


surf in the powerful Pacific waves along
the Southern California coast. But learn-
ing to surf — to really surf — has always
been a dream of mine. 

I found the Surf Diva website several
years ago while (pardon the pun) surfing
the Web and was intrigued by the school’s
format. Founders and twin sisters Izzy
and Coco Tihanyi, rad surfers themselves,
wanted a comfortable place where girls
could learn to surf without the competi-
tion and machismo that often develops
when guys are involved. Surf Diva
opened in 1996.

“Surfing is spiritual, emotional and
physical,” Izzy explains. “We want our
students to enjoy the entire experience,
not just the final goal.”

After reading more about Surf Diva,
I decided that it was time to learn to
surf, California-style. And so it was that
I surfed over to San Diego — via a plane
on the jet stream, of course — to take
my first lesson. 

The song goes, “It never rains in
Southern California.” Well, the song was
wrong this early Saturday morning. I
awoke to gray skies and a drizzle that
reminded me of winter in the northeast.
My spirits were certainly dampened, but I
pulled on my bathing suit in any case and
headed to La Jolla Shores with my friend
Traci. We were determined to hang 10.

The women at Surf Diva were upbeat
and positive that we would surf that day.
After signing our consent forms, Traci
and I made our way to the beach with the
30 or so other students, ages almost 8 to
over 50, including a bachelorette party
from Colorado. The golden sand was
slightly dampened from the drizzle, but
all of our spirits were quickly rising. We
were going to learn to surf!

“Welcome to La Jolla and Surf Diva,”
our group of instructors greeted us. “It’s
time to go over a few basics.”

After about 20 minutes of learning
about safety, surf lingo and techniques
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Future divas practice the "pop up" before 

hitting the water.  
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from the instructors, we were ready to
practice our own moves. We broke into
groups of five and practiced sliding onto
our surfboards and pop ups. Our instruc-
tor, Bekah, coached us until we got it
right. I was amazed that so many of the
moves I learned in yoga came into play in
surfing — cobra, plank, forward lunge
and warrior all are key when it comes to
standing up on a surfboard.

“Okay, let’s hit the water,” Bekah
exclaimed. “It’s time to surf!”  

With that, Traci and I grabbed our
nine-foot foam boards, joined the others
in our group of five and headed into the
water. The freezing water. Our body-hug-
ging wetsuits warmed us somewhat, but
it was cold. Definitely not the warm Gulf
water I’m used to in Florida.

There wasn’t much time to think
about the chill, though, as the waves
started rolling in and breaking.
Controlling a nine-foot surfboard leashed
to your ankle isn’t as easy as it may seem.

Especially when you have to keep the
surfboard next to you when buoying over
30-foot swells. Okay, not 30-foot. Maybe
six feet or so.

“I’m kind of tired of Mother Nature
smacking me around,” I said, laughing as
I got slapped in the face by yet another
wave. “But this sure is fun!”

One by one, each of us caught her
first wave, and one by one we each rode
them to the shore on our stomachs boo-
gie board-style. We just weren’t ready to
take that final step and stand up. 

“Paddle! Paddle! Paddle! Pop up!” we
all encouraged each other when we’d take
off on a wave. “You can do it!”

The first to get up in our group was
Traci. On her second wave she popped up
into a classic stance and glided away
toward the beach. Behind her, we all
whooped and hollered and cheered her
on. After about 10 waves and just as many
wipeouts, I finally popped up and rode a
wave in. It wasn’t pretty. It wasn’t graceful.

SSoo  yyoouu  wwaanntt  
ttoo  bbee  aa  ssuurrff  ddiivvaa  ......
Surf Diva teaches surfing year-
round in weekend clinics, surf
camps and private lessons. All
classes are girls only, unless you
opt for a private lesson, in which
case you can bring a guy along.
(2160 Avenida de la Playa, La Jolla;
858-454-8273; www.surfdiva.com)
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But I did it! The feel of the power of the
ocean moving under my feet, propelling
me forward, was awesome. A huge smile
broke across my face as I threw my arms
overhead in a moment of triumph. After
what seemed to be a ride hours and miles
long, I fell off of my board and back into
the Pacific.

That was it. That one wave, that one
ride, and I’m addicted. I can’t wait until
the next time I don a wetsuit (how often
do you hear that?), grab a board and
make my way into the breaks and the
swells of the ocean. In my dreams I hear
“Paddle! Paddle! Paddle! Pop up!” I am a
surf diva. �

Get your grub on, dudette ...
All of that surfing is sure going to make you hungry. Check out these popu-
lar San Diego spots to fill up before or after catching some waves:

The Big Kitchen: Judy the Beauty welcomes everyone with a bright smile and
warm cup of coffee in this Golden Hills neighborhood breakfast spot. Be sure to
bring your appetite, because the kitchen isn't the only thing that's big — the por-
tions are HUGE! (3003 Grape Street, San Diego; 619-234-5789; www.bigkitchen-
cafe.com)
Wahoo's Fish Tacos: Izzy suggested we try Wahoo's in La Jolla, and are we
ever glad we did! Wahoo's has perfected the fish taco with Brazillian and Asian
flavors, and the dining room is packed full of surf swag. Try the blackened fish in
any of the combo platters and you can't go wrong. (637 Pearl Street, La Jolla;
858-459-0027; www.wahoos.com)
Croce's: To celebrate a successful day of surfing, feast on a sumptuous meal at
Croce's in the Gaslamp District in downtown San Diego. Choose a delicious
seafood or steak dinner — they're known for both — and sip a savory glass of
wine from the extensive wine list. Afterwards, stick around for incredible live music.

Writer Susan Barnes catches her first wave.
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