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I
nitially, learning to propel yourself through
the ocean waters on a paddleboard can be
as frustrating as learning to ride a bike. It
means balancing on a long, narrow board,

either prone or on your knees, and paddling
with only your arms in water that’s rarely calm.

Still, the sport is booming. If you’ve been 
to the beach in Southern California recently,
you’ve probably seen traditional paddleboard-
ers, along with stand-up paddleboarders, who
stand up straight on boards and use a paddle 
to move through the waves. It all seems like a
lot of hard work. So what’s the appeal?

“Anyone can jump on a board, and in
minutes you’re communing with nature,”
says Buddy Bohn, who’s been paddling for
more than 30 years. “Fish, whales, dolphins,
and seals are all right here.” Indeed, paddle-
boarders often wax poetic about encounters
with all manner of sea creatures.

The original purpose of paddleboards 
wasn’t quite so sublime. Like surfing—which
came to Southern California in 1907 when
George Freeth brought his surfboard to Santa
Monica Bay from Hawai‘i—long-distance

paddleboarding came to our shores from the
Islands. In 1928,Tom Blake brought hollowed-
out redwood boards back from Hawai‘i to
promote them as lifeguard rescue tools. In 1932,
Blake and watermen Pete Peterson and Wally
Burton paddled those boards from Palos Verdes
to Catalina. It was the first-ever Catalina cross-
ing, and it effectively put the sport on the map.

That South Bay–to-Catalina route became
the proving ground of paddleboarding, and 
in 1955, the Manhattan Beach Chamber of
Commerce held the first 32-mile endurance
race from Catalina to the Manhattan Beach Pier.
The chamber ran the race five more times until
1960, but interest waned, and the event wasn’t
held again until 1982, when it was resurrected
as the Catalina Classic.That year, only 13 pad-
dlers competed, but the attention the race got
jump-started the sport’s resurgence. Today,
race organizers have to cap the field at 100.

Of course, not every paddleboarder can go
for 32 miles. Plenty of them just like getting 
out on the ocean a few times a week, and
they’ve created a convivial community of
colorful characters. Here are four of them.

Get on

BOARD
Meet a few of paddleboarding’s most colorful characters
BY BARRY STRINGFELLOW n PHOTOGRAPHS BY VANESSA STUMP

BUDDY BOHN

DJ O’BRIEN

KYLE DANIELS

JOE BARK

BUDDY BOHN

DJ O’BRIEN

KYLE DANIELS



When you talk about the rebirth of paddleboarding 
in the Southland, all roads lead to Buddy Bohn, the
hale éminence grise of South Bay watermen. Raised in
Manhattan Beach, Bohn was a lifeguard for 37 years
before he retired in 2005. Along with fellow lifeguard
Gibby Gibson, Bohn defibrillated the sport in 1982 by
reestablishing the Catalina-to–Manhattan Beach race.

“These old guys would say, ‘How come you guys
aren’t doing the race anymore? What’s the matter with
you?’” Bohn says with a grin. “I guess we got shamed
into it.We created a perpetual trophy and adopted the
original bylaws, which the Manhattan Beach Chamber
of Commerce still had on file.”

At the inaugural Catalina Classic, Bohn came in
second behind Kip Jerger. “Kip used a board he’d
finished the night before in his girlfriend’s garage,”
Bohn recalls. “It had these ridges on the side that really
tore him up. He was a mess. I almost caught him.”
(Jerger’s board and others are on display at the Hermosa
Beach Heritage Society Museum.) 

Bohn doesn’t race in the Classic anymore, but he
still exudes a passion for paddling. “One evening I went
for a quick paddle after work,” he says. “I was a couple
of miles off Manhattan Pier, and I got this feeling like
somebody was watching me.All of a sudden, this mako
shark shoots out of the water with a bonito in its
mouth. It wasn’t scary. It was just majestic. I’ve had
dolphins get in the bow wake of my board and just
cruise with me for miles.They’re your pals.”

42 Westways | July/August 2010 AAA.com

ALL  ABOARD For a fun family day at the beach, check out Hennessey’s Paddleboard Festival on 
July 10 in Redondo Beach. There are races for all ages, held in conjunction with the United States Paddleboard
Championships and the Junior Lifeguard Paddleboarding Championships. 

Paddleboard.com is an excellent source of information about events, clubs, and even medical advice. There 
are also instructional videos, including one by Kyle Daniels (see page 45). 

Worldpaddleassociation.com has an extensive list of paddleboard events in Southern California. —B.S.
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DJ O’Brien is a mermaid.And if you’re a woman interested in paddle-
boarding, she wants you to be one, too. O’Brien started the South
Bay Mermaids, an informal group of women paddlers, in 2006.

“I love paddling; I mean I really love it. And I want to have more
girls out there with me,” O’Brien says with missionary zeal. “I didn’t
come up with the name. There were five of us paddling one day,
and we came up over a wave, and this surfer said, ‘Oh, my gosh! 
I thought I saw a bunch of mermaids coming out of the water!’ Now
we have about nine solid gals. We pretty much paddle year-round, unless it’s too cold or choppy. Last night, we had our
mermaid board meeting.”

You know you’re in Southern California when you hear the words “mermaid” and “board meeting” in the same sentence.
And what exactly goes on at a mermaid board meeting?

“We usually have some margaritas, talk about what our goals are, talk about all kinds of things—we’re girls,” O’Brien
says. “We celebrate birthdays, and we celebrate after races. It’s a lot of celebrating.We had a couple of new girls last night.”

O’Brien was an ocean swimmer until 2000, when she switched over to paddleboarding to compete in a race. “It was
hard to get my balance at first, but I just fell in love,” she says. “A lot of the girls feel the same way—we love being out on
the ocean, and we love the endurance and the challenge of it. We talk the whole time, which is another plus over ocean
swimming. We’ve been surrounded by dolphins, crisscrossing and diving in front of us like we’re one of them. I’ve had
seals playing with me. Recently, three of us were maybe two miles out, and a gray whale surfaced right by us.”

Even though O’Brien has done the Catalina Classic twice (finishing third in the Wahine Class in 2009 with a time of
6:49:14), it’s clearly not about the competition. “I’m just a mom out there, loving this sport,” she says. “I want to get more
women into this. If a gal genuinely wants to try it, I’ll take her.”

Her phone vibrates. She checks it and smiles.
“A new paddler just texted me!”
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DJ O’Brien started the South Bay
Mermaids paddleboarding group

for women. Members include
(below, left to right, with their

boards) Mindy Czuleger, Theresa
Connelly, Christina Powers,

Amanda Calhoun, and O’Brien.
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Joe Bark is one of the biggest names in paddleboarding. But you’d never know it to talk
to him. The humble Redondo Beach fireman has completed the grueling Catalina
Classic a record 26 times. He won it twice, in 1988 and 1989.

“Growing up here, I always heard about the guys in the ’50s and ’60s doing the Catali-
na race,” he says. “In 1976, I was 16, and we borrowed some boards, three of us, and
we just paddled straight across. No race—we just paddled on some lifeguard boards.”

Bark is best known for his handcrafted paddleboards, which have become the gold
standard in the sport. On the days he’s not at the fire station, he’s at his shop at 3 A.M.
Bark shapes every board himself and is constantly refining his technique.

“In the late ’70s, paddling was so small, there weren’t many boards available,”
he says. “I started making boards for fun. Then the Classic came back, and by ’83,
I was building boards for other people.”

Now, Bark sells more than 500 boards a year. “There used to be an off-season,” he
says, covered in Styrofoam dust at his shop in Torrance. “Not anymore. I had 10 orders
come in this morning.”

What’s fueling the paddleboarding resurgence? 
“I think people are tired of being in gyms, tired of being indoors,” Bark says.

“The scenery when you’re out paddling is unbelievable. It’s an addiction.”
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THE CLASSIC This year, the Catalina Classic will be held on August 29. 
The race begins at dawn at the Catalina Isthmus and finishes at the Manhattan Beach Pier, 
a distance of approximately 32 miles. Each of the 100 paddlers is required to have an escort
boat with a crew. “Safety is our number one concern,” Buddy Bohn says. 

To get an idea of the effort this race requires, consider Kyle Daniels’ win in 2006. His time was
5:36:07, an average speed of about six miles an hour. Racers alternate between kneeling and
prone positions. Daniels estimates he spent about 80 percent of the race kneeling—more than
25 miles on his knees, lunging, stroking, and keeping his balance on a board 20 inches wide.

In the inaugural year, 1955, Rick Grigg won the race in 8:27:14. Eight of the 13 contestants
finished the race. In 2009, Tyler Anderson won in 5:16:23. Ninety-seven of 100 entrants finished
the race. Tim Gair holds the current record. He finished in 5:02:12 in 1999. —B.S.

The more you talk to Kyle Daniels, the more you begin to
wonder if he has gills.

Kyle is one of the South Bay’s premier paddleboarders.
He also surfs, plays water polo, swims long distances, and
competes (and has won) in national lifeguard championships.
He’s a full-time lifeguard stationed at El Porto in northern
Manhattan Beach, one of the busiest surf spots in Southern
California, where there can be 50 rescues in a single day.

“Some days I can paddle to work from Torrance Beach,”
he says. “I have the best commute in the world.”

Daniels started paddleboarding when he was 10, in the
Los Angeles County Junior Lifeguards. “I describe Junior Life-
guards as the first rite of passage in the South Bay,” he says.
“The next is, when you’re old enough, you paddle the Classic.”

Daniels paddled his first Catalina Classic when he was 20.
He’s won six times, including a legendary battle in 2006, when
he beat previously undefeated Australian Jamie Mitchell.
Daniels won again in 2007. He plans to compete this year, his
10th time, then hopes to retire from the event.

To what does he attribute his success?
“I’m a big John Wooden fan,” Daniels says. “I think [Wooden would] say preparation is the key.

But I think he’d also say that being mentally prepared is as important as being physically prepared.”
But no matter how much a paddler prepares, an ocean full of surprises awaits.
“Once when I was in college, I was paddling Santa Cruz, where the water is cold and gray and 

you know there are sharks,” Daniels says. “I was passing a kelp bed, and all of a sudden, there 
was a big splash, and I’m thinking, I’m gonna die.Then a baby gray whale popped out of the water.
It was awesome.” W

Barry Stringfellow is a freelance writer based in Hermosa Beach.
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