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PREFACE: NOTE TO THE READER
When I first announced this project a friend asked why anyone would be interested in reading a book about me. Now I’ll have to admit that did hurt my feelings, but I thought hard about it for a couple of days, and came up with what I think is a good answer. 

My “glory days” in skiing corresponded with the explosion of watersports in the 1980s and 90s, including the creation and rise of hot dogging, kneeboarding, wakeboarding, and hydrofoiling. I had a front row seat to the exciting developments of each new sport as a pioneer and top competitor. Plus, I’ve already written hundreds of articles, and have a collection of thousands of photos and videos.  

The point is that my personal story is also the story of these sports, how they developed, and how they relate to each other in the bigger picture. The longer format of an audio book has allowed me to dig deeper into the history than ever before. We’re far enough away from the rise of kneeboarding to get some historical     perspective, but not so far to have lost touch with the innovative personalities directly responsible for creating a whole new way to ride.  

The recent media developments have also allowed me to present Adventures in Water Skiing in a brand new way. To my knowledge, this is the first interactive electronic book to document the history of waterskiing. Anyone can download it instantly for FREE. This interactive ebook is embedded with dozens of photos and scores of links to magazine articles, timely websites, and classic videos. 
On a final note, it is very important to me that this body of work stands as a respected historical record for water skiing. I have worked extremely hard to get the facts straight, and tell each part of the story with as much research and insight as possible. After listening to “The Wikipedia Revolution” by Andrew Lih, the importance of documentation was impressed upon me, and because of that you will now find numbered endnotes are a new part of this series. I spent hundreds of hours going back through 25 years worth of ski magazines to reference claims when appropriate. I hope that future generations who read these words can find a source of credibility, insight, and of course, entertainment.  

Thank you for your time and support. 50% of the proceeds from this project are donated to the American Water Ski Educational Foundation. 
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Donate Now With Pay Pal.
You don’t need a Pay Pal account, just  a credit card.
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“Promoting and Preserving Water Ski Sports History”
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DISCLAIMER
I have and will continue to make every effort to create a story that reflects how water skiing has developed, especially in the disciplines of hot dogging, kneeboarding, wakeboarding, and hydrofoiling. This book is the result of thousands of hours of research. It involved reviewing hundreds of water skiing publications, conducting numerous interviews with industry insiders, and having access to the extensive research library at the Water Ski Hall of Fame. I created extensive timeline with references for each discipline. Every effort has been made to make this book as complete and accurate as possible. However, there may be mistakes, both typographical and in content. If I missed something important (storyline / timeline / photo / link), please let me know through my website: http://tonyklarich.com. The non-printed nature of this document will allow me to make corrections and improvements, and then upload the new edition.

ADVENTURES IN WATER SKIING: PART 2, KNEEBOARDING
A TURNING POINT - THE JOKER’S WILD
The UPS truck pulls to my house with a special delivery from HO Sports. I have been waiting for months, and I tear into the large box with great anticipation. A swash of primary colors covered in plastic emerges from the cardboard cradle. I’m ecstatic to see my new baby for the first time. Its name is the Joker. I designed it: the pad, the strap, the board itself; all of them are exactly to my specifications. I know we have a solid performer, but the graphics from the guys at HO have elevated the board to a whole new level. They are unlike anything I have ever seen in water skiing, let alone on a kneeboard: bold, colorful, and engaging. They just reach out and grab you. 

I fixate on the character in the center of the board. He stares back with red eyes, yellow cheeks and a white face. Pointed ears peak out from under his floppy jester’s hat. In an instant I know that I will transform myself into the cartoon character I’m gazing at. 

I tell my wife Shonna about my plans to become the Joker. She agrees completely, and it’s a rush to get ready for my upcoming photo shoot. Her sister volunteers to sew the festive costume in record time. Shonna finds the makeup and pointy prosthetic ears. In the next few weeks everything comes together like clockwork. 

At Mike Mack’s place on the Parker Strip of the Colorado River, it’s time to shoot pictures with Rick Doyle. The water is glass calm, the sun is golden, and Doyle takes more than a hundred slides of the Joker laughing mischievously while he carves and flips. When we get back to the dock the man himself, Herb O’Brien of HO Sports, is there to greet us with an ear-to-ear grin of his own. The Joker kneeboard is his creation too, and I am the living expression of his vision. Herb poses with the Joker for a few more pictures. 
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P
On the Parker Strip with Herb O’Brien, 1994
Everything leading up to this moment feels right. I know that our morning shoot will result in some of the best pictures of my water skiing career. In the days before digital photography, it takes a few days to get the slides back and find out that they do. I send a few of the best pictures to the HO factory in Redmond, WA. 

When the guys at HO see the photos they’re excited. They instantly put together a full-page ad featuring the Joker. Magazines around the world run big and bold pictures. I score the cover on South Africa’s Power Boat & Ski magazine. The smoke and mirrors is working.
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Another Round of Press for Playing the Fool, 1995

My mental picture is reality. I am the Joker. A wild card. Something unexpected. A guy who can fill in wherever he is needed. It feels so good to be riding the wave one more time. 

WEB LINK: Free Royalty Free Joker Images 

1: THE HISTORY OF THE KNEEBOARD 
Kneeboarding has had a rocky road on its way to becoming one of the mainstays of the water ski industry. 2013 marks 40 years as a commercially produced product. That’s been enough time for the kneeboard to grow from a fad in the 1970s, to public darling of the 1980s, and then mature in the mid 1990s as the Rodney Dangerfield of water skiing. And through it all kneeboarding continues to hold its own with sales of about 100,000 units per year. 
The creation of any new sport is usually a drawn out series of events with an interesting cast of characters, and the development of kneeboarding was no exception. As far back as the early days of water skiing, riders experimented with kneeling down on round plywood discs. There were many others who fooled around with kneeling on surfboards and even people who rode on kneeboards made specifically for riding waves. But it was not until the early 1970s that a new product, the water ski kneeboard, was to emerge. 
VIDEO LINK: Kneeboard Surfing Demonstration (modern)
2: KNEE SKI
The development of the modern day kneeboard all started with a chance meeting between my uncle, Mike Murphy, and Bud Hulst. Hulst operated El Paipo, a manufacturer of kneeboards for riding waves in the surf. His El Paipo kneeboards had a hand shaped foam core with a fiberglass wrap. A pair of rope handles was glassed into the top of the board so riders could grab them during hard turns on the waves. Each El Paipo board came standard with a single nine-inch fin and thin neoprene pad.   

Mike and Bud’s first meeting occurred after Hulst attended a wave-riding contest near San Francisco, CA in 1971. The event was blown out so Bud took the opportunity to visit the nearby ski show at Marine World. Bud hung out after the show and watched as Mike, Gary Warren, and a few other Marine World skiers took turns wake surfing for a photo shoot. They towed up on a surfboard, and then let go of the rope to catch the endless wave behind the boat.

Bud wanted to try it on his kneeboard, and talked his way into a ride. When he was done, Mike tried Bud’s El Paipo kneeboard too, getting pushed by the stern roller without the rope. The two men parted, but both were thinking about the possibilities of kneeboarding behind the boat. 

A couple of months later Marine World became Marine World Africa, USA, and the new management had some bad news: all the runoff from the animals had contaminated the ski show site. Skiers could stay if they wanted, but Mike chose to head south to Los Angeles. Mike had thought a lot about his kneeboard ride on Bud’s board so when he got back to Southern California he went to Bud’s shop, and told him his ideas for a brand new product. Mike thought that the kneeboards made for surfing could find a much bigger market as a towable for water skiing. Mike wanted to take off the fin so riders could do surface turns just like trick skiers. He also wanted to add a thicker pad and strap so riders could jump the wakes. The strap would be easy because the turn handles in the El Paipo boards were already the perfect attachment point. Bud agreed, and the two men decided to create the world’s first production water ski kneeboard under the name of Knee Ski. 
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By late 1972, Mike had designed a board that would perform surface tricks, and still carve surf style turns. Knee Ski ran their first magazine ad in early 1973, with Mike launching over the top of the photographer by using a ski jump ramp.
 The first boards had a pintail shape and were hand shaped from foam and fiberglass. 
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P
Mike Murphy Flies off a Jump Ramp on a Prototype Knee Ski, 1973

Mike rejected his original pin-tail shape because it caused too much drag, and he didn’t like how the foam boards floated so much. So Mike redesigned the board and Knee Ski switched to a neutral flotation model that was made from laminated fiberglass, just like a boat hull. Each Knee Ski had a flat neoprene pad covering the entire deck, and a Velcro strap. Now riders could jump and spin in relative comfort and security. 
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Uncle Mike Jumps His Creation: 
The World’s First Production Kneeboard for Water Skiing

Knee Ski was on the market, and Mike hit the road for a year to promote the new way to ride behind a boat. In 1973 the production boards were being demonstrated at Marine World.
 Knee Ski also produced a booklet titled “Our Story” with tips, tricks, and illustrations. But with all this promotion the high price, $125 in 1973, met with small success and Knee Ski faded from the picture. 

VIDEO LINK: 1972 Knee Ski
In 1973 I took my first kneeboard ride on one of Mike’s Knee Skis. We were at the Marine Stadium in Long Beach, CA and I easily did a sliding start off the sandy beach. But uncle Mike expected more than just simple riding and cutting across the wakes. He wanted me to do a 360 spin. Didn’t he know I was just an eight year old having fun keeping it simple? I didn’t want to do a 360, so I got a little upset about what he was trying to make me do. 

Uncle Mike made it clear that my choices were simple: make the spin or swim in! 

There was a moment of indecision. I was a pretty good swimmer, but we were a long way from our camp. So I got back up on the Knee Ski, and after a few tries the 360 was mine. 
Uncle Mike led the way, and I was compelled to follow. I watched what he did, and copied. 

Backwards start? Check. 

Backwrap 180s and overhead 360s? O.K.! 

540 landings? No problem.

3: GLIDE SLIDE
In the early days of Knee Ski, Hulst asked Murphy to find another water skier to help with promotions. Murphy chose fellow skier John Taylor who was ready to go to work right away.6 But bringing John on board was jumping the gun. Murphy was still at work shaping the original test boards at Herbie Fletcher’s surfboard shop.  
After a short stay with the Knee Ski Team, Taylor couldn't wait. He decided to go on his own to try and cash in on the new sport. According to Murphy: “Taylor took one of my rejected designs at Knee Ski and used it to make the mold for the Glide Slide. I glassed the original receipt right into the board, so I know it was mine. Fortunately it was one of my rejects, and the design wasn’t that good. The teardrop shape of the board caused too much drag. That’s why we used another shape.” 
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Glide Slide was the First Foam Filled Board; But the Pin-Tail Design was Unstable 

Regardless of how Taylor may have gotten his design, he did make a big contribution to kneeboarding. He saw the problems with the high costs and intensive labor at Knee Ski, so he searched for a new manufacturing method. First he tried making the boards using the blow molding process and they were plastic, but hollow. These first boards cracked and filled with water. To alleviate the problem his hollow plastic shells were injected with expanding closed-cell foam. This revolutionary process slashed costs and allowed the boards to be mass-produced. 

Glide Slide exhibited their new product in 1973 at boat shows and water ski events. Andy Remy (later of Tunnel Board and early competitions) was brought on as a design team member. Danny Churchill, world record holder in barefoot drag racing, became a national endorser that same year.
  Glide Slide ran its first magazine ads in 1974, offering boards for just $69.95.
,
 Initially the water ski community was not very receptive to the new product. With Taylor's persistence, promotional abilities, and water ski background, the new way to ride found a foothold of popularity, selling around 7,000 boards in the U.S.
 Unfortunately Glide Slide faltered when the widespread economic downturn of the 1974 gas crunch devastated the watersports industry. Both Knee Ski and Glide Slide were out of business.6
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Glide Slide’s First Ad Featuring John Taylor, 1974

4: TUNNEL BOARD
I made my first video appearance at 10 years old on another one of the early kneeboards. Tunnel Board was founded by my uncle Mike and Andy Remy. The gas crunch was over, and with that Mike and Andy opened two businesses at the same time in 1976. The first was Murphy’s Water Ski School and Pro Shop on the Parker Strip of the Colorado River. The second, Tunnel Board, was formed because both men  had valuable experience in the first two kneeboard manufacturers. 

The first Tunnel Boards went on sale in January, 1977.6  The boards were fiberglass, with neutral flotation like the original Knee Ski. The boards had attractive graphics, a high performance profile with a beveled edge, and for the first time in a kneeboard, contoured ankle pads. One of the first promotions for Tunnel Board was a short film for boat shows and dealers, and Mike asked me to ride. I received my first free swim trunks for the shoot, a pair of yellow Kanvas by Katins which hung down to my shins. My memorable appearance in the movie was a side-by-side beach start with my grandma Murphy. She started forward and I started backward. We slid off the beach I pulled off a few spins, then gave grandma a pat on the back. The voice over said, “watch as grandmother and grandson bridge the generation gap and enjoy the fun of the Tunnel Board”. 

VIDEO LINK: Tony Klarich, in the Wake of Mike Murphy
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P
Murphy Joined Forces with Andy Remy to Launch Tunnel Board

Initial sales were consumer direct only, but dealers eventually wanted in on the latest high performance kneeboard. Tunnel Board was making money by selling fewer boards with higher profit margins, and Mike wanted to keep it that way. Andy wanted to go for the gold with the dealers. So Mike and Andy parted ways amiably; with Mike taking the ski shop, and Andy taking Tunnel Board. 

Tunnel Board was generally considered to be a better performer than Glide Slide, or the fledgling Hydroslide, but once again the higher price of a labor-intensive fiberglass board prevented mass acceptance. Kneeboards were still considered toys and most people went for the cheaper foam filled models increasingly available in the late 1970s and early 1980s.

Web Link: More Tunnel Board Ads
5: KNEED FOR SPEED
In 1978, at the Endo’s International Speed Skiing Championships, I witnessed kneeboarding insanity. 

The site was the Long Beach Marine Stadium. I only remember the kneeboarder by his nickname, Dumbdee. He was a Long Beach local who talked the promoters into letting him have a speed run on his Tunnel Board. Just to keep things “safe”, he used two straps across his knees to avoid a high-speed ejection. 

The drag boat came roaring down the course and Dumbdee was hanging on for dear life. Each of his giant bounces was about 4 feet high and 30 feet long. The bounces got even higher and longer as he accelerated through the quarter mile. He ran the course at nearly 100 mph. Even the drag skiers agreed that his death defying run was stupid, crazy, or both. 

When a guy gets fame for insane moves, the lure to keep doing them can be overpowering. Dumbee’s big move was massive air on his kneeboard. He commonly rode long line at 35 mph behind big boats that had big wakes. He took insane cuts and launched himself into spine-tingling jumps. He was the first person I ever remember watching who absolutely charged the wake. I often saw him riding at the Marine Stadium, easily jumping 8-10 feet high and landing 20 or 30 feet past the wakes. And this was in the 1970s. No one except ramp jumpers got that much height. But big air was Dumbdee’s demise. He died after going out the front on one of his massive jumps on the Colorado River.     

Uncle Mike also risked life and limb at the same International Championships that featured Dumbdee’s infamous ride as the speed kneeboarder. Mike came to the drag races with no intention to compete. He was there to do hot dogging, kneeboarding and barefooting exhibitions. Fate stepped in with his rival John Taylor, formerly of Glide Slide. Taylor challenged Mike to enter the drag ski race with the “big boys.” Mike came back with a sharp reply, “it obviously doesn’t require any talent to ski fast because you won the past two events.” 

It looked as if it might come to blows, but Mike accepted the challenge, then added one of his own. A $300 bet that he would ski at least 5 mph faster than his nemesis Taylor.

It was the first and last time Murphy ever entered a drag ski race, but he had some speed under his belt as a veteran circle and endurance racer. Mike had to borrow a ski, but the only one he could get was the opposite foot forward. There was even more adversity: he had never been behind the boat or driver. Meanwhile, Taylor posted a respectable run of 110 mph. It was Mike’s turn to put up or shut up. Uncle Nick swam the towrope out to the driver, Mike requested 115 mph, but Nick directed the driver to try and hit 120 mph.

Murphy rode an 8-foot wooden Bemis racing ski as fast as possible for quarter of a mile. His style down the course was unlike any of the other racers. Mike stood up tall with both hands out in front, while the other racers crouched down and wrapped up to resist the massive acceleration. Mike blazed down the course on his first pass. It looked so smooth and easy. 118.92 mph flashed on the board from across the Stadium.
 The crowd of over 3, 000 cheered. I jumped up and down and told everyone, “that’s my uncle Mike!” 

The bet was won, but Mike still wanted to win the event. Skiers had to back up runs to within a few percent to get an official speed. Mike’s second run was just as smooth, and only a mile or two an hour slower. 118.92 mph was the top speed of the day and Murphy was crowned the International Speed Ski Champion. You would think that he had been doing it all his life. 
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Murphy Proves Himself as One of the World’s Best All Around Skiers, 1979

6: HYDROSLIDE
The next big boost in kneeboarding came from the man most recognized for popularizing the sport. Danny Churchill, quarter mile speed ski record holder, obtained the rights to Glide Slide in April, 1974.6  He was a former employee of Glide Slide who knew the business. From the next few years Churchill redesigned the teardrop shaped Glide Slide to reduce drag and make it more stable. In the winter of 1977-78 Churchill introduced his new board, now renamed the Hydroslide, with an ad in Spray. He switched from blow molding the plastic shells to rotomolding them and the first Hydroslides went on sale for $49.95.
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Hydroslide’s First Ad With Danny Churchill, 1977
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Siblings Sammy and Camille Duvall were World Class Traditional Skiers, 1978

Churchill worked tirelessly to increase the visibility of his new kneeboard. He established a national sales network, hit the trade shows, and produced a film for dealers so that potential customers could see how easy and fun kneeboarding could be. The burgeoning mail order business became a prime target for both sales and promotion.

Churchill pushed hard with the trade magazines, and during the next five years sales of the Hydroslide increased dramatically. By the late 1970's Hydroslide had reached and maintained a growth rate of 50% per year.  By 1980 kneeboarding was firmly established with at least 120,000 participants, due in large part to Hydroslide and Tunnel Board.6
The 1977 launch of Spray magazine changed the face of the water ski industry, and was instrumental in helping kneeboarding find a bigger audience. Water skiing already had a publication called The Water Skier, which was put out by the American Water Ski Association (AWSA). But The Water Skier covered mostly 3-event tournament skiing, and was old fashioned compared to the bold photos and feature stories that appeared on the pages of Spray. 
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The Premier Issue of Spray Magazine brought Color and Variety to Skiing

Bobby Duncan Flips, Shotzi Grips, and Bob LaPoint Rips, 1977 

Spray had articles and advertisements that covered the complete variety of watersports, not just tournament skiing. Wayne Grimditch was featured doing flips    off the ramp on his cut down freestyle jumpers. Readers saw colorful pictures of    Lee Kirk, a Long Beach local, who used asbestos booties to set a new speed barefoot record. Many top show skiers were represented, like Skip Gilkerson in one of my all time favorite shots. Skip rode a pair of shoe skis while waving and smiling like it was a million dollar move. But it was his green Elvis style jump suit with sequins that took the cake. What a showman! 
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Showman Extraordinaire Skip Gilkerson, 1982
Spray Magazine showed kneeboarding too, and Danny Churchill took full advantage of advertisements and promotions. He hired the World Champ Sammy Duvall to appear in full-page color ads riding a Hydroslide. Sammy was a phenomenal skier and dynamic personality who made kneeboarding look fun. The colorful ads ran month after month for years, and Sammy became kneeboarding’s first star. When it came to promoting Hydroslide, no stone was left unturned. Some of the first how-to articles for kneeboarding were paid advertisements by Hydroslide.
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This Ad with Sammy Duvall “Flipping” Really Fired Me Up, 1979 

WEB LINK: Hydroslide Ads (1976-1990s)
 Churchill kept it rolling with the Hydroslide photo contest starting in 1980.
 Readers from all around the country sent their best shots to compete for a free MasterCraft for a year. A full-page ad ran each month, featuring pictures of kneeboarders jumping, spinning, and crashing on flip attempts. Other contestants wore wacky costumes, rode with a dog, or snapped cute pictures of their kids. Photos flooded in; over 12,000 in a single year at the peak of the four-year promotion. 
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The Top Picks from Over 3,000 Entries in 1980. 

The Bottom Right Photo Went on to Win the Grand Prize for the Year
In 1979 another magazine, World Water Skiing, entered the market, and there was more coverage than ever for the wide world of skiing. Hydroslide advertised there too, and the following year World Water Skiing ran the first U.S. cover to feature kneeboarding. The rider was Brett Wing, World Champion barefooter, and all around great skier. Spray countered with a kneeboarding cover of their own, this time with Camille Duvall.   
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World Champion Barefooter Brett Wing Grabbed the First US Kneeboard Cover, 1980
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With Two US Skiing Magazines, It Wasn’t Long Until WaterSki Featured Kneeboarding: This Time With Camille Duvall, 1981 

The industry was growing by leaps and bounds. Hydroslide was leading the way, but Tunnel Board also made important contributions in the early days. Tunnel Board ran a series of its own full-page ads, and Mike Murphy received the first major editorial coverage for kneeboarding in his 1979 Superstar feature article. Remy at Tunnel Board was also instrumental in organizing some of the first kneeboard competitions in the early 1980s.
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Mike Was Determined to Present the Kneeboard as More Than Just a Toy, 1979. 

Still it was Danny Churchill who had the magic touch. Hydroslide was a juggernaut. On the heels of his success Churchill sold Hydroslide in 1981 to the giant merchandiser, Kransco, the maker of Hula Hoops and Frisbees.
 Churchill maintained a key roll at Hydroslide and the new infusion of big bucks brought kneeboarding to even greater heights. A new design, the Hydroslide Pro was introduced, and went on to become the all-time best selling kneeboard. Hydroslide was unquestionably the hottest thing on water. In a battle to sell even more kneeboards, the mail order companies like Bart’s and Overton’s started running full-page ads with the must-have water toy of the early 1980s. Everyone was talking about Hydroslide. 
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Sammy Duvall was The Man for Hydroslide, 1982 

7: SKI MASTER
The popular water ski manufacturer Ski Master wanted to grab a piece of the kneeboard pie in the early 1980s. They bought Tunnel Board in 1981, who was still hanging around in a distant second place to Hydroslide.
 Ski Master kept the original thin profile high performance board, and expanded the line with foam filled price point board designed by uncle Mike. Murphy was already their front man as one of the world’s best all around skiers, and they cashed in on his years of kneeboarding experience too. 
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Ski Master was the First Big Ski Company to Get Into the Kneeboard Business, 1982

To promote their boards Ski Master countered Hydroslide’s use of Sammy Duvall with the US national champion Carl Roberge.
 Carl was an all around tournament skier also known for his tick tocks on a slalom ski and hot dogging style on everything he rode. He appeared in some of the first instructional articles just for kneeboarders.  
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Top Tournament Skier Carl Roberge was Tunnel Board’s 
Answer to Sammy Duvall and Hydroslide, 1983 

I watched it all unfold while working at Mike’s Ski shop on the Colorado River. The bold pictures and stories made me dream of someday being a famous skier too. I was already doing kneeboard moves that were better than anything I saw in the magazines. I was a teenager stuck in the backwoods while all the exciting action was happening in Florida. It reminded me of Luke Skywalker in Star Wars, stuck working for his uncle on Tatooine. That was soon to change. With uncle Mike as the designer for the new Ski Master kneeboard, the family connection got me a weekend job in Texas riding for their promotional film in 1982. My big trick was the same one we had been performing at the River ski shows to great acclaim and applause: the two-man heli over. We both used 47’ ropes. Mike rode behind the boat and leaned forward while I jumped over the top and did a 360 spin off the wake. The marquis move of our Parker ski show was finally captured on film and presented to a national audience for the first time. It was my first big appearance as a serious rider. The buzz from the performance got me named to Team Tunnel Board along with Carl Roberge, Ricky McCormick, Lucky Lowe, and Kurt Schoen.
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A Wake 360 Over Uncle Mike. I Scored My First

Magazine Appearance with This Photo Shoot
The next year I was still working at Mike’s shop on the River. 1982 was my breakthrough year, inventing four of my own hot dog moves on a slalom ski. Mike felt the pressure from my growing skills as a hot dogger and kneeboarder, so he took every opportunity to reaffirm his position as the top dog.

One day on the River, Mike boasted that he could do a wake helicopter standing up on a kneeboard. No way, I thought. I had been standing up on a kneeboard for years, using them like a cross between a surfboard and a single trick ski. I smacked the wake and pretended I was doing turns off the lip of a wave. I regularly spun my board around to ride switchstance. Heck, I could even do surface 360 spins standing up. But a wake 360? There had to be a gimmick. I asked Mike if he was using bindings. 

“Just a stock kneeboard,” he replied. “Nothing added. And I’ll bet you 20 bucks I can make one in my first five tries,” he challenged.

I took the bait and fell for it hook, line, and sinker.

There was a gimmick. Mike started by whipping out his new trick board from Ski Master, the SM1, which was a little lighter and smaller than any previous kneeboards. Next, he took the knee strap and pulled it tight so that it laid flat against the kneepad. Then, he tied a knot in the strap where it came out of the footman loop on the right side. He stood up and jammed his feet under the strap. Both feet were facing forward, spread out as wide as possible. Putting his feet in that position put tension on the strap, which was enough to hold them in place on the board. He had created a makeshift binding out of the strap. There was nothing added, just like he promised. I was already saying goodbye to 20 hard earned bucks.

Mike started from his shop by performing a sliding dock start with a two-foot drop. Next he threw some smooth wake-to-wake jumps. It was impressive. Then he nailed the wake 360, just like it was well-polished show move. He gave each of his brown biceps a big kiss and waved to the non-existent crowd. He collected on his bet as I wondered how he kept coming up with moves to one up me. 

Losing the bet was well worth the money. Mike showed me yet another new way to ride, and I immediately set out to beat him at his own game. Stand-up riding felt familiar, just like riding on two trick skis. It wasn’t long before I had all my surface turns, 180 wake turns, and wake helis both ways. 
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The Strap Acted as a Makeshift Binding for Stand-up Tricks, 
Admissible in Early Competitions

VIDEO LINK: Stand up Wake 360 on Uncle Mike’s SM1 Kneeboard
8: MAGIC TIME 
O’Brien was another company that went after Hydroslide’s huge market share., leading the way with their foam-filled board called the Bullfrog. But the lackluster design was antiquated, and the graphics were something a kid might go for: an all green board with a giant bullfrog sitting on the nose. 
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O’Brien’s Entry into the Kneeboarding Market Finally Meant That Kneeboarding was Big Business for All of Water Skiing, 1981 
Kneeboarding was appealing to the hearts and minds of teenagers and young adult males who wanted to do high-flying tricks; it wasn’t just kid stuff anymore. O’Brien needed a new design that looked cool and rode great. They hired me in 1984 as a consultant for a 100 bucks a day, plus free equipment. It was my first paid job from a manufacturer.

I was among a small group of skiers that spent a weekend on a private man made lake in Barstow, CA. We rode several prototype boards, and answered detailed questionnaires after each run. The prototypes worked well, and everyone was excited. The name of the board was top secret. The other mystery was why the company kept pushing for some sort of fin system. None of the riders wanted it. We all went our separate ways, and I waited with bated breath to ride the new trick board that I had a small part in. 

It was just a few months before O’Brien released their new board.  The Black Magic, created quite a buzz. The graphics were amazing, and the board had great performance features, despite the retractable fins. The fins were a perfect example of bells and whistles that do nothing to improve the ride, but get customers to make a purchase. Most people thought the fins helped the board turn, but he actually made the board track straight. In the years that followed most of the other manufacturers also released boards that included some sort of fins. 
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P
The Black Magic’s Sleek Graphics and Solid Design Made it Tremendously Popular, 1985

O’Brien helped promote the Black Magic with a boat show film showing all their products.  I appeared as the kneeboarder and hot dog skier, while Camille Duvall and Andy Mapple lead an all-star group who also included Karin Roberge, Joel and Judy McClintock, Geoff Carrington, and Harold Cole. Endless loops of the finished video rang out across the country at boat shows and pro shops. It was easy to get hooked on the catchy tune and title: “First For Good Reason.”

VIDEO LINK: O’Brien First for Good Reason.
VIDEO LINK: O’Brien First for Good Reason. Kneeboarding Highlights
WEB LINK: O’Brien Print Ads
9: MAIL IT IN
The water ski magazines were fueling the growth of the sport. In 1982 Spray ran the first kneeboarding feature story, with action shots by Terry Dorner. It was the first time real kneeboarders were pictured, even though their names were left out. The following year World Water Skiing did a makeover, and instruction became a big part of the new format. Kneeboarding became a frequent flyer in both magazines. Now kneeboarding enthusiasts all across the country could count on step-by-step instruction with tricks beyond the basics. 
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Kneeboarding Made a Splash with It’s First Feature Pictorial, 1982

WEB LINK: The First Kneeboard Feature Story
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Lessons Became a Regular Feature in the Magazines, Fueling Growth, 1983
The magazines proclaimed kneeboarding “an overnight success” in 1984, and Ted Bevelacqua was the first rider primarily known as a kneeboarder to make a cover. That same year Paul Roberts from Jupiter, FL became the first person to be documented landing a backside roll off the wake.
 The two-page feature showed a sequence of the trick, and the flip genie was out of the bottle. I saw Paul’s groundbreaking sequence in the magazine, and immediately tried it. I was working at the Magic Mountain Ski Show at the time, and the next day it took me 12 tries to land one.  In 1985 the two magazines merged and Water Ski was the lone survivor. By this time a handful of top riders were starting to be recognized as kneeboarders.
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P
Ted Bevelacqua Helped Announce Kneeboarding as an “Overnight Success”, 1984
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P
Paul Roberts was the First Rider Documented to Ride Away From an Invert. This Move Opened the Flipping Floodgate, 1984  

It wasn’t just the editorial coverage that was fueling the fire in the early and mid 1980s. Several manufacturers were designing new boards and promoting them with scores of full-page advertisements. 
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The Ad Blitz was On, Beginning in the 1980s

Hydroslide continued their innovative marketing with a series of “Hydroslide Profiles” that featured everyday riders and their behind the boat stories of kneeboarding.

WEB LINK: Other Manufacturer’s Print Ads
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The Hydroslide “Profile” Series Gave Insight Into Riders’ Minds,  1982

Kneeboards were white hot, and the retailers wanted to cash in. Mail order catalogs like Bart’s and Overton’s got on the kneeboard bandwagon early, and rode it out for years. Everyone had at least a name mention. Some even included photos in their ads on the covers of their catalogs. In 1983 Overton’s went so far as to create the cartoon character Natalie Kneeboard to promote the three major boards of the day. 
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Mail Order Ads were an Important Part of the Growth in Kneeboarding, 

Web Link: More Mail Order Ads
10: RIDING THE WAVE - COMPETITIONS
In the early 1980s watersports enthusiasts were excited about kneeboarding. The industry was pumping money into the market with new designs and an advertising blitz. More riders than ever were getting good on a kneeboard, and companies like Hydroslide, O’Brien, Connelly, and Ski Master were giving free product to the cream of the crop. The next logical step was competitions.

Andy Remy, Ken White and Tom Christensen were the first promoters of organized competitions in Texas. The first National competitions were held in 1981 and 1982.
 ​,
 Remy continued with a series of tournaments in 1983 and 1984.
,
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According to This 1981 Article, the First “Nationals” Would Have Been in 1980
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P
Andy Remy at Tunnel Board Organized Some of the Earliest Competitions, 1983

Next came Roland Hiller, the 1965 World Overall Champion in 3-event skiing. Hillier got into promoting tournaments just when the money started coming into the sport. He formed the International Kneeboard Association (IKA) with his wife Francesca in September 1983, and Roland became the dominant force directing the events.
 The IKA competitions were the first to draw the world’s best kneeboarders, initially from Florida, and eventually from across the nation. 

[image: image38.jpg]ATTENTION KNEEBOARDERS

AT LAST THERE IS AN
ASSOCIATION FORMED
EXCLUSIVELY FOR YOU!

Memberships-include:

* Quarterly Newsletters
 IKA Patch

* Rating Card

* Rules & Regulation Book

Charter Membership (500 only)
available at $20.00 per year

For information; write to:
International Kneeboard Association, Inc.
P.O. Box 1387
Maitland, FL 32751
305/644-0379

For information on how to set up a kneeboard
tournament in your area, write or call today.

SPRAY WINTER 83 13



P
Hillier’s IKA Gave Kneeboarding a Much Needed Organizing Body.

Hillier was an innovative promoter, adding events that even novice riders could do without any special courses. Tricks and wake jumping were the original two events.
 The advantage was that riders could practice anywhere, and tournaments did not need any special courses. Wake jumps much like wake crossings in barefooting competitions. A set time was given to do as many wake-to-wake crossings as possible, with or without a jump. The marquis kneeboarding event was tricks. The big moves were wake 360s and the newly invented backside roll. 

Ted Bevelacqua was the early favorite, and star of the IKA.
 The self-described “skinny little kid” from Florida was big on skills and had an exuberant joy of riding. Ted’s board never fit quite right, so he took an old guitar strap and all the Velcro he could find to piece together the first triple locking kneeboard strap. It worked, and riders wanted them. Ted started Pro-Acqua, the first company for aftermarket kneeboard products.
 Another one of Ted’s innovative designs was the Pro-Acqua binding. It was a horseshoe shaped neoprene pad that a rider glued onto the back of their existing pad for customized ankle support. 
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Teddy B was the First Major Player in the Aftermarket Products, 1984 

***

The competition scene was heating up in Florida, and I badly wanted to test my skills against guys like Ted, Paul Roberts, and Mario Fossa. Uncle Mike was friends with Danny Churchill, so he introduced us. I signed with Hydroslide who agreed to pay my expenses to the tournaments. My first kneeboard competition was in 1984 at the 3rd IKA Nationals on Lake Ivanhoe in Orlando, FL. It was the first time someone travelled so far to come to an IKA event, and my presence helped the event actually live up to its name for the first time. Unfortunately, my equipment got misplaced by the airline, and didn’t make it in time for the tournament. I scrambled to borrow a rope, board, and vest; and my best finish was 3rd place in tricks. By this time a slalom event had been added. Riders weaved back and forth between a straight line of fixed buoys. To increase the difficulty the boat went faster and faster.
 The original slalom course used by kneeboarders was a modification of the slalom course used by stand up skiers in the earliest days of traditional competitions.

HO Sports and Hydroslide were paying my expenses to tournaments, exhibitions, and photo shoots. This was most often to the center of the skiing universe in the 1980s: Orlando, FL. In April 1985 I found myself on Lake Eola getting ready to kneeboard and hot dog slalom ski for the newly formed Coors Light International Water Skiing Tour.
 Danny Churchill set it up through Hydroslide who was a sponsor of the Tour. It was my biggest show so far, and the demonstration was even more of a rush than performing as a show skier at Magic Mountain. For the first time, I was on the same water as my ski heroes; Sammy and Camille Duvall, Bob Lapoint, Andy Mapple, Deena Brush…they were all there. The world’s best skiers were battling it out, and all I had to do was a few jumps, wake helicopters, and flips to wow the crowd of several thousand. Any invert on the kneeboard was still a novelty that people were excited to see. For most it was the first time they ever saw someone flip a kneeboard in person. For ski fans that couldn’t make the actual event the whole thing was broadcast on cable television.    

Joining up with Danny Churchill and Hydroslide was the right move to get big exposure. This included some serious ink in the trade magazines. Danny pitched me as a package deal: top kneeboarder, show skier, and hot dogger. He used me in a good way to help promote Hydroslide through two national publications based on the west coast. Powerboat magazine ran a feature story, including my first cover in April, 1985. The five -page spread featured kneeboarding and hot dog slalom skiing, both up and coming disciplines in the mid 1980s. I was once again following in my uncle Mike’s wake. He made the cover of Powerboat in June, 1975. Danny also hooked me up with Trailer Boats magazine, which also ran feature story in 1985 called “Hydroslide Hotdoggin’.” It ran with lots of pictures, including the first front flip sequence on a kneeboard.
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Danny Churchill Hooked Me Up With the Magazines, 1985 
WEB LINK: Read the Entire Trailer Boats Story
[image: image41.jpg]
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Kneeboarding was Going Mainstream, and I Rode the Wave, 1985

WEB LINK: Read the Entire Powerboat Story
My grandpa Murphy was so proud: he plastered copies of those magazine pictures inside the walls of his red truck, right next to the articles about Mike. Woe to any gas station attendant who got a little too close to the shrine! 

WEB LINK: The Red Truck
***

The battle for control of the hearts and minds of competitive kneeboarders was heating up. Hillier had been promoting IKA events for several years, and he tried to use his position to direct and control the sport. That may not have been a bad thing, but it was a hard sell to exert authority over a sport that was based on a free spirited attitude. Opinions differed greatly over what should happen, and who should be in charge. In response to the debate, a group of dedicated kneeboard enthusiasts from the Midwest stepped in and created the American Kneeboard Association (AKA), with the first sanctioned tournament taking place on Bayou Plaquemine in LA in October, 1994.

Lonnie Marchand, Chuck Purdy, Randy Andrus, and Richard Brown were on the initial board of directors. The AKA based their organization on the structure used by the American Water Ski Association (AWSA), the governing body of water skiing in the United States.
 This put an established framework in place upon which to build. They used AWSA standards for training judges (there were now three instead of just one), and certifying drivers and safety directors. The decision to follow AWSA guidelines changed event promotion from a one-man show to a cooperative effort. 

Between 1983 and 1985 riders were split over which events to attend: IKA or AKA. Some people took sides, and hard feelings were often the result. Regardless of the disagreements and power struggle for control of competitions, two associations meant that kneeboarding was getting popular. Riders all over the country practiced for tournaments, and skill levels skyrocketed. Events offered a gathering place for riders to learn from the sport’s top athletes, show off new moves, and talk about the exciting future of kneeboarding. 

Support for the IKA dwindled in the wake of hotly disputed results at the 1985 IKA Nationals. Hillier did a fantastic job at promoting the sport, including writing the first instructional book in 1985, “but kneeboarding had outgrown the days of one person having so much authority. It was time for the group to take charge. The newly formed American Kneeboard Association was now the organization left to carry the torch for competitive kneeboarding.  
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The AKA was a Group Organization Based on the AWSA 

(American Water Ski Association) 

My history in kneeboarding, and years of show skiing experience put me in an excellent position to do well in competition. In 1985 and 1986 I took 1st place overall in the open division at the first two AKA Nationals held down on the bayou in Plaquemine, LA.

Events included spins, slalom, and tricks. Spins were a holdover from the days when people were just learning how to ride. How many 360s you could do in a set time was not very compelling. The event was discontinued in the top divisions after lots of ties and reruns. 

The slalom event was a real challenge that I excelled at. It helped that I had spent a couple of summers running the course on a slalom ski. That experience allowed me to break the National record numerous times. The Men’s Open division used a standard six-buoy slalom course with a top speed of 24 mph. Running the course at 32’ or 35’ off was a good score. Shorter lines and higher speeds made it easier to negotiate the smaller wakes and stay low to the water. Many riders used a specialized board just for the slalom event. 

Tricks was the event that generated the most excitement. I used my background in hot dogging and freestyle jumping to land the first front flip and wake 540 front to back at an AKA event. In 1985 and 1986 stand up tricks were still allowed, and I took advantage by filling one complete pass with those high scoring moves. The 20 bucks I lost on the bet with Mike paid off with several National records.
VIDEO LINK: Stand Up Tricks: Wake 360 & More 
The Manion family was among the first to switch to the AKA. Mary Manion knew the AKA needed industry support, and contacted Danny Churchill at Hydroslide. Churchill agreed to include AKA promotional literature with each Hydroslide that was sold. Mary wrote numerous articles for all the major trade magazines to spread the word about the fun and challenge of competitive kneeboarding. Writing about the top riders was a no-brainer, but she also emphasized the family aspect of kneeboarding. Her hard work for the AKA resulted in a sponsorship from Nautique boats for her family, a first in kneeboarding. She helped form the popular MAP kneeboard club, an acronym for the founding families of Manion, Andrus, and Piper.

The early days of the AKA were helped by the structure of the AWSA, but events were still more about fun than serious rules. I was among those who got to ride even after missing a mandatory riders’ meeting. Even showing up late for a start time would often result in still getting to ride later. 

With all the best kneeboarders attending the same events starting in 1986, there was an explosion of new tricks at almost every tournament. Several of the best riders attended each of the dozen or so tournaments held each year.

Mario Fossa was one of the riders who came to the AKA events with his new tricks. We were impressed with his surface roll, similar to a barefoot tumble turn, but it was his new way to flip that really got people excited.
 Mario’s breakthrough move was called the wake jump to air roll. Mario flew low and fast across both wakes on a regular jump, then bounced in the flats to throw a backroll without the wake. A whole new avenue of tricks was opened up. Another long running specialty for “Super Mario” was the flip out. He was among the first to flip in both directions. The rules were simple: do as many flips as possible in 20 seconds. 
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“Super Mario” Fossa was the “King of Dizzy”, 1986
VIDEO LINK: Getting Dizzy with Mario Fossa (1993)
Most tournaments had the Flip Out, but scores were not included in scoring for the overall title. I never really pursued the Flip Out, even though Hydroslide was putting up cash prizes. It was hard for me to get motivated to train for flips back and forth across the wake. I was a showman who wanted to keep onlookers engaged with my riding. To me, the same flip after flip was just plain boring. The Flip Out was a great incentive to get people inverted in the early days, but after a while the event got monotonous.
Lance Walker grabbed attention in the mid 1980s with a high-flying move he called the “Layout.” We had another name for the cool looking move. The Star Wars trilogy was in its original release, so we called Lance and his signature move “Skywalker.” The trick was probably a crossover from a cable skiing move called the “Flying Indian.” Steve Fontaine used a pair of jump skiis to get laid out on the corner of the cableway.
 But it was Lance who was the first one to do a Layout directly behind the boat. His innovative trick can best be described as Air Raley on a kneeboard, but he did it several years before Darin Shapiro made one on a wakeboard in 1991.  
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Lance Walker was the First to Do a Layout Behind the Boat, 1986

Ramon Herrera was another early inventor of new tricks. He is credited with unknowingly landing the first wake front roll, an off axis attempt at a front flip.29  He also used his catlike riding style to take Mario’s jump to roll combo to the next level. Ramon threw a big backside roll across the wakes, then he bounced directly into another roll: he did not hesitate between the flips. The introduction of the combo roll really opened the door for a whole new category of exciting new moves, and much later the concept had a dramatic impact on sit down hydrofoiling.
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Ramon Herrera was One of the Early Stars of Kneeboarding, 1985

With the newfound celebrity of riders, and the high interest in competitions, the industry promoted kneeboarding heavily. Money was spent in advertising and promotions. The magazines regularly featured instructional articles and colorful pictures of us flying and flipping. Now, for the first time, instruction for the new moves was widely available.  Our tips and tricks were plastered in every issue of Water Ski magazine, and several instructional videos were produced and sold.
, 
, 
 Mario and Ted lead the way as live instructors at ski schools specializing in kneeboarding.
 It was the first time in waterskiing that the thrill and excitement of flips and fun was available to recreational riders. More people than ever bought boards and took them out to get dizzy.   
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P
Instruction Became a Magazine Mainstay, and I Wrote Dozens of Tips, 1985 
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IKA Founder Rolland Hillier Wrote the First Kneeboarding Book, 1985

Many riders got sponsored, and the top tier even started earning decent money as professional kneeboarders. A select few of us became recognizable in the larger water skiing circle.

Mike “Rhino” Reinman was known for his aggressive style and go for it attitude. Rhino started out exclusively on the Ski Rixen cable in Deerfield Park, FL. He was one of the earliest kneeboarders to generate air on the sharp turns of the cable course.30 One advantage to the cable is the upward pull of the rope, and Rhino used the floating effect to land another spectacular move in kneeboarding: the backwards back flip.29 He cut out in the corner and turned backwards just before the rope lifted him off the water. While he was in the backwards position he threw his head and shoulders and performed a backwards flip. Once Rhino transferred his skills from the cable to behind the boat he became an intense competitor who always challenged for top honors. 
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Mike “Rhino” Reinman & His Creation: Backwards Back Flip on Cable, 1990

I wanted to add another big trick to the growing list, but my pursuit lead to plenty of pain. The mobius was one of the new tricks being demonstrated on the Water Ski Pro Tour by freestyle jumper Scotty Clack. He came into the ramp wrapped while riding two jump skis. The maneuver was a back flip with a full twist, and it was a crowd favorite. It didn’t look easy, but it did look like something that was doable on a kneeboard. I could already do a back flip on jumpers off the ramp, and helicopters on the kneeboard were no problem, so combining the two shouldn’t be that hard. I took my orange Hydroslide Pro out for a spin at the Marine Stadium. My thoughts were to get plenty of height, throw the gainer straight back, and let the rope do the spinning. The first few tries were close enough; I was coming around, but loosing the handle. On the forth or fifth try I under rotated the gainer and caught the tip of my board. I went straight out the front, and my right arm went into the handle almost to my armpit. The line came tight and the handle wrenched my arm as it got violently yanked out. What happened next was like the scene from the recently released Michael Jackson video Thriller. My arm literally transformed right before my eyes. It went from normal size to three times as big in a matter of minutes. I could barely lift it. Grandma used to freeze water in old milk cartons for the ice chest, and I tore into one to try and get the swelling down. I iced my arm continuously over the next few hours, and it seemed as if the worst was over. Not so. My injured arm throbbed for at least an hour every night for the next eight months. The daily pain reminder must have been a mental block for me and the mobius. That’s one trick I never made on the water. 

While we worked on creating new moves, the equipment moved forward too. New boards, with design input from riders, were being released at a steady rate. The knee strap made another stride forward thanks to Lonnie Marchand. He created a single piece triple locking strap that was not fixed at the footman loops.  Lonny’s new Cinch Strap was the first to fit a wide range of riders. That was a huge step for the majority of people who shared a kneeboard. Lonnie continued developing his strap and a couple of years later came up with the breakthrough that became the industry standard. His 2 to 1strap was a triple job that was fixed on one side. After the second layer was secured, the third went through a D ring on the strap itself before folding over. This neat little addition meant that a rider pulling on the top strap was able to pull twice as hard with the same effort. For serious riders it was easier than ever to get a secure fit on the board. 

[image: image49.jpg]



Equipment Pioneer Lonnie Marchand

11: AERIALIST
In 1986 Herb O’Brien decided it was time for HO Sports to make their first kneeboard. He asked me to design it, and I excitedly agreed.

The first step to develop a new design is to create a test board out of foam and fiberglass. I didn’t have any personal experience in hand shaping boards, so I hired a professional at the Robert August surfboard shop in Huntington Beach, CA. We worked for hours on each of the four test boards. I stood by and watched the shaper as he cut and shaved the foam block into the general shape. Then it came time for the detail work, taking the foam off bit-by-bit to create the exact board I had envisioned. When the rails, rocker and overall shape felt right it was time fiberglass the foam board and take it out for a test ride.  

The eternal quest in early kneeboard design was to have a board that carved nice turns and still did easy surface spins. The problem was that the addition of a design element to improve one would often take away performance from the other. For example, channels down the bottom of a board helped to turn, but at the same time hindered surface turns by adding drag. I found a way around the dilemma. My design for the Aerial 360 used a raised rail edge that gave riders the best of both worlds. I created a two-step rail that acted as a long fin when the board was rolled up on edge. It literally grabbed the water. Having this edge up higher meant that the main surface of the new board could remain smooth for spins. 

When each new fiberglass demo board was ready to test I anxiously rigged up a strap and pad for a few runs. Some things worked, and some things didn’t, but each new design got progressively better. After dozens of test runs with riders of all ability levels, the board was done to my satisfaction. It was my first time as a solo designer, and the whole process took a couple of months. 

I carefully packed the final hand shaped board for shipment to the HO Sports factory in Redmond, WA. It was used as a plug to make the actual mold for the board. 

The Aerial 360 was a foam filled plastic board. The guys at HO added a contoured pad with ankle support. Herb added his version of the triple locking Velcro strap, and we were off to the races. In the midst of the neon frenzy of the mid 1980s hot pink was the top seller. In addition to my regular salary, I also received a royalty of a buck a board for five years. The extra cash helped me buy my first house in Belmont Shore, CA; just minutes away from the Marine Stadium and job number two as a longshoreman in the port. 

[image: image50.jpg]Tapered Tip & Tail

Convex Bottom

Tip Grooves

‘Swallow Tail Design

New Radical Recessed Rajl Edge

_D ESIGNED FROM THE BOTTOM UPR.... ™
T




P
I Designed HO’s First Kneeboard in 1986.

New products were usually rushed to market, with each followed by a promotional push. The Aerial 360 was no exception, so I was off to Florida for photos. The PA announcement on the plane woke me up: “please raise to all tray tables and seat backs to their full and upright position.” 

The Delta L-1011 TriStar was a few minutes from touchdown in Orlando. I was always able to sleep on planes, and the non-stop overnight flight from LAX to MCO was like the Star Trek transporter. Beam me up, Scotty! I just closed my eyes and was instantly there. I opened the window shade that was my headrest for the past five hours. The sun was a just up, and bright beams of orange bounced off the myriad of lakes below. My destination was somewhere down there in the misty morning. 

It was thrilling because the Aerial 360 was my first baby. I had been riding kneeboards for more than 15 years, ever since my uncle Mike Murphy designed the first one in 1972. Now it was my turn to put all that experience into a kneeboard of my own. It was something of a signpost, and I was ecstatic with the result. 

Guy Filip, the HO Skis marketing director, was in charge of the photo shoot. In addition to the usual flips and jumps, Guy wanted shots of me carving a turn to show off the new edge design. Everything was dominated by fluorescent pink; the board, my vest, and even the shorty wetsuit. The pretty in pink pictures were also for the first HO Team poster.
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In Great Company on HO’s First Team Poster

The whole photo shoot was done so fast that I was still a little groggy from the all night flight. In the afternoon I made a quick trip to WaterSki magazine to do some schmoozing, then hopped on a plane back home to California early the next day.   

At the next boat show I laid eyes on the new HO Team poster for the first time. There were several giant pads of posters, each with 50 copies to tear off one at a time. The pink themed poster read “HO Skis – 1988 Team.” Deena Brush-Mapple was in the upper right. Her byline read “1997 Word Overall Champion.” Cory Pickos and the Larsen Twins shared the bottom half of the poster. They were undeniably the world’s best trick skiers. I was there too, right next to Deena. It felt like I had finally arrived. The board was my design, and the other HO Team riders were the best in the world. I was right there with the same riders whose pictures I clipped out of magazines to put on the walls of my room growing up. 

At the Tour Stop in Madison, WI, I sat down next to Deena to sign posters for the fans. There was a line about 50 deep. A bright-eyed kid was next in line. He told me he was a kneeboarder, and his mom and dad just bought him an Aerial 360. I asked him his name and added it to the team poster. Next, I wrote “Dare to Air!” Then I signed my name at the bottom. He gave a huge grin, and told me the poster was going up in his room. The circle was complete. 

VIDEO LINK: 1986 HO Team Video: Deena, Cory, the Twins & More    

12: WIN SOME, LOSE SOME
If you compete long enough there will be times you should win, but lose. Conversely, there are also times that you deserve to lose, but somehow manage to a win. It’s all supposed to balance out. I’ve had a mixed bag.

My day to squeak out a win at a major event was after a missed exit gate in kneeboard slalom. I had just run the pass with ease, and somehow rode outside the exit gate buoys. I looked up with dread, but was amazed to see that all of the judges in the boat were looking down to their score sheets. They missed my mistake, and I got a free pass. 

The other side of the coin came at the 1987 AKA Nationals in Austin, Texas. I got a double whammy there. 

Each year of competition at the Nationals was tougher to win, and I was going for a three-peat as the overall champion. I was training hard, and knew the event was mine to win. 

In the slalom event I trained on one of uncle Mike’s old Knee Skis. The thin profile edge and fast surface made it great for the slalom course. I was concerned about the strap coming undone, so I added a second one with a separate set of footman loops that were through bolted into the board. I rode that red kneeboard all summer without any problems, or any thought of safety concerns.  It was a pleasant surprise to find the second strap actually improved my control, kind of like having a better fitting binding on a slalom ski.  I was consistently surpassing my mark in the slalom course, which was the current National record. 
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Kneeboard Slalom: Running Shortline at 24mph on a Standard Course, 1987

At the Nationals in Austin the first event was slalom. I confidently brought my board down to the starting dock. I was expecting a great score based on my hundreds of successful runs through the course. It was just minutes before I was scheduled to ski, and the safety director yanked my ride. He said it was unsafe. His reason: the bolts were sticking up too high above the footman loops. I had never even considered it. There had not been an equipment check before the event. The year before at nationals guys had pieces of metal screwed onto the bottom of their boards for tracking stability. No problem. 

I had two minutes to borrow another board. I was shocked. Then I was upset. After that I just scrambled to grab anything. Nobody had anything like the one I was riding, so I used a foam filled job.

Even so, I somehow managed to post a score that kept me in contention for the overall title. I was always a fierce competitor. 

Tricks was next. In the trick event there was a rule. A front flip or gainer had to have complete end over end rotation throughout the entire trick. If you rolled out of a flip or gainer, it would be scored as a roll. I knew this rule coming in, and was positive that my unorthodox frontside roll would be scored as a roll. 

I nailed my trick runs from start to finish. It should have been a top score in tricks with a shot for first place overall, but my score was 450 points low. 

No credit on the frontside roll. What? I did the trick, and it certainly wasn’t a front flip. What about the rolling rule? I made an official protest and explained my position. Still, no credit. 

VIDEO LINK: Flip or Roll?
My longtime experience in doing front flips made it tough for me to learn the frontside roll. My rolls at the time were based on the front flip. The first half of the trick was like a front flip. Then at the apex of the rotation I turned my head and kicked my board to the side. I flipped in and rolled out. The rule was if you rolled out, it was a roll, not a flip, and would be scored as such. I think I got a no credit because it didn’t look like what the other riders were doing. Every time I see the video of that move I think about that day, and it’s still gives me a little twinge. In the end it was Mike Reinman in first place overall, Ramon Herrera in second, and me in third. Dixie Andrus continued her domination of the women’s event in the midst of five overall wins in six years.

For me, the Karmic scoreboard read 1-1, with still more fun to come.

13: ROAD WARRIOR
The 1980s were a whirlwind of shows, competitions, photo shoots, and all the craziness that comes with being single and on the road. 

Rick Skinner, the Midwest rep for HO, took me on a 10-day tour of Michigan and Wisconsin, don’t you know. 

We hit the road to call on Rick’s dealers over the region. Munson Marine in Illinois was an important stop. They had a giant showroom filled with dozens of boats stacked up on the walls. Fort Freemont in Wisconsin was everything a guy in his 20s could want. The huge weekend sale and bash was backed up with a live band, raging party, and ski show on the river. At one of our stops Rick organized my first autograph signing, which he’ll never let me forget to this day. We went to the Indianapolis Speedway where we stood on the track at the brick inlaid start/finish line. In other cities we entertained dealers at the local bars and restaurants. Rick and I laughed it up at a comedy club during the Lansing Tour Stop. We cruised the clubs on Rush Street in Chicago. All expenses were on HO, thanks Herb! Hanging out with “Shredder” was always a kick. 

Eddie Roberts, the HO Competition Director, was always entertaining. For years he had me convinced that government spies were following us. He messed with me, and I did my best to get him back. The only thing that ever messed with his head was the boogers I put on the rear view mirror of his rental car. In Shreveport, at the Water Ski Nationals, we got into a wrestling match. He had fifteen years on me in age, but more than enough in street experience. In nothing flat I was on the ground with a broken Swatch. That was the last time I wore a watch. Another time in San Diego with Eddie and a large group from HO, I spontaneously pretended to choke at a crowded restaurant. He knew I was messing around, but played along. Eddie came around to my back and performed the “Hindlick” maneuver. I coughed up a big chunk of steak, much to the horror and relief of the other diners. Fun with meat! 

The annual HO party was another event we always looked forward to. Before the bash we had the annual sales meeting. All the reps came in from around the country to get fired up for the following year. HO was such an industry leader that the unveiling of the new line was always one of the year’s highlights. We were among the first who saw the next great things in skiing, whether it was an innovative design, brand new way to ride, or trend setting graphics. HO was always groundbreaking in the industry. 
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P
Herb Always Led the Way, This Time with Trendsetting Graphics. At the HO Factory with Herb O’Brien, Jack Sappenfield, Brian Gardener & Eddie Roberts, 1987 

Saturday was party day, and we were always on the water. Everyone from the company was invited for food, fun, and of course, skiing. The energy was tremendous. People loved working for Herb, and it felt like a great big family. The festivities continued with the more intimate evening party at Herb’s house. Volleyball, pool, ping-pong, and basketball were the appetizers, and barbequed salmon filets were the main course.

On one such weekend Herb took about 20 of us out for dinner at the Space Needle. We rode the high-speed elevator to 500 feet above Seattle, and stepped into the slowly revolving restaurant. I brought my wife Shonna and we were dazzled with the panoramic view of the city skyline and Mount Rainer. The food was fabulous and the fellowship was even better. It was deeply satisfying to enjoy the spoils of victory as a member of a winning team. We had the best of everything.   

***  
In the late 1980s there was a concerted effort by the American Water Ski Association to prepare itself for another try at the Olympics. Water skiing was a demonstration sport at the 1972 Munich Games, and Ricky McCormick was the USA standout with two gold medals in slalom and tricks. The AWSA was doing its part to position water skiing for another shot at the Olympic Games. One of the things AWSA needed to do was grow, and they did it by adding several new sport divisions. Barefooting, show skiing, and kneeboarding were just a few of the disciplines that came under the umbrella of the AWSA.  When the American Kneeboarding Association came under the umbrella of the American Water Ski Association in 1998 it signaled a change in kneeboarding.
 The American Kneeboarding Association tightened up the reigns on the way tournaments were organized and run. While some of the down home fun was lost in the transition, the AKA gained a powerful ally with the AWSA. Event insurance was one of the huge benefits. The national recognition with the governing body for US water skiing helped too. AKA membership grew quickly over the next few years. The dream of kneeboarding at the Olympics didn’t seem so farfetched because kneeboarding was still the hottest thing on water. 
In 1989 I managed to climb the ladder once more time to the top of the kneeboarding world. Things were a lot different for me personally. I was in school studying full time to become a chiropractor with almost 30 units per trimester. I went to school during the day, and worked on the L.A. Harbor docks at night. I studied whenever I could, and didn’t get in much training. 

I was not the best rider that weekend in Oklahoma City, but the weather was on my side. It was windy and the water was rough. I was ecstatic. 

I grew up skiing on the West Coast where water access was limited, and there were lots of people vying for limited space. The Colorado River and the Marine Stadium were great places for showing off, but the water was often rough. When I did get to train, it was usually in the bumps and waves. The rough Oklahoma City conditions suited me perfectly.  Not so for the boys from Florida. They had lakes galore, and miles of flat water. Most everyone complained about the poor conditions, but I was ready to ride.

On the first day there was a strong headwind down the slalom course. The maximum number of passes you could make was five, so I opted to end my run with a final pass at 35 off into the headwind. That meant starting at 15 off, a pass that open riders never bothered with. Sometimes strategy, not skill, was the deciding factor in competition. As a cagey veteran I made all five passes and won the slalom. 

Everyone else was so far behind going into the second day, that all I had to do was a conservative run. That was perfect for the rough water conditions. Mark Ritchart, Mario Fossa, and Ted Bevelacqua had to stick with their big runs to catch up, which were made even tougher by the wind and waves. 

It was my last Nationals overall victory, and I knew it was time to hang it up as a kneeboard competitor.28 I had other mountains to climb and the riding level was getting beyond my desire to keep up with. The risk to return ratio was not to my liking. It wasn’t worth abusing myself to try and win something I had already won three times. 
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After Winning the 1989 National Overall Title I Scored This Ad, 1990

My experiences with the AKA were phenomenal. Kneeboarding was new and we were young. The guys I came up with were part of a special group who literally invented a new sport day by day. We had fun being the acrobatic stars of the water skiing world. It was our 15 minutes of kneeboarding fame. 

The pressure to win was off, so I returned to my roots of riding for fun. Next up on the free riding schedule was the 1990 filming for Water Ski Magazine’s Kneeboard Authority. HO was the sponsor of the instructional video, so HO Team kneeboarders Ted Bevelacqua, Bebe Anderson, and I were the featured kneeboarders.   

[image: image55.jpg]KNEEBOARD





The Kneeboard Authority was A Popular Video 

That was Promoted Heavily in WaterSki Magazine, 1990

VIDEO LINKS: “The Kneeboard Authority” 

Opening Montage
Instructional Tip: Wake 360 Front to Front
Instructional Tip: How To  360, Back to Back 

Before we got going, Guy “F not a P” Filip pulled me aside. He wanted to know if I would give up top billing for Ted Bevelacqua. I was a little surprised, just coming off my 3rd overall title. The burning desire I had to win, and stay on top had carried over to this project. It’s a fine line between confidence and cockiness. But it wasn’t long before I came to my senses: it felt right to step aside “for the team”. I may have had more recent success in competition than Ted, but he was admittedly a better free rider. 

For years Ted was known for his stylish riding and big air. He pioneered big hits off other boats wakes while growing up on the Intracoastal Waterway in Florida. It was astounding to watch videos of him throwing massive rolls off head high stern rollers from a series of oncoming boats. It was nice to have the big moves for the video, but his distinctive style was important too. It was easy to see his roots in surfing as he rode the kneeboard. 

During filming for The Kneeboard Authority, Ted pulled off dozens of his signature move, the back-to-back 720. He made the two complete spins with a single handle pass that looked so effortless. I knew it wasn’t.  

The massive photo boat and wake from the crew at Florida Film & Tape was a real launching pad. All of us aired it out, but Ted took everything a notch bigger. His layouts were sky high, and he was in the hunt to be the first one to ride away from a double back roll. He tried at least a dozen, and the crashes were brutal. On a few he was oh so close. “You gotta love to crash!” was his mantra for the video, and he definitely lived up to it. Bebe Anderson, top woman’s rider was our third, and we all had a great time riding and filming. Bright colors were still in, and the real film footage looked spectacular. A lot of our best shots also ended up in commercials for the Michelob Dry Pro Tour and all around the industry. Back then I believed that Mountain Dew and Milky Ways were a key to my success, and maybe they actually were.  

The next stop in my ongoing adventures in water skiing was a tour of England. The British Water Ski Federation wanted to kick start their kneeboarding program, so they flew me “across the pond” to do clinics and demos at four of their big clubs.
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Water ski clubs were huge in England. Rather than own a boat, people joined these big groups that provided everything. The sites were controlled so conditions were good unless the weather was uncooperative. The biggest advantage I saw at these clubs was the camaraderie of a shared hobby. It reminded me of being part of an amateur show team. 

Hundreds of genuinely excited people turned out for the kneeboarding events, even though it was often rainy and cloudy.  The Brits had a short season, and they made the best of it. 

I traveled by train between stops, all by myself in a foreign country. At least everything was in English. I managed to find my way around, even tough I took one train 50 kilometers too far. I stayed in people’s homes during the week and a half long trip, and was treated to wonderful hospitality. There was lots of meat, warm fires, and great conversation. Of course the trip wouldn’t have been complete without a few trips to smoky pubs for a few of pints of thick, foamy beer. 

The organizers were very pleased with the results, and we generated excitement about kneeboarding. Water Ski International, the London based magazine, mentioned the clinics for years to come. 
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I Promoted Kneeboarding in Several International Publications 

Including the UK, South Africa, and Australia, 1990 

On my last day I got a personal tour of London: the Big Ben clock tower, Buckingham Palace, the Grenadier Guards and their black bearskin hats, and majesty of Trafalgar Square. I loved the British Museum and its Egyptian antiquities. My ultimate highlight was coming face to face with the Rosetta Stone. It was right there, inches away behind glass. A real object, not some theoretical idea; the key to deciphering Egyptian hieroglyphics. Oh, the places you’ll go! 
14: OUT OF THE CLOSET
In the fall of 1989 I wanted to do one last sick kneeboard move for the record. My longtime photographer Rick Doyle was behind the lens to capture the action frame by frame. I was on home waters; the Parker Strip, so it only seemed right to go back to the move that thrilled audiences at our River ski shows. Jumping over another kneeboarder was always a rush, but instead of a wake 360 over the top, I had plans to launch the biggest kneeboard front flips of my life. We added hundreds of pounds of extra ballast to the 21 foot Ski Eliminator boat to make a giant wake. I let my line out to 60 feet, pretty long for kneeboarding at the time. The extra rope made the wakes wider, so that even with the extra height and hang time I could still land on the down side of the opposite wake.

I had a healthy dose of fear pumping me up. My thing was never huge air, but sometimes you do just have to let it fly. I charged hard at the wake, and threw a huge front flip with slow motion rotation. I cleared the rider below by four or five feet and landed smoothly on the opposite wake. After a set of five, I pulled the plug and was happy to be in one piece. 

Doyle got immediate interest in the dynamic shots, and the first appearance was on a giveaway poster for a fast food chain called Orange Julius. The pitch was: “Buy a hot dog combo, and get a free ‘hot dog‘ poster.” Doyle also added the shot to his groundbreaking CD of stock watersports photos. Anyone who bought the CD could use the royalty-free pictures, and many were used in magazines and advertisements around the world.  
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This was Considered Big Air in 1989!

A few months later I walked into the Circle K mini market at the River and I saw myself on the cover of a magazine called Urban Fitness. It was another one of the Doyle kneeboard shots we had just taken. It was an exciting surprise and I bought the magazine to show my wife. As I was paging through the pictures and stories it slowly dawned on me that it was a gay magazine! I wasn’t ashamed to tell my friends -- hey, it was a cover shot -- and I got good-natured ribbing for months. When I analyzed the photo it became clear why it was chosen. Two athletic guys, both on their knees -- hmmmmm? Our boards  and outfits were hot pink, and of course it looked like we were having a great time.

I got the surprise again when my ex-girlfriend mailed a copy of Euro Gay magazine from one of her trips abroad as a flight attendant. This time the name of the magazine left no doubt as to the subject matter. It was another cover shot with me riding a hot pink kneeboard doing a big twisted jump without a vest. Nuff said.

15: SCARED STRAIGHT
One of my scariest moments in skiing came during a ski show in Guayacil, Ecuador. Fabrizio Malnati invited the HO/Hyperlite team south of the equator to help promote his ski shop. The team consisted of Darin Shapiro, Bebe Anderson, and myself. 

During one part of the show Darin and I both rode behind one boat. I kneeboarded while Darin jumped over me on his signature model wakeboard. On one pass I marveled as Shapiro fired off a series of air roll to reverts just a few feet away. Air flips in wakeboarding were brand new, and watching him generate the angle and speed to flip without a wake was amazing. We finished the show and all three of us landed on the beach that was packed with thousands of excited fans. Advertisements for the show had been running non-stop on TV, and they had obviously worked. 

The crowd surged toward the three of us and it got a little scary. Water skiers never got this kind of attention in the U.S. Now the mob started touching us, and the hands turned increasingly persistent. They started to grab. Men pushed their daughters on Darin and me. Bebe, a strikingly beautiful woman, attracted the opposite sex too. Everyone wanted a piece of us. We were saved when security barged in and made a line of escape by forcefully pushing and shoving the agitated crowd back. Somehow we made it out of there. 
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You Go Bebe! 

Our surprises weren’t done yet. That night we partied with Miss Ecuador, and some big shots from Chiquita. But the next day brought another reversal of fortune. The morning newspaper ran fire-filled pictures of the L.A. riots after the Rodney King verdict. 

I was thousands of miles away, and there was a front-page photo of the mayhem just a few blocks from were I went to Chiropractic College. We didn’t get much news of the event, but even so, I was nervous to go home. Los Angeles was on a mandatory evening curfew, and I had to drive home from the airport at night. The trip from LAX to my house in Long Beach was surreal: maybe 10 cars the whole way once I left the airport. There were miles and miles of completely empty freeway. I had gone from the heart-pounding press of a mob to the eerie emptiness of a major city under siege. Strange days indeed.

* * *  

In the course of my skiing career I took thousands of flights, and most were smooth and easy. But every once in a while I experienced a white-knuckle plane ride.  Clear air turbulence always elicited screams from passengers, especially when the flight attendants bounced around the cabin. On another flight during a landing in Chicago our jet wing lurched a few inches above the runway after we flew into the wake of another plane. A brisk crosswind had blown the turbulence to our adjacent runway. As our plane tipped hard left I had enough time enough to be glad I was sitting two rows from the emergency exit in the rear of the plane.  That was really close. On a night flight to Reno I was bumped to first class to help even out the weight distribution, but the payback was severe turbulence during descent and a high speed landing during a windstorm. The captain came on to tell us what he was going to do, so we all had time to think about what was about to happen. We slammed down hard enough to open a few overhead bins, but it was good to be down safe.  I never had a flight that had to take evasive action, but there were several times I saw other planes zoom by in what I would call near misses. But my scariest flight was the one I never should have taken.

Normally, when it came time to fly, I just packed my bags and got on the plane. I never gave it a second thought. Until one winter day when I was packing for the IMTEC trade show in Chicago. I had a funny feeling. It kept gnawing at me. “Danger ahead” was the message. 

Instead of listening to the little voice inside my head I actually wrote a “goodbye note.” Really. It was something like, “If I am to die, this is what I want you to do…” I folded the note and stuck it on my dresser. The thought of doing this had never occurred to me before, or since. Now why, you may be ask, would you ever get on a plane after writing such a note. I honestly don’t know. Inexperience? Feeling obligated to get to the show? Disbelief?

The outbound flight out was uneventful, and I put all that mumbo jumbo stuff out of my mind. The show at McCormick Place in the Windy City must have gone well enough; I don’t remember a thing about it. It just blurred with the scores of other similar shows. Now it was time t o fly home, and the return trip was indelibly etched on my memory.  

We taxied out onto O’Hare Field. My premonition about the flight was still covered over in suspended disbelief. I was happy to be done with another show and headed home. 

The captain announced we would be delayed on the ground indefinitely due to thunderstorms in the area. The blood drained from my face. I wanted out now. I was a cold clammy mess with a pounding heart. I stayed in my window seat like a caged rat ready for experimentation.

We took off twenty minutes later between banks of ominous clouds. It was just getting dark and lightning illuminated the billowy black columns. In a few minutes we were in it, and we stayed in the soup for the next three hours: solid clouds and severe turbulence. 

The plane bucked and bounced the entire time. The captain ordered all flight attendants to remain seated. I couldn’t have eaten anyway, I was deathly afraid. I pulled down the window shade and squeezed my eyes tight. A flash, then another interrupted me. It was disorienting. I peeked out the window. 

Lightning. 

I knew I was going to die. 

Lightning struck the plane several times. The plane lurched violently. People cried out and sobbed. Every bump signaled an impending spiral to the ground. For three unrelenting hours it went on.

You can only be scared so long. The constant release of adrenaline does not keep working. I closed my eyes in a half stupor expecting every moment to be my last. I was resigned to my fate. I had lived a good life. My only regret was not having a family and kids. 

The captain announced our upcoming landing in Salt Lake City. That ratcheted up the fear again. We were still in the clouds and turbulence, and all I could think about were all those nearby mountains. Out there in the dark, waiting.

I jumped in my seat to the sound of the flaps going down. Next came the landing gear. We went lower and lower but were still bouncing in the clouds. All of a sudden the plane surged upward with full thrust on the engines. People screamed. Not a word from the cockpit, they had their hands full. I figured we had to be going around for another attempt. 

My adrenaline surged once more. I thought about the mountains, I thought about my parents, and the goodbye note they would find. Why did he get on that plane? they would wonder.

We came in for another attempt. Flaps down. Gear Down. Plane down? We broke through the clouds mere moments before touchdown. The lights of the runway filled the window and we were safe. At that moment I knew the danger had passed, and I slept like a baby on the connecting flight from SLC to LAX. That little voice was telling me something, and next time I’m going to listen! 

16: THIN IS IN
Kneeboarding was on the Pro Tour as an exhibition competition from 1986-1991. I was there, but was not invited to compete. That’s because Hydroslide was the exclusive kneeboard sponsor, and I worked for HO.
 I took my turn on the water performing my hot dog slalom routine, but the kneeboarding was left to the boys from Hydroslide. Needless to say, it was a little frustrating to watch them go for the cash on TV.  My only consolation was that the event featured the “Flip Out”, a format that I was not personally interested in.

VIDEO LINK: Mario Flips Out on Pro Tour
In 1989 and 1990 kneeboarding was still the water ski discipline that attracted the most attention. Board sales approached 200,000 a year, riders were still regularly coming up with new tricks, and the magazines were filled with the latest action. 
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Kneeboarding was Hugely Popular in the Early 1990s, but Wakeboarding Soon Dominated the Industry. (Kent McMillan, Mark Ritchart, Brandy Quinn, 1989-1993)

Wakeboarding (still called skiboarding in those days) was making advances, but progress was slow. Most of the skiboards of the day were made the same as kneeboards: a plastic shell that was filled with foam. The biggest problem was that the boards were too buoyant for average riders to do deep-water starts. 
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Tony Finn Popularized the Skiboard with the Skurfer, 1990

As the general population struggled to get up on their Skurfers, kneeboarding kept charging ahead with more sales, more tricks, and more coverage than ever. But it was the last of the glory days for kneeboarding. Everything was about to change when Herb O’Brien decided to make the first real wakeboard.

In 1986-87 Herb traded some water skis to Tony Finn for some Skurfers. Herb was a great water skier, but was “shocked and pissed” that it took him three tries to get up. Even then it was a struggle. 

Herb:

“After riding the Skurfer I knew this would be fun if it were designed the right way. It just needed to have thin edge like a ski. But no one knew at the time knew how to make something that big. Something that big had to have a fabric graphic to make it cost effective, but the technology wasn’t in place. In the late 1980s I figured out how to use cloth graphics on the bottom of my skis. That was the first step, and it cut my costs in half. Next came figuring out how to make a wide mold…that was with the Air Chair deck released in Spring, 1990. We used CNC, (Computer Numeric Control)…it was the first time computer design was used for a mold in the water ski industry.” 

Everything was now in place to create a cost effective thin wakeboard with cool graphics. 

Others around the industry were thinking about thin boards too, but only Herb had the advantage of years of innovation and the knowhow to implement new production methods. HO introduced the Hyperlite in 1991.
 It was the world’s first compression molded wakeboard, and it was a quantum jump in performance. Riders could push the board underwater for easy deepwater starts. The die was cast. Thin was in, and the big ski companies raced to make compression molded boards. Wakeboarding was born and the new sport grew like wildfire.
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Eric Perez, aka “The Flyin’ Hawaiian”, was Wakeboarding’s First Star, 1991.

Wakeboarding and kneeboarding were now in direct competition with each other. Kneeboarding was still the cash cow for the industry, and the tricks were still miles ahead of what was being done on a wakeboard. But something about wakeboarding appealed to young riders who may have also considered kneeboarding. Randy Harris was one such teen rider who exemplified the feelings of the time. One day, in Canyon Lake, CA, I was asked by Larry Harris to take his boys Randy and Brandon out for a ride. I was still well known in water ski circles, and Larry wanted his two boys to go out with a pro to get a demonstration and tips on riding. All three of us took turns on the kneeboard and wakeboard. 

The tricks you could do on a kneeboard were cool, but wakeboarding felt cool. You stood up. It was more expressive. It was reminiscent of snowboarding, surfing, and skateboarding. Like many young riders of the day who were exposed to both rides, Randy simply liked wakeboarding better. He dedicated himself to the sport, and with his father’s support, went on to become one of the most recognizable free riders in the mid 1990s and beyond. 
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Randy Harris, Age 14, Ripping the Canyon Lake Backwaters, 1995

VIDEO LINK: Randy Harris Retrospective with Original Song
Like Randy, more and more riders chose wakeboarding over kneeboarding. The manufacturers switched too, redirecting money and support from kneeboarding to wakeboarding. Kneeboarding was still more popular in terms of sales hitting nearly 300,000 units in 1986, but it was loosing ground fast to wakeboarding.
 I made a switch of sorts too. I had already retired from professional kneeboard competitions, so I devoted more time to wakeboarding. I never stopped kneeboarding, I just widened my horizons with another new way to ride. It was easy to see the where the industry was going, and I wanted to be valuable to HO in as many ways as possible. 
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P
The Industry Switched, So I Spent Some Time Promoting Wakeboarding, 1995

HO was killing it with their new Hyperlite wakeboard. It was the single hottest item in all of water skiing. With that success, Herb decided to apply the new manufacturing process for the Hyperlite to a kneeboard too. The board, called the Edge 720, was the first compression molded kneeboard.
,
 I headed down to Florida again with director Eddie Roberts, Bebe Anderson, and Mark Ritchart to film another promotional video for dealers and boat shows. Eddie wrote a catchy Calypso song to accent all the fun we were having. Steel drums pounded to the deep Jamaican style singer: “HO Edge 720, So far ahead it’s not funny. Slice through the wake like a knife through cake on the HO Edge 720. Oh! Ha! Ha! You go Bebe!” 
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Herb O’Brien Gave Kneeboarding a Shot in the Arm 

with the World’s First Compression Molded Kneeboard, 1991

VIDEO LINK: HO Edge 720 (so far ahead it’s not funny…)
The race was on for more thin kneeboards, and O’Brien released their version in the wake of HO’s success with the Edge 720. The O’Brien Vortex was designed by Lonnie Marchand with help from the engineers at the factory. The new spoon shape of the board caused a lot of drag, but the high-end payoff came in spades with bigger air and much easier combo tricks. The increase in performance from the boards themselves, and the all-new designs helped boost overall sales, and gave kneeboarding a much-needed shot in the arm. The foam filled boards still sold well, and became the price point alternative for recreational riders. 
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Jonathan Macdonald and Yates Perry (below) were 

Two of the Best in the Next Generation of Riders, 1995

Thin was in, and in the next three years most of the top riders and manufacturers made the switch. By 1994 there were more than 10 different models of thin boards.
 The other design battle was the search for a better pad. Ted Bevelacqua lead the way with his after market glue on neoprene strips.
 HO was the first manufacturer to implement the raised perimeter pad in early 1988.
 The pad was a neoprene strip that fit around the legs to make a better connection between the board and rider. Hydroslide upped the ante in 1988 with the first contoured pad.
 In the next few years tremendous advancement were made in pads, and most boards offered their own contoured version. 

In 1993 Herb’s decided it was time for me to design another board as my follow up to the popular Aerial 360, but this time it was going to be a new high performance compression molded model. I used all my skills in kneeboarding to design a board that would do everything. The result was the Joker.
 It was my best board ever and instantly became a favorite of kneeboarders around the world. The graphic team at HO led by Scott Cook deserves a ton of credit for the success. The Joker’s striking look used a comic book character that was colorful, fun, and a little mischievous. According to Guy Filip the design was partly inspired by my ability to act as a wildcard rider for HO. It reflected the feeling of the sport, and the graphics alone sold thousands of boards. 
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After the Limited Success of the Edge 720, HO Asked Me to Design the Joker, 1994

Herb was always pushing to have the best of everything for all of his products. He loved to be the innovator, and in the rare cases when someone beat him to the punch, he tried to make his products even that much better. Such was the case with Hydroslide’s contoured kneepad. I spent a week at the HO factory in Redmond, WA working with a factory tech to shape our new kneepad. I was given free reign to  create my own version of what a pad should be. At the factory we spent days making a plug out of Bondo. It was like creating a little sculpture step by step. Build it up, then take away the rough edges and extra bumps. There was a lot of sanding and morning coffee runs to Starbucks. Those Seattle boys can drink some serious java! I was in the middle of Chiropractic College at the time, and I used my knowledge of the human body to design a pad that fit the anatomy of the knees, legs, ankles, and toes. I included slots for the little bump on the knees. It had full support through the entire shin and ankles rather than just an ankle pad. It even had an angled drop off for the ankle joints to increase comfort.44 The final touch for the Joker was the new strap I designed. It didn’t have any revolutionary breakthroughs, just the best features of all the previous straps rolled into one: a fixed pad that didn’t slide around, tabs to keep it from slipping through the footman loops, and plenty of Velcro. 
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Working on the Bondo Plug for the Joker’s Contoured Pad -

With Herb At the HO Factory, 1993
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In 1993 I Became the Joker!

My skiing career was increasingly shifting to what I called “smoke and mirrors.”  If I wasn’t going to win any more championships, I would have to make myself useful in other innovative ways. Becoming the Joker for photos was one such successful ploy to stay in the public eye. It extended my value to the company for another year. I also pushed hard to get more ink than any other skier or boarder, averaging more than 60 full magazine pages a year in the mid 1990s. My longtime photographer Rick Doyle put together one of the first stock photos, CD-ROMs, using several of our shots for worldwide distribution. I got involved with wakeboarding as a rider, judge, event organizer, and director of the Hyperlite Tour. I even took a shot at offshore tubing in the Catalina Ski Race.  
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I Worked Hard to Get Media Coverage and Remain Valuable to HO, mid 1990s

When I retired from kneeboarding competitions David Jennings took over as the top kneeboarder at HO. He lifted the Joker to unprecedented levels. He unleashed a dangerous looking front-to-front 720 spin with a double wrap.
 That trick and his ability to do combo rolls behind the Sea-Doo lead him to many competitive victories in 1990s.
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P
World Class Rider David Jennings Became the Top Kneeboarder for HO, 1997

VIDEO LINK: David Jennings 
17: SWITCHED STANCE
In 1992 The Budweiser Water Ski Pro Tour added kneeboarding and wakeboarding competitions.
 For the first time in several years, the kneeboarding event was not a Hydroslide exclusive, and all the best riders had a chance to participate. But even that couldn’t lure me out of retirement from competitive kneeboarding. Sea-Doo was the one of the major sponsors, so they towed the Flip Out portion of the competition. The sponsorship money was what made the event possible, but the hum-drum of back and forth flips was brought even lower with super small wakes. The Tricks format was better behind a regular boat, using the AKA rules of 2-20 second passes to do as many different tricks as possible. For the next few years the top riders were David Jennings, Mario Fossa, Jonathan Macdonald, and Yates Perry.
 I still attended many Pro Tour stops as a hot dog performer, and also offered my growing chiropractic skills to help my fellow skiers.

VIDEO LINK: Jonathan Macdonald on the Pro Tour, 1994
The kneeboarders brought their usual supply of crowd-pleasing tricks, while wakeboarding struggled to find its identity. Several trick skiers crossed over to wakeboarding, including world trick record holder Cory Pickos. His wakeboard runs looked more like trick skiing, including line-overs and toe turns. Another 10,000-point tricker, Russell Gay, found success winning the Pro Mens Freestyle at he 1993 World Championships.52  Most of the rest of the wakeboarders stuck to the basics with wake 360s and basic rolls. 

Kneeboarding still had the overall edge in tricks for the first couple of years on the Pro Tour, but the one rider who stood out above everybody else was Darin Shapiro. His signature move on the wakeboard, the Air Raley, always got a huge response. Wakeboarding was starting to express some individuality.

[image: image72.jpg]


P
Darin “The Scud” Shapiro Exploded Onto the Scene with His Air Raley, 1992

VIDEO LINK: Chet Raley & Darin Shapiro on the History of the Raley
By 1993, riders choose wakeboarding in record numbers. There was still a skilled contingent of top kneeboarders, but the ability level of wakeboarders was on even par. The changing of the guard that was a decade in the making was finally at hand.

The tipping point from kneeboarding to wakeboarding came in 1993. Kneeboarding was given a golden opportunity to stay relevant in the watersports media with the release of World Publication’s Wake and Knee Boarding Magazine. The first cover featured the high-flying Darin Shapiro launching a huge Air Raley over the top of a low rolling David Jennings. The symbolism of that premier picture foretold the eventual outcome. The magazine ran both sports for several issues, but the majority of subscribers were adamant about wanting wakeboarding only. Scott Byerly and Gator were the new wakeboarding stars of style. For traditional skiers and kneeboarders it was hard to understand how riding with a crooked arm constituted style, but Byerly especially, exuded a cool mysteriousness that resonated with the youth. With his arrival, and the lifestyle he represented, momentum had firmly switched to wakeboarding. Kneeboarding was dropped, and the publication became Wakeboarding Magazine.
 It signaled a switch in industry support too: the big money went away from traditional skiing and kneeboarding and into wakeboarding. 
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P
Kneeboard Got Another Chance with the 1993 Launch of “Wake Boarding”

Kneeboarding was still on the Pro Tour thanks to Sea-Doo, but its presence was a double-edged sword. The TV coverage was great for national exposure, but the clean-cut riders of kneeboarding came across like a squad of robots when compared to the free riding of the wakeboarders. In the trick event wakeboarding started awarding style and air points for 5 tricks per pass. The low flying, quick tricks of the kneeboarders started to look bland in comparison.  

Still, it was difficult for us kneeboarders to understand why the company support had slowed to a trickle. Kneeboard sales still topped those of wakeboards for several years during the transition period. It felt like we were the ones who did all the heavy lifting, and now wakeboarding was stepping in to enjoy the fruits of our long labors.

18: A NEW DIRECTION
A trio of riders from North Carolina refused to roll over for the wakeboarding juggernaut. Jonathan Macdonald and his brother David were joined by Billy Rossini in an effort to resurrect kneeboarding.
,
 The triumvirate of tricksters pushed kneeboarding into a new direction that was based on big air. Not the big air that posers flippantly brag of. It was the kind of air that made even seasoned skiers watch in shock and awe. It was the kind of air that caused spectators to reach for their own knees and backs in sympathetic pain. Their pioneering style was motivated partly by a desire to prove that kneeboarding could be still every bit as exciting as wakeboarding, and partly just for the thrill of creating something new. For David Macdonald and Billy Rossini, it was also a way to gain recognition without submitting to the limits of competition. 

It all started with the wake. Lots of skiers and boarders had already figured out that adding weight to a boat made a bigger wake. But Billy and the Macdonald brothers took weighting to the extreme. They filled every nook and cranny of Jonathan’s Malibu Sunsetter with lead and concrete; almost a ton of extra ballast. The boats of the day were not even tested to withstand the loads they routinely rode with. Their boat was so heavy they had to get a new prop just to get up on plane. Now the Carolina crew was getting the kind of air that made heads turn and jaws drop. 
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Leading the Big Air Revolution: The Macdonald Brothers & Billy Rossini, 1997

Tying high with the rope was another factor that led to further advancements in giant air. The upward pull extended hang time and helped recoveries during sketchy landings. Kneeboard designs also took a cue from wakeboarding: the new twin-tip boards provided more surface area for bigger pop.

The highlight reel was no longer the quick wake-to-wake maneuvers of timed trick runs. The state of the art was longer lines, faster speeds, and balls out cuts into a massive wake. The result was a considerable increase in time aloft. More time in the air opened the door to a plethora of new tricks. 

Jonathan, David, and Billy were a team, working together to pioneer a new way to kneeboard. One of them would come up with an idea, like a front flip with a half twist, and then they would each take turns until one of them landed it. The others would soon follow. 

The cross pollination that spread from kneeboarding to wakeboarding now reversed its course. Wakeboarding influenced kneeboarding. Jonathan added grabs to his insane layouts. No one went bigger.
 Billy busted it big with the S-Bend: an Air Raley with and overhead 360 while extended. 

The crew went combo crazy, switching the direction of rotation on their f lips between the head high bounces. The boys were breaking boards, right and left. Jonathan went through more than 30 in one season. They just weren’t made for this kind of air. 

“I never knew you could ride a kneeboard like that,” was commonly heard at the time. Even wakeboarders like World Champion Dean Lavelle had never seen a boat weighted to such an extreme. Dean nicknamed Jonathan’s boat the Tsunami, and the name stuck. 

The new style of kneeboarding led to disagreements on the Pro Tour. Jonathan wanted to showcase the new style, but not everyone wanted to follow his brash lead, submit to his head start, or subject themselves to the abuse of the new style.55  Nonetheless, something had to be done because kneeboarding was loosing ground fast. Jonathan’s supporters saw the new style as a way to inject life into a dying sport. But change was not easy with the AKA Tricks competition format firmly in place. The AKA formats that were the backbone of the Tour now became a limiting factor. The Pro Tour kneeboarders needed freedom of expression and the ability to adapt quickly in order to have a chance of competing with the wakeboarders.  

In 1995, the last year of kneeboarding on the Pro Tour, things finally opened up. “For once, new tricks were approved,” said Mario Fossa.
 Air and style were king, and new tricks were encouraged. Anyone could pay a hundred bucks to get a challenge ride on Friday in the qualifying round, but only 10 kneeboarders showed up while there were 100 wakeboarders. 

Even so, the crowd response was enthusiastic for the wide-open style. Unfortunately it was too late. Money had already switched to wakeboarding, and at some of the events the kneeboarders did not even get filmed for TV. 

The end of the Pro Tour heralded the demise of kneeboarding, but David Macdonald had one more breakthrough move to fire as a parting shot. The race for the first double rotation flip off the wake was a highly prized honor that was yet to be claimed. I saw Ted Bevelacqua beat himself silly trying double back rolls at our shoot for The Kneeboard Authority in Florida. Darin Shapiro was another fellow HO/Hyperlite rider who I saw attempting double front flips off the double up on Radar Lake in Washington. 

Ultimately it was David Macdonald who claimed the prize; the first person to ride away from a double off the wake.
 Shapiro was just a week behind. David Macdonald got the cover of Water Ski magazine, but Darin Shapiro’s “Speedball” gained wider glory as an iconic move in watersports and beyond. 

VIDEO LINK: David Macdonald’s Double + Jonathan McDonald, Billy Rossini, Yates Perry, Mario Fossa and Dave Jennings
Even as kneeboarding was in a definite decline, a contingent of big air riders continued to go off. “Pistol Pete” Parrillo landed a triple wrapped wake 1080, and Rob Donisi performed the first double front flip.  

VIDEO LINK: Pete Parrillo’s Best Tricks
VIDEO LINK: Rob Donisi - Double Front Flip
The trend towards air and style also caused friction between the old guard of the AKA and the new riders who wanted to take the sport in a different direction. The continuing conflict further hastened the fragmentation of the sport. Eventually a Free Ride event was added to the AKA National competitions, but attendance was lukewarm at best.  In recent years Mike Marchand, son of kneeboarding pioneer Lonnie, became a 3-time Free Ride champion.
 One of his biggest moves combined various elements into one huge combo trick. Mike started with an Air Raley, turned backwards in the air and landed blind in the flats. He bounced and immediately went into a backwards back air flip. 

VIDEO LINK: Mike Marchand’s  Sick Trick
19: THIS IS THE END - OR IS IT?
The golden days of kneeboarding ended when it got dropped from the Pro Tour. Gone was the industry backing with big cash tournaments, and the spotlight of TV and constant magazine coverage. Without those incentives , there was little reason for riders to advance the sport. After that it was just like an old soldier: it never died, it just slowly faded away. 

***

Still, without much maintenance, kneeboarding has managed well on its own. Over 100,000 boards are still sold each year. The majority of sales are the foam filled boards. They make an inexpensive addition to the family boat. It’s not to hard for a kid to get up, cross the wakes, and do 360s in a short time. They’re fun! 

The Internet has enabled the remaining group of hard-core riders to put their extreme riding in front of the world. It’s entertaining to watch the impossible air and gyrating variations, but I don’t even recognize half of the tricks. One enterprising rider, Frankie Panno, has been doing everything he can to restore some of the luster to kneeboarding’s faded image. Frankie was initially inspired by Mario Fossa’s “Get Dizzy” video, and felt an instant connection to kneeboarding. He rode almost exclusively with wakeboarders, and his kneeboarding style became a reflection of that style: long lines, big wakes, rails, gaps, and kickers. He roomed with none other than wakeboarding legend Scott Byerly for 3 years, and found acceptance and respect for his style of kneeboarding. Frankie took stunts to a new level by throwing a strapless flying dock start through a wall of flames, and in another session hucked big flips off ramps in the snow. 
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P
Frankie Panno Has Taken Kneeboarding to Extremes at the beginning of the New Century 

Frankie’s fervor for kneeboarding   led him to HO Sports, where he’s become the point man for the first new high end kneeboard design in years - The Agent. He’s used the new media to promote the board and himself, reaching tens of thousands of riders with a few mouse clicks. Panno continues to make inroads in 2011 as an exhibition rider at the Pro Wakeboard Tour. “I never knew that was possible on a kneeboard,” is a common refrain after he finishes a demonstration. His latest project is a self produced film “Full Circle,” featuring his unique style of riding and starring many top wakeboarders. While Frankie Panno is not the only guy riding at a high level, he is the one leading the charge to make kneeboarding relevant again. 
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P
Panno Has Infused His Riding with Wakeboarding Style, 2000s

VIDEO LINK: Frankie Panno “Into the Flats” 

VIDEO LINK: “The Shut Down” with Frankie Panno & Maxim Model Justine Davis
It’s hard to believe that more than 40 years have passed since I first tried uncle Mike's original Knee Ski. It’s been a wild ride since then, with many highs and lows. In recent years I still brush the dust off my Joker kneeboard, and take it for a spin around the lake or ride in the occasional ski show. Most of the old tricks are still intact: a front flip, a few rolls, and a wake 540. It’s just enough to warm up the crowd for the bigger acts that seem to always follow…
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