affluence,” and growing personal freedoms within Australian society,
the surfing sub-culture quickly emerged from the clubs.” Unknowingly, Pearson provides
part proof of this when discussing long, hollow surfboards he found that "in spite of the
difficulty of using these boards for wave riding, they were being used more and more for
just this purpose [by surf club members] immediately prior to the introduction of the

wave riding malibu board."
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March-past of Maroubra lifesavers at Bondi Beach, 1950s. COURTESY DUPAIN'S BEACHES, CHAPTER &
VERSE, SYDNEY.

By this time these longboard riders were also beginning to look beyond their home
beaches, "to try other surfs nearby. . . ."” Not only did this occur in New South Wales.
Their Western Australian counterparts were among the first to surf Yallingup in the state's
southwest, as well as Cable Station, Dutch Inn and Trigg Point, all Perth breaks. The
"surfari" was becoming a reality in the 1950s, and it was frequently surf club members
who were the instigators.”” Their presence in the clubs has rarely been acknowledged
because surf lifesaving has always been very image ("guardian of the beaches") conscious.
Pearson's pinpointing of club-based surfers suggests the need to clearly understand the
motivations of those who walked through the clubhouse doors.

There have always been members for whom surf lifesaving, beach patrols, and the
camaraderie of belonging to a group were paramount—the quintessential lifesaver. Others
joined for different reasons. Those who patrolled, and who participated in intra- and
interclub competition (the latter, surf carnivals), enjoyed both volunteerism and the vari-
ous forms of competition that catered for a wide range of abilities. In addition, because of
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the competition opportunities, surf lifesaving has always attracted members for whom
patrols were a tiresome obligation, to be avoided whenever possible, or handed over to a
substitute so they could concentrate on rowing, paddling, beach sprinting or swimming,.
Lastly, in every club until the 1950s or even later, there were members who were surfers—
hedonists, body, chestboard, surfboard, skis—and whose lives at the beach were domi-
nated by surfing."

The surfer-hedonists are one of the focal points of the newly opened "Watermarks"
exhibition at the Australian Maritime Museum in Sydney. It includes the observation that
before the 1950s surf lifesaving clubs were the home of surfing in Australia. Their build-
ings and surrounds sometimes became sites of cottage industry, where members and friends
built, modified, and painstakingly maintained their surf crafe—especially surfboards and
skis."” For these members who made up well-defined groups in many clubs, patrols and
competition were often a distraction from their primary interest—surfing. Yet, provided
they paid their fees and more or less met their patrol obligation they were welcomed.

Turning now to discipline and conformity, Booth has criticized me for underestimat-
ing the degree to which surf lifesaving enforced them. During the first half of the twenti-
eth century, surf lifesavers experienced the need for discipline and conformity primarily
when they trained for the all-important Bronze Medallion, their passport to patrolling the
beaches and participating in interclub competition.” The training took anywhere be-
tween one and two months, but afterwards, apart from patrol obligations, members were
often free to enjoy themselves in almost whatever way they chose. As Sean Brawley has
shown in his histories of the Palm Beach and Collaroy clubs, discipline was often lax or
nonexistent and conformity to a specific standard of behavior or outlook was difficult to
attain because there were different standards among different groups of members."” In this
environment it is hardly surprising that surfer-hedonists coexisted with dedicated, rule-
bound members for whom patrols were their reason for being.

The degree of conformity can be misunderstood too, because surf lifesaving has been
adept at disguising its inner tensions and accommodating the many "rebels” who con-
stantly challenged its authority. The soon-to-be published history of the North Cottesloe
(W. A.) club includes a lively description of one of the club's many jousts with the W. A.
State Centre of surf lifesaving.” Controversy erupted over a ludicrous "breach” of beach
patrol regulations, the fact that the surf rescue ski did not have a proper bung (plug)®, but
instead a cork, and therefore the club was immediately suspended from the forthcoming
State Championship competition. This so enraged the Club's secretary (a lawyer, referred
to as the Great Jimbo) that he refused to accept the decision, as well as that of the Disputes
Committee, which threw out the club's appeal:

He ranted and raved at the Disputes Committee about their ineptitude and
promised them that he would have a writ on State Centre's desk the next day.
True to his word, he prepared a writ, a copy of which was forwarded to State
Centre with a letter informing them that he would file the writ at the Supreme
Court, and seek an injunction restraining the State Centre from conducting
the State Championships until the question of what is a bung was determined,
or unless this matter was rationally sorted out and the suspension of North
Cott from competing in the State Championships lifted.
The State Centre, knowing it would look ridiculous "if something as petty as whether a
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bung was a bung if it was made of foam and not cork, ended up in the Supreme Court"
eventually backed down.

The point is that throughout Australia some individual, group, or club was, and is,
repeatedly challenging one or more of surf lifesaving's many levels of authority—Dboaties in
conflict with a club's board of management, clubs challenging a branch's jurisdiction, indi-
viduals or clubs appealing against penalties imposed by states, and states at odds with Surf
Life Saving Australia.” Dozens of club histories document specific periods of rule bend-
ing or breaking, often resulting from the same attitude expressed by the Great Jimbo:
"Don't worry about what they [some higher authority] want, just do what we want and
we'll sort the rest out later.""

If many saw the ridiculousness of some of the rules for which surf lifesaving was
renowned—going their own way regardless of the consequences, there were others who
worked to change the movement in quite fundamental ways. There were members who
chafed at the movement's strong conservatism. During the long presidency of Judge Adrian
Curlewis little could be done, but when he stepped aside in 1975 there was the opportu-
nity for changes never imagined by those muscular figures so memorably captured for us
by photographer Max Dupain in the 1940s and 50s.

In his report on the 1975-1976 season, in the middle of a tumultuous decade in
Australian life, Collaroy SLSC's club captain John Bradford wrote:

There is too much looking back in the Surf Lifesaving movement. We live in a

constantly changing world. How can lifesaving remain static in such dynamic

surroundings? With some notable exceptions the approach to lifesaving and

the attitude of many of the movement's officials is a relic of the 1930s. Unless

these attitudes change the movement will die before 1985."”
Like many in surf lifesaving at the time, inside and outside New South Wales, Bradford
could see beyond the image to unfortunate realities such as unpopular military style disci-
pline, over-reliance on outdated rescue methods, and a blinkered refusal to indulge in
examination and self-criticism. As far as Bradford was concerned as well as others the
heyday of the reel line and belt as the primary rescue method, and all it symbolized, was
over.”

His opinions were shared by the highly respected Queensland State Administrator
Jack McMaster who believed, "Now is the time to take stock, pause and contemplate, then
drop into first gear and do what has to be done; move."”" One club? One state? What
about Surf Lifesaving Australia itself and its National Council? Almost co-inciding with
Curlewis's departure was the arrival of the first Executive Director, the obsessive Gus
Staunton, and he was not prepared to play surf's Nero while Bondi drowned:

In November 1977 our Chief Superintendent . . . will be holding a Board of

Reference Conference, during which a major review of our training, instruc-

tion and examination manuals will take place. A complete re-structure of our

awards will occur and bronze medallion training will be completely updated

with major emphasis on the physical ability of the candidate to carry out vari-

ous rescues utilising board, ski, rescue tube and belt. . . 2
One wonders why the Conference was needed, if there was such certainty about the out-
comes! Staunton's message for much of his period in control was "don't look to the past for
answers, look forward, look elsewhere."
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The resule? In his recent history of Queensland surf lifesaving, Preserving Lives, Pre-
serving Values (2000), Robert Longhurst observes that:

Surf lifesaving in Queensland and throughout Australia would undergo a radi-

cal transformation between 1975 and 1990. What had been for over half a

century a masculine volunteer organization, surviving on the takings of chook

raffles and traffic-light collections, developed in less than a generation to be-

come a family affair, a broad based national community service organization,

embracing and pioneering the latest in technology and marketing. The surf life

saving movement also became a recognized pacesetter in sports and leadership

training for young Australians.”
He could have added how the transformation also embraced full membership for women,
despite the efforts of the movements misogynists, especially in New South Wales.

However, rebels jousting with authority, and those determined to implement signifi-
cant changes, did not succeed in altering surf lifesaving's rhetoric. In turn, this has occa-
sionally confused those observing the movement's development. The public rhetoric has
always been, and continues to be, essentially conservative, and even head-in-the-sand, a
good example appearing in SLSA's 1978 Annual Report, on an issue that still arouses much
the same response:

[W]e must all constantly remind ourselves of the rightful role of competition—
in the SLSA system. Competition is used as a stimulus to members—achieve
and maintain fitness that may not otherwise be possible. Further, by contests
to test our lifesaving skills—one against the other—we are better prepared for
that moment of peril when a human life may rest in the balance of our ability.24

Bradford was correct: surf lifesaving's rhetoric usually reflected a much earlier era,
hence that of the 1980s seemed rooted in the 1950s, despite the changes. Terminology
such as "March Past," "patrols,” "drill," "officers," together with those long familiar shib-
boleths "No lives lost while patrols on duty” (they have been, in almost all states), "Swim
Between The Flags" (ignored by an increasing proportion of the population), and "Vigi-
lance and Service" (almost a mantra) contrasts sharply with the realities of high-powered
rescue equipment, individualism (the ironman event symbolizes this), and growing flex-
ibility.” The rhetoric has often defied these realities—to surf lifesaving's detriment.

Finally, what of Booth's comments on my conclusions about women in surf lifesaving
(the forgotten members) before 1980? From the 1920s to at least the 1960s there were
many who, 18 to 20 years of age or older, refused to allow their membership to be con-
fined to the fundraising women's auxiliaries. These groups were barred from any lifesaving
activities on the beaches; they were pie makers, hall cleaners and social organizers, roles
that some younger women were not willing to accept.

In many instances the women who enjoyed surf competition have been deliberately
written out of club histories, nevertheless a range of sources reveal that in Queensland they
were certainly competing in the late 1920s and early 1930s, in various branches of New
South Wales in the same two decades, as well as in the 1950s.” In March of 1953 Sydney
Branch, the largest grouping of clubs within New South Wales, joined with the Surf Life
Saving Association in exclamations of horror when women from fifteen of its clubs en-
joyed their own carnival at Maroubra.” Three hundred took part in beach and water
events, prompting the Association to request that the clubs that had loaned equipment to
the women should appear before a judiciary committee!™ At the same time, farther north,
women's carnivals were held without this heavy-handed interference.”
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In Western Australia at various times between the 1920s and the 1960s Albany,
Bunbury, Leighton, Cottesloe, North Cottesloe, City of Perth, Scarboro, North Beach
and Geraldton surf lifesaving clubs all had associated women's clubs, only two of which
were directly influenced by the Royal Life Saving Society whose attitude was to encourage
women's active participation in all its activities.” A history of continuous competition for
more than forty years suggests these W.A. women, like their Queensland and New South
Wales counterparts, found their niche outside the fund-raising auxiliaries to which men
tried to confine them, and away from the patrol shelters from which they were banned.

None of this alters the reality that until 1980, and in the instance of some clubs, well
beyond, surf lifesaving was a masculine organization. Indeed the presence of separate
women's surf clubs highlights this—and also points to the concern male lifesaving clubs
had about women who ran, swam and drilled, because, as I have argued elsewhere, they
challenged the ways in which surf lifesavers defined their masculinity.

For example, in 1974 the North Steyne (Sydney) club was one of those encouraging
young women to train for the Bronze Medallion, the passport to active, patrolling mem-
bership.” At the time women were prohibited from being examined for the award, but
there was a school of thought who believed if the women demonstrated their skills in
training this might pressure the Association to lift the ban. In what was seen as a boost to
this campaign, a New Zealand women's team who had recently toured Sri Lanka was
invited to provide a display of members' skills at North Steyne. In lively surf they swam,
drilled, swam in the rescue belt—many of the events male Australian surf lifesavers en-
joyed. The report said the women's abilities were impressive.” Soon afterwards, when
surveyed about the likely admission to full membership, the North Steyne club unani-
mously opposed such a breakthrough.” The about-face may have been a consequence of
the display and the obvious challenge to members' hitherto unchallenged masculine world.

The presence of women competing in the surf before 1980, while banned from being
examined for the Bronze medallion, raises the question of evidence. Booth earlier queried
the value of Western Australian examples, but when there are others from New South
Wales and Queensland, spread over several decades, how many are required for the evi-
dence to be convincing? My argument is not that the "forgotten members" could be found
in every club and state before 1980; instead, those who did fight for the right to compete
should not be written out of surf lifesaving's history but included, along with the far better
known women's auxiliaries.”

The surf lifesaving movement has, throughout its history, accommodated a surprising
range of attitudes and behaviors. Nevertheless, these have been largely hidden from the
public's view because the movement's powerful position on the beaches has continually
relied on the projection of an image which best served its interestss—monolithic, disci-
plined, conformist, masculine, a beach-based army serving the public. The image was the
product of beach patrols, competition and rhetoric that disguised various realities, includ-
ing the far-reaching changes of the 1970s and 1980s when the movement redefined itself.
While this paper may be judged by some, particularly Booth, as yet another attempt at
"historical mediation," its real purpose is to reiterate what I have stated elsewhere: the
differences between Australian surf lifesaving's public face and internal realities are one of
the keys to understanding its history.
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*The two RLSS-influenced clubs were Cottesloe and City of Perth.

*'File: "Females Seminar,” N.S.W. State Centre S.L.S., State Center Archives, Narrabeen, New
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their fundraising.
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