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26     Sunset  July 2010 

I’d never had the occasion to flip 
through the Riptionary before. In fact, I’d 
never even heard of the Riptionary—a kind 
of Dummies guide to surf lingo—before  
I went to Huntington Beach one summer 
weekend. 

Long story short: Boyfriend grew up 
there. Ex-surfer. Family visit long overdue. 
Me ... no surf. Shudder in cold Pacific 
water. Love boyfriend. And intrigued by a 
culture where the ocean is god. 

Plus, big bonus: the new-ish 157-room 
Shorebreak Hotel, which stylishly woos 
visiting surfers (and non) who want to 
lounge in the courtyard by a firepit or scope 
out the waves from their private balcony. 

Determined not to be the Riptionary 
definition of an ass clown*, I first go for my 
own Surfing 101. I walk out past the hotel’s 

A bike path  
winds for miles 
along the shore.

Heading out to 
meet the waves.

Surfing, U.S.A.
Huntington Beach will work 
its classic beach-town 
charms on you 
by christine ciarmello
photographs by andrea M. gómez

*Anyone caught in a lame attempt at being hip or funny by using a Riptionary entry without understanding 
its meaning.

surf lockers, past beach cruisers with palm 
trees painted on the rims, and up two 
blocks to one of H.B.’s few remaining 
historic buildings (McCondoville struck 
early here, and didn’t let up)—a building 
that now houses the Huntington Beach 
International Surfing Museum. 

A few Russians and I are the only ones 
wandering the wee space on this sunny 
Saturday. The narration from cult classic 
The Endless Summer plays in the back-
ground. B&W photographs show the sport’s 
heroes through the years, and an exhibit on 
board shapers displays the first efforts—
9-foot boards made from solid redwood. 

With more surf knowledge, I feel ready 
to head to the culture’s main altar: the 
town’s famously long pier, where the most 
consistent waves are ridden. >28
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On my way down the busy main drag,  
I note that the ocean is a very informal  
and accepting god—its acolytes wear not 
much more than expensive sunglasses 
and short shorts. One, with a marijuana 
leaf tattooed on his ankle, proclaims the 
day to be “sick.” (See the Riptionary if you 
think that’s a bad thing.)

Epiphany on the sand
The ex-surfer with family ties to H.B. meets 
me near lifeguard station #2. We’re sitting 
in the sand, watching kids slide down mini 
“dunes” on bodyboards, when he perks 
up—like he hears a high-pitched noise 
only a surfer is attuned to and I’m not. 

He turns to me with a smile. “Surf 
guitar,” he says. 

“Surf guitar?” I vaguely remember 
something about this from the museum. 
But I don’t have my Riptionary on me. 
“There’s a special guitar?”

He grabs my hand and leads me across 
the well-trodden sand to the source of the 
sound: a stage fronted by people on the 
grass in the warm sun. 

A guy with what sure looks like a regular 
old electric guitar plucks out a retro beat.  
I get it then. The plucking mimics the 
rhythm of the ocean. I’ve heard it before 
but didn’t feel it until now, with the surfers 
behind me riding the waves. As I look back 
toward town across Pacific Coast Highway, 
the music opens my eyes to something 

else: Huntington Beach didn’t completely 
flush its past during the development 
decades. Between the new buildings are 
palm trees, a few old cottages, and burger 
shacks. Throaty-sounding classic cars 
cruise PCH alongside F-150 trucks. The 
music makes me see only the classics. 

Including the black standard poodle 
who just then strolls by, with a pink frangi-
pani behind her ear and an aloha shirt (and 
her owner attached on a leash). The Beach 
Boys’ California is still alive. And it’s sick. 

That evening, we have dinner at Shore-
break’s Zimzala restaurant. The Riptionary 
defines a “zimzala” as a free-spirited 
person who finds peace with the sand 
between her toes. 

I’m a convert. An ocean worshipper. 
But, hear me now: No short shorts or pot 
tattoos. A surf lesson? In time.
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Getting to 
Huntington 
Beach
The city is about 35 miles 
south of L.A. in Orange 
County. Southwest 
Airlines flies nonstop 
from several cities, 
including Phoenix, to 
John Wayne Airport.

How to worship  
the wave

H.B.’s second-
favorite beach 
sport: volleyball.

Murals give an 
ocean vibe to the 
Shorebreak Hotel.

International 
Surfing Museum

Book a crash pad 
Try to get one of the 
waterfront rooms  
at the Shorebreak 
Hotel: 219, 221, 223, 
or 225, all of which 
have balconies facing 
the pier. From $199; 
shorebreakhotel.com 
or 877/744-1117. 
Bone up Consult  
the Riptionary 
(riptionary.com) on 
basic lingo, and get  
a history lesson at 
the Huntington 
Beach International 
Surfing Museum ($2; 
411 Olive Ave.; surfing 
museum.org or 714/ 
960-3483).
 

Carbo-load It’s 
lobster tacos with  
an ocean view at the 
new Sandy’s Beach 
Grill. $$; 315 PCH, at 
the base of the pier; 
714/374-7273. 
Take a lesson The 
surf butler at Shore-
break can arrange it. 
(Or something chill 
like a kite rental.) Surf 
conditions are posted 
near the front desk. 
Watch the pros 
The US Open of Surf-
ing is August 2–8, 
when the world’s best 
compete for titles. 
Fair warning: H.B. 
becomes crazy town. 
surfcityusa.com 
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