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Surf’s Up in
Cocoa Beach

THIS QUINTESSENTIAL FLORIDA BEACH TOWN
BOASTS SAND, SUN AND A LEGENDARY,
THRIVING SURFING EMPIRE. BUT THAT'S MOT ALL
— SUSAN B. BARNES

» When legendary Hawaiian surfer Duke Ka-
hanamoku traveled to the East Coast of the
United States in the early 1900s, he did so at
the request of South Carolina native Alexan-
der Hume Ford, who met Kahanamoku in Ha-
waii while en route to Asia. It’s doubtful that
either man could have imagined the effect

that Kahanamoku's exhibition—and the “sport
of kings"—would have for generations to come,
especially on the palm-doted, golden shores of
Floridas Cocoa Beach,

Surf City

After Kahanamoku's arrival, surfing took hold
throughout New Jersey and New York. Champi-
oned largely by lifeguards, it made its way down
the coast to Florida, With this migration, Cocoa
Beach grew in popularity in the 19505 and ‘Gos
when wave riders from along the eastern sea-
board traveled to the then-sleepy beach town,
which would eventually hecome known as the
“Surf Capital of the East Coast,” a designation
that still holds true today.

I the middle of Florida’s eastern coastline
is the Space Coast with more than 72 miles of
beaches (the longest stretch in the state) named
for the area’s long relationship with NASA,
Cocoa Beach sits right in the middle of the Space
Coast, enveloped by the Atlantic Ccean to the
east and separated from Florida’s peninsula on
the west by the Banana River.

Just 35 miles and about 45 minutes east of
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Orlando and its theme parks, Cocoa Beach is Or-
landao’s closest beach—its also just a 30-minute
drive from Orlando-Melbourne Tnternational
Airport. That convenience, combined with
proximity to nearhy Kennedy Space Center and
the busy cruise traffic at Port Canaveral, attracts
visitors to the city—as do its wide beaches,
steady waves, temperate climate, world-class
surf shops and laid-back beach town feel.

It’s nowonder that so many professional
surfers come From Cocoa Beach—which is also
home of the Florida Surf Museum—and that
many still call the area home: Claude Codgen,
Greg Loehr, Gary Propper, Mike Tabeling, Bruce
Valluzzi and the “Godfather of East Coast Surf-
ing" Dick Catri. The most decorated, though, is
native Kelly Slater. Slater has been named World
Surf League Champion a record 11 times and is
both the youngest (at age 20) and oldest {at age
3u) surfer to have won.

When asked what differentiates Cocoa Beach
from other surf spats—especially on the East
Coast, Slater says, “We've always had an abun-
dance of good surfers and strong surf culture.”
He explains Cocea Beach is close to Sebastian

CLOCKWISE FROM FAR LEFT: Cocoa Beach Pier;
Hundreds of surfing Santas hit the waves every
Christmas Eve; Ron Jon Surf Shop's lconic
flagship store; Cocoa Beach's perfect waves.

[to the south], which was regarded as the hest
wave in Florida lor a long time, and not far from
New Smyrna [to the north], which has the hest
consistent surf in the state,

*Omce you have a few good guys in an area,
the competitive spirit grows and everyone
benefits fram that movement,” Slater continues,
“When I was a kid, [Cocoa Beach] was called the
‘Small Wave Capital of the World, but it was a
eoolidea to have in our heads [that we were] be-
ing recognized around the world on some level.

I know it helped me imagine we could go beyond
our little town,”

“Maost of the best surfers From the East Coast
have come from Cocoa Beach,” says longtime
local surfer Mitch Varnes, a sixth-generation
Flaridian, Cocoa Beach native and the producer/
co-owner of the Ron Jon Beach N Boards Fest.

“I think that's because Cocoa Beach has a very
strong sense of beach and surf culture.”

The Business of Surfing

According to a 2011 report by Global Indus-

try Analysts Inc., the world surfing market is
expected to reach $13.24 billion by 2007, Though
he likely could not have foreseen the sport’s phe-
nomenal growth at the time, one Cocoa Beach
businessman was ahead of the game when he
apened his first store more than 50 years ago—
one that quickly became a household name and
destination in its own right.

When Ron DiMenna began surfing in New
Jersey, it fueled a passion and he quickly real-
ized his homemade surfhoards would no longer
suffice. Instead, he decided he wanted a custom-
made fiberglass board from California. Taking
his father's words of business wisdom to heart
{“Buy three, sell two at a profit, then yours will
be free”), DiMenna founded Ronjon Surf Shop
in 1959 and opened the “The Original” Ron Jon
Surf Shop in Long Beach Island, New Jersey, just
two vears later.

Shortly thereafter, waves and warmer weath-
er lured DiMenna to Cocoa Beach; he opened his
flagship store on State Road A1A in 1063, Over
the years, the 00-square-foot store has grown
into a two-story, 52,000-square-foot surf shop
icon known the world over, In addition to surf-
hoards and gear, Ron Jon offers everything from
bathing suits to suntan oils, snorkeling gear to
souvenirs (and, of course, clothing, including
the brand's world-famous T-shires). Today there
are 12 Ron Jon Surf Shops in 11 cities along the
East Coast and beyond, but the Cocoa Beach
location is the only one that's open 24 hours a

My Cocoa Beach

TIM
TUMULTY

MAYOR

LOCAL BOOTS: | am
originally fram Ilinois and
moved to Cocoa Beack

a Bitthe over 13 years age.
(e | found this paradise,
Fenenw | wotdd stay bure
forever, People from all
over the world visit this
town for vacations—I am
on vacation every weekand.

FAVORITE EATS IN COCOA
gEACH: The main cuisine

15 seafood, bul thera isno
shortage of BB, Cuban,
Carlbbean, Thai, Germar,
Chinese and itafian,
Whatever your palate is
craving, it can be found in
Cocoz Beach! Check out the
city of Cocoa Beach mobile
app, which lists all of our
mouthwaterng dining
EXPETIENCES,

TRAVEL ADVICE: Leave your
cares behind. Cocoa Beach
has the small-town feel and
family-friendly attitude
you're [ooking for in a vaca-
fion destimation. Be careful,
though—you will fallin lave
with us and want o' stay
forever,

MUsT-SEE: We have
approimately six miles

of beautsful coastiine,
highlighted by some of

the widest and mast
picturesque beachas on the
East Coasl,
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My Cocoa Beach

KELLY
SLATER

PROFESSIOMAL
SURFER AND
N-TIMEWORLD
SURFLEAGLUE
CHAMPION

LOCAL ROOTS: | grew up
in Cocoa Beach walching
the space program from
the beach. | love seeing
the same faces arcund
sance | was a kid and hav-
ing & sense of small-town
community,

TRAVEL ADVICE: Get to
know a few local people
and enjoy something
you can't get amywhere
else, whether it's food, a
bed-and-breakfast spot
on the beach ora kocal
fishing guide out of the
part of in the rivers,
ORLY HERE: Every day
during the summer at
about 3 pum,, alf te
humidity that has bt
ugr In the air turns into
storms and fightning.
Because of the shape of
our coast and the temps
ini the acean, they hit

the beach and stop—it's
a cragy-looking storm
squall, ... After sbout an
haur, the storms usually
clear up and we have the
mst incredible sunsets
over the rver, By that
fime, though. I'm usually
on the golf coursa play-
ing golf and looking for
alligators!

FROM LEFT TO RIGHT: Standup paddieboarding gives a different perspective on the water—no waves required; Cocoa Beach's
tropical art scene is top notch,

day, seven days a week. With that accessibility,
not to mention astrong online presence, it's no
wonder Ron Jon's Cocoa Beach shop is known as
the “world’s largest surf shop.” In fact, its reach
is out of this world: a Bon Jon Surf Shop sticker
was actually found in orhit affixed to the Mir
space station.

While the early pioneers of the sport
fashioned their surfhoards from solid woad
weighing more than 100 pounds (one innovative
surfer even commandeered his mothers ironing
hoard), today’s surfers have technology on their
side, catching waves on boards that weigh any-
where hetween five and 22 pounds depending on
length and material.

“Board needs are determined by your surf-
ing ahility and the wave conditions you plan ta
surf,”says Heather Lewis, marketing director
for Ron Jon Surf Shop. “A surfhoard choice could
range from soft foam boards for beginners to
fiberglass or epoxy boards in a range of shapes
and sizes for the more advanced surfer. We work
with manufacturers to produce our Ron Jon-
branded boards for us, following trends to keep
up with technology and changes.

“We've been doing this for a long time,” Lewis
adds. “From the surfing perspective, we've seen
alot of advancement in the technology of surf-
hoards.”

Many of the East Coast’s hest board shapers
are found in the Cocoa Beach area, including
Matt Kechele of Matt Kechele Surfboards, Bill
and Joe Johnson of of Teqoph and Quiet Flight,
Richard Munson and Bruce Ragan of Quiet
Flight, Pete Dooley of Natural Art, Chris Birch
of Surfboards by Chris Birch and Sean Slater
(Kelly's brother) of Slater Surfboards. They con-
tinue to evolve their technigues to keep up with

changing technology and trends, too. (Let’s put
it this way: The days of surfing onwood planks
are long gone.)

Just down the road from Cocoa Beach, the
Florida Institute of Technology in Melhourne
takes the science of surfing technaology fur-
ther, investigating the sport through its Surf
Engineering Analysis course taught by Rohert
Weaver, an ocean engineer and assistant pro-
fessorin the department of marine and envi-
ronmental systems. The course uses specially
equipped boards and wave gauges to collect data
exploring waves and the dynamics of surfing.

The Internet is a key player in the surfing
industry too, making surf reports and live
wehcams available 24/7 for those looking to
catch the perfect swell. A few of the best sites
in the area to check before hitting the beach
include ronjonsurfshop.com, cflsurf.com,
magicseaweed,com and surfline.com (the latter
two require a quick search of Cocoa Beach for
up-to-date infa).

Mot Just For Pros

There is a relaxed vibe that comes with a beach
town, and that vibe certainly holds true in Co-
coa Beach. In Fact, it extends out into the water,
which makes it extra welcoming for those who
are new to surfing,

“The waves in Cocoa Beach are slow and
small, perfect for beginners,” says Kelly Slater of
his hometown’s waters.

In Cocoa Beach, “many people can go out
with no experience and stand up for the first
time on a long board,” Varnes says. *We have
ane- to three-foot waves on a regular basis.
Prabably more so than many places on the East
Coast, Cocoa Beach is a destination for novices
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tor learn to surf”

There are plenty of outfitters from which to
choose for those wanting to learn, including Co-
coa Beach Surf Company, which boasts full-time
surfers and former pros amang its instructors;
Ron Jon Surf School, founded by former pro and
1996 World Champion U5, National Surf Team
member Craig Carroll; and the Sehool of Surf
operated by former pro Todd Holland. Lessons
typically include board rental and on-land in-
struction before heading out for that first taste
of the Atlantic. Be warned, though—once novice
surfers experience the thrill of catching those
first waves, they are likely to be hooked!

This month Cocoa Beach hosts two of its key
surfing festivals, which may be an impetus for
finally giving surfing a try: the 4th Annual Ron
Jon Beach'M Boards Fest is scheduled for March
11-13, featuring surfing, skateboarding, kite-
boarding, wakehoarding, standup paddlehoard-
ing and other board-sport contests. A collegiate
women’s beach volleyhall tournament also will
be held, and Ron Jon Surf School will offer a
limited number of free surf lessons for those
interested in learning to ride the swells.

I'he 52nd Annual Easter Surfing Festival is
slated for March 25-27 and will include surfing
competitions for men, women, girls and boys,

Surf and skate clinics hosted by Ron Jon Surf
School and the Cocoa Beach Skate Park are also
on the schedule,

Over Labor Day weekend, the 31st Annual
Mational Kidney Foundation Rich Salick Pro/Am
Surf Festival will be held at the Westgate Cocoa
Beach Pier—a historical landmark in its own
right. Events over the course of the weekend
include tandem and team surfing competitions,
as well as social events, The Ron Jon Surf School
will again be on the sand for those interested in
alesson,

Mo Waves Required
For those not wanting to hang ten, have no fear:
Surfing is not the only game in this beach town,
In addition toits famed waves, Cocoa Beach is
also home to the Thousand Islands Conserva-
tion Area, a group of islands in the Indian River
Lagoon that are only accessible by boat. The
flat water around the lagoon and on the nearby
Banana and Indian rivers is ideal for exploring
aboard a pontoon boat or kayaking, standup
paddleboarding or kitehoarding with an espe-
cially scenic backdrop.

*Kiteboarding is very popular, but standup
paddleboarding is exploding in popularity—
with no sense of slowing down from what T can

Triangle Park is home
toalarger-than-life
statue of Space Coast
native Kelly Slater,
who's helped keep Cocoa
Beach synonymous with
surfing over the past two
decades. Slater says of
his bronze likeness: “1'm
quite proud of it. Lots of
peaple take pictures and
dressit forthe holidays,
which makes me happy!”

Cerve explere Cocen Beath:

UPTOWN. POWNTOWN. THE BEACHEC.

Family-friendly old Florida destination.

Close to the attractions, but far from the congestion.

Explore our waves, dining and quaint shopping.

iiy DOWNLOAD OUR MOBILE APP AMD
® =8 BE READY WHEN YOU TOUCHDOWW!

PHOTOGRAFHS BY TINA KDRHDNEN

8 Uptown, Dewntown, The Baachas,

cityofcocoabeach.com
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