Rob Wilson (written for Chain special issue [2004] on public art/ public forms, co-edited by Jena Osman and Juliana Spahr]):

“The Worlding World of the White Surfer Dude/Duke Kahanamoku:  

Some Transpacific Karaoke”

“….flowered wreaths pay homage to the statue of the surfer, his muscular figure beside a tall board—lord of the lighthouse, the prefect waves, and the fog creeping through the fallen cypress, pines and feathered grasses.”

-- Karen Tei Yamashita, “The Santa Cruz of Tofu”

Even karaoke can open up a haunted-mirror space of banality and trans-Pacific dreaming: whenever Rob Wilson was in a karaoke club with cultural studies friends, say, in Seoul, Taipei, or (even) Honolulu during the trans-nationalizing 1990s he was asked to sing (compelled to enjoy as Zizek might put this ) lyrics to that Mommas and Pappas to US west-coast bliss, “California Dreaming.”
 

California dreaming, on a winter’s day:  It’s a hymn to beatnik wanderlust and global homesickness (for west-coast New Age church) which for aging-hipster me was only slightly less cloying than Jack Kerouac being forced to croon that other John Phillips-penned anthem to California-as-space-of-global-redemption, “If You’re Going to San Francisco, Be Sure to Wear Some Flowers in Your Hair.”  Hippie-era lyrics embarrassingly close to the historical becoming-dharma-bum trajectories of this born-in Connect/I/cut life of Rob Wilson who had re-located his trope-quest life to Berkeley in 1967.  

After some twenty two years of working in Hawai’i and year-long forays to teach in Korea, Massachusetts, Japan, and Taiwan, he did end up living again in California, dwelling in Santa Cruz beside the spectacular Pacific coast at Monterey Bay in Northern California, where the Pacific Ocean turbulence abides as a sublime space of transnational becoming and mongrel otherness even as mimed to the bad karaoke music of transnational/local surf culture.  

The public statue honoring this local art and music here in Santa Cruz is not that of Duke Kahanamoku with his Hawaiian back turned un-indigenously to the breakwater Pacific surf in Waikiki Beach:
  but this anonymous white surfer dude gazing, chock-a-block, like some oceanic astronaut launching heavenward  along the millionaire terraces, joggers, and companionable dogs of West Cliff Drive in Santa Cruz.  He (whatever his history of prior possession or will to embody a Santa Cruz local-poetics) holds his wooden long-board proudly erect, he dwells near eternity by this Pacific Ocean walkway and bike paths.
  Maybe he looks small and humble by now, haunted in his frail muscles and language-lessness by cultural lack, localness, secondary status:

 white man becoming-Hawaiian along California dirt paths, 

becoming water being, born-again water-baby of Pacific Man immensity and CA dog-town X coastal survival. Anonymous, alone, a local surf-poet claiming as his/hers this tagged and boarded space of stylistic renewal and the makings of a counter-cultural contado on the Pacific Rim, de-tourning suburban mission towns like Santa Cruz, Santa Barbara, Venice Beach.
  Turning the Pacific coastal space into youth culture, worlded world of oceanic poetry and home-grown sport.  

It is a lot easier to dwell with him/ this Wes Reed icon, go with the flowing lines of this modest poetics and frail macho-claim upon eternity here,  dwelling with/as this ‘white surfer dude’ statue, than I did with the Native Hawaiian godhead statue of Duke Kahanamoku with his huge wooden long-board in Waikiki, to whom the white sand and lava beaches in Hawaii belonged for centuries before Captain Cook or Jack London with his James-Michener-becoming-US-statehood writing crew) got here to take American landfall, to take dominion over the language and beachhead at the Royal Hawaiian Hotel and Outrigger Canoe Club.
 

Space and time shrunken into trans-global 

karaoke dialogue of half-forgotten sow tunes and rock lyrics like “Sukiyaki” or “Jailhouse Rock,” 

there abides ‘on the beach’ at Waikiki a statue of the Duke beckoning aloha before a white-immigrant settler citizen of Honolulu statehood to whom this tourist icon of surfing culture (or irony) stood as a white-colonial rebuke on King Kaulakaua Avenue that was not mine/his to name.  This statue of the Duke suggested a way of commemorating the Hawaiian native culture and surf art that was, in effect, an artful American way of simulating/displacing the indigenous into an ex-primitive bronzed icon of the global-tourist service industry in its movement from luxury liner days of the SS Lurline to mass jet travel to Friendly Skies of United.  

This statue of the Duke at Waikiki (dedicated in Honolulu in 1990 to honor the centennial of his birth) became a way of phasing out the native, honoring its disappearing presence, his ‘defeated sovereignty’ as a duke (or as a king or queen), tourists cruising into Hulas Bar on Kuhio Street…. say brah  who invented these karaoke tunes and bars to lap-top sex back alleys of Waikiki, as if the Duke was forever disappearing into some kind of Duty Free zone for Elvis and Dennis Wilson and a host of surf-and-sex haunted tourists to flow in and out of the indigenous spaces and local pours of Bamboo Ridge with infinite yen and recycled Zen and lost-in-translation Suntory ads to the surf. 

To put ten thousand flower leis upon the heavy bronze shoulders of the Duke, to strangle him with honor and sadness, like the statue of King Kamehameha getting strangled with a trillion rings of Hawaiian flowers on Lei Day or Aloha Day at the Honolulu courthouse across from Iolani Palace, his one Hawaiian hand welcoming, his one royal Hawaiian hand holding out a spear to rebuke the plotting white citizens overthrowing the Hawaiian nation, to no avail.

But this statue of the Duke, it was not what I would take to be an icon of authentic Hawaiian art or monument to an abiding native form or cultural-survival tactic coming down from haunted days of King Ka-lani-opu-u on the Big Island (for whom surfing the ocean waves into land was a way of taking possession, showing mana as an entitlement and mele worthy of the place and the community and the gods).
  The Duke was a belated warrior-king poet of his own days an Olympic swimming global/local hero rumored to have mated with Doris Duke, to have lived on salmon tuna and onion sandwiches.  

The diet of the white surfer dude: 

he moves from Twinkies, peanut butter, and Diet Cokes to alfalfa sprout sandwiches and power bars, ginseng ginger ale from Odawalla.  “This beach for locals only.”  Signs are put up to enforce surfing protocols and brochures made to promote codes of politeness (“the Aloha Spirit”) on the waves of Santa Cruz beaches, to protect the waters from macho threat of “surf turf nazis.”
  

His presence as white-surfer dude statue standing watch over the sea is a way of signing and possessing, a quiet way of claiming this beach for local possession via bronze veneration, not too far from the Surf Museum at the Mark Abbott Memorial Lighthouse which commemorates the long duree of transpacific surfing as history of criss-crossing customs,  

  Goods, and signs moving across ocean from Hawaii to Santa Cruz, 

North Shore to Mavericks and Monterey Bay.  

The white native is not so much on the beach 

but above it on the dirt, evoking his quiet gaze like an eternal lifeguard, as if one of awestruck semi-goofy non-dominion.
  

Here the skinny surfer evinces a low-key worship of natural sublimity, admiring the transpacific godhead of oceanic consciousness worthy of honoring, fearing, and respecting.  Perhaps the tiny man gestures towards a more maternal counter-worlding of the US Pacific vision, whatever the sheer white-sentimentality of this liberal gaze to feeling native and humble, more at home in this town planted by the sea. (At least he is not Leland Stanford grinning over his railroad ranch lands or a mission padre named Hidalgo with his foot on the neck of an Indio native at the SF Civic Center or the Union Square Monument to Admiral Dewey in 1898 taming ex-colonial natives in the Philippines for US imperial splendor.)

White surfer dude, 

gazing off into his own karaoke surf music, 

shutting off the war-machine heroics and elevator music 

at least for the oceanic nonce 

where sky meets the sea in Santa Cruz, this place of holy crossings.

� This traveling-at-home piece on Santa Cruz was written by Yamashita for Ryuta Imafuku’s trans-Pacific Café Creole web journal:  see http://www.cafecreole/net/travelogue/karen/circleK2.html#september1998


� The song was given uncanny Pacific Rim shelf-life in the Wang Kar-wai 1994 HK film Chungking Express wherein a lunch-counter girl dreams her way out of entrapped misery and poverty in back alley slums of Hong Kong by dreaming of starting a new life as an airline stewardess and flying to California, which she sings and dreams about each day until she really does fly off from Hong Kong to CA.  She leaves a local cop far behind, lost in local materiality and male misery.


� For a link to the Duke Kahanamoku statue which makes it appear that the Duke (like some spectral Bumpy Kanahele of contemporary Native Hawaiian activism) is handing out Hawaiian self-rule leaflets in Waikiki Beach to a dumbfounded wedding couple from Japan and a vacationing family from Iowa, see Gaye Chan’s wondrous Waikiki counter-memory site:


http://www.downwindproductions.com/kanahele.html





� Some locals here would connect this anonymous surfer statue to an implicit mode of honoring Wes Reed, so-called Mayor of surfing in icy waters at Cowell’s Beach and Steamer’s Lane in Santa Cruz who started surfing daily in the cold waters of the depression-era when local boards were made out of surplus balsa wood and wetsuits did not exist.  One website even misrecognizes the anonymous White Surfer Dude Statue as a Santa Cruz statue “honoring the legendary Hawaiian surfer and Olympian, Duke Kahanamoku” (� HYPERLINK "http://community.webshots.com/photo/35218127/35219280EkzUIm" ��http://community.webshots.com/photo/35218127/35219280EkzUIm�).  Kahanamoku had visited Santa Cruz in the 1930s and his surfing feats at Plunge and swimming demonstrations became the stuff of legend.  In one of those famous-last-remarks comments, the Duke had guessed that ‘surfing would never catch on in Santa Cruz’ because the waters were much too cold, but wetsuits changed all this in the early 1950s in San Francisco and helped spread the California surfing craze around the country and the world.


� On the stylistic linkages between Hawaiian surf-culture water moves and ethos of place and water to the skateboard culture and suburb spaces of Southern California, see Dogtown and Z-Boys (SONY, 2001) directed by Stacy Peralta.


� On the life, myth, and enduring iconography of Duke Paoa Kahananoku (1890-1968) as “The Legendary Father of Surfing” worshipped and honored as founding father of surfing all along the coast of California, Australia, and the contemporary surfing world, see Mark Blackburn, Surf’s Up:  Collecting the Longboard Era (Atgle, PA:  Schiffer, 2001), pp. 22-24.  Prince Jonah Kuhio Kalaniana’ole and his brothers David and Edward had no less notable surfed in the cold waters of Santa Cruz in 1885.


� It was not as bad, putting up this native statue to the Duke, as it would have been erecting a bronze statue of the white author-hero Jack London in Waikiki, which I/he had received hate mail and killer phone calls for opposing in 1994 with Dennis Kawaharada in the op ed pages of the Honolulu Advertiser.  ‘Keep Jack London on the Oakland wharf in Jack London Square,’ we wrote, won this small battle for a public space in Hawaii respecting or at least not-abjecting the native natives.  


� On the surf-based Hawaiian poetics-of-place of this Big Island chief, “terrifying” uncle of King Kamehmeha I,  who was held hostage by British during the slaying of Captain Cook, see Rob Wilson, “Shark God on Trial,” Tamkang Review XXIV (1995):  219-234.


� The City of Santa Cruz has funded a “Surfing Way” brochure to protect against localism intensifying along ocean breaks:  see Paul McHugh,”Surfing’s Scary Wave,” San Francisco Chronicle, May 15, 2003:  C11.  What is needed, the SC brochure claims, is more “’aloha spirit,’ letting others have their share of the waves and giving respect to get respect.”  On the postcolonial ironies of such claims to bespeak (a tourist-industry version) of the Aloha Spirit of Natives Hawaiians even as these indigenous people are being displaced from their homeland or made into an American ethnic minority, see Juliana Spahr, Fuck You-Aloha-I Love You (Middletown, CT:  Wesleyan UP, 2001.


� In an email to me on January 4, 2004, Karen Tei Yamashita (who has written about the tofu-becoming-multicultural whiteness of Santa Cruz) muses upon the missing-real referent for Mr. White Surfer Dude:   “The white surfer dude.  I'm so happy you've made this connection. When Ronaldo was at the agro-ecology farm program back in 95 or so, there was a guy who looked like the SC surfer statue doing farming with him.  Anyway, that was the joke, that he was the model. Actually the resemblance was uncanny.  So not only could he be white, but vegetarian, a beekeeper and organic farmer who got his training at UCSC.  One other thing, I think he got the organic bug in Europe, maybe Scandinavia, where his brother lives.  But hey, I'll buy it that's it's you:  Rob Wilson.  But in your research, who was the model anyway?” (I was later told by some old-time surfers and museum-guides from the Santa Cruz Surfing Club which had funded the erection of this statue in 1992, that “we wanted the statue to be anonymous, so that anyone could think it was him.”  In quest of this homegrown everyman function, a professional male model from San Francisco was used as a model for this white surfer statue cast in bronze by Thomas Marsh and Brian Curtis.)  Most people I asked about the statue felt ok with its humble and self-effacing local presence.


� On the imperial splendor of public art works like these and the will to evoke the Greco-Roman sublimity of civic spaces and heroic statues in San Francisco, which became a way of linking this global city to the material resources of a vast Asia/Pacific and Latin American “contado” (hinterlands), see Gray Brechin, Imperial San Francisco:  Urban Power, Earthly Ruin (Berkeley:  University of California Press, 1999), for example on the Naval or Admiral Dewey Monument erected in Union Square in 1903 to watch over “zones unromanized,” pp. 147-152.  The James Lick Pioneer Monument in SF Civic Center depicts an Indian fallen at the feet of a Franciscan missionary and a Spanish vaquero:  see Rand Richards, Historic Walks in San Francisco (San Francisco:  Heritage House, 2002), p, 52.  This 1000-ton monument of granite and bronze was given to the city by the pioneer become wealthy oligarch James Lick to depict California’s early settler history, which it does as indigenous grimace:  imperial symptom incarnating the will to dominate and demean by means of Christian pioneer mythology.  The White Surfer Dude of Santa Cruz is a beat Franciscan of the lowlands compared to this kind of public art….
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