
SWELL TIMES
a fascinating history for Torquay and the Surf Coast, writes Sharon GreenFifty years of surfing heritage and rich beach culture marks 
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W
hether it’s the famous 
Bells Beach, the 
abundance of local surf 
shops or the clean, glassy 

waves the coast is renowned for, Torquay has 
been hailed a premier surfing destination.

So it comes as no surprise to learn that 
Torquay is home to the world’s largest surf 
museum.

Located at the Surf City Plaza on Beach 
Road, Surf World Museum Torquay houses 
more than 300 surf boards as well as 
artefacts and memorabilia. It also has 
hundreds of hours of surfing-related video and 
an extensive collection of surfing photographs.

This year, the museum is celebrating 50 
years of the Rip Curl Bells Beach Pro surfing 
competition, documenting the history and past 
winners of the popular tournament.

Held annually over the Easter season at 
Bells Beach near Torquay, the international 
surfing event officially became a professional 
competition in 1973.

“The museum is the home of the [Bells 
Beach surfing competition] history hall of fame 
and award winners – and that grows every 
year and, as such, the museum will keep 

growing,” says museum curator Craig Baird. 
Torquay has earned the title of Australia’s 

surfing capital but why is this so? Baird puts it 
down to the unique shoreline and the swell of 
the Southern Ocean. “There’s fairly consistent 
surf and powerful surf that has attracted 
people here which is why it has developed in 
the way that it has,” he says.

Two of the world’s largest surf labels, 
Rip Curl and Quicksilver, are also based 
in Torquay, helping to cement the town’s 
reputation and beach identity. 

Baird says surfing has become ingrained in 
the local community because of the lifestyle 
locals are able to enjoy. “People have been 
going to the beach here for such a long time. 
There’s also been a strong interest in fishing 
and spending time at the beach in the local 
area which is one of the reasons why we’ve 
become established as a surfing destination.”

Baird notes that the influence of the local 
surf club has also played a huge part in 
establishing Torquay as a surfing hot spot. 

As the oldest and most successful club 
in Victoria, Torquay Surf Life Saving Club is 
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Bells Beach 1962. Image courtesy of Surf World Museum, Torquay Bells Beach 1967. Image courtesy of Surf World Museum, Torquay
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recognised globally as part of the local surfing 
identity.

In the club’s early days, members 
organised surfing times with a group of elite 
athletes and swimmers who took an interest 
in surfing. The focus slowly shifted from 
regimented activity to people going for surfs 

at their leisure, explains Baird. “You can’t 
underestimate the influence of the surf club 
and surf club members in providing a focus 
for the [surfing] activity.” 

Baird says it is this evolution of surf culture 
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Getaway in comfort... Spas, air-conditioning, 
log fires, fresh seaside décor, outdoor living 

overlooking parkland and gardens.  
An easy walk to cafés, beach and shops. 
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SEAHAVEN VILLAGE
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Above: Bells Beach 1967. Image courtesy of Surf World Museum, Torquay

Left: Bells Beach, Easter Sunday, 1967. Image courtesy Barrie Sutherland, WaterMarks Photo Gallery, Torquay
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that has attracted a range of people from 
different backgrounds. “Surfing has always 
suffered an identity crisis – some people 
consider it a sport, while others consider it a 
hobby or leisure activity. Some even consider 
it to be an art form.”

For Surf Coast resident Cameron Shaw, 
surfing has become a way of life. Shaw enjoys 
regular surfs in Torquay and surrounds and 
even admits to following weather forecasts 
intently, not to see whether it will be sunny or 
raining but to confirm wind directions.  

The father of two says living on the Surf 
Coast is ideal because some of the most 
beautiful beaches are only a short drive from 
home. “You can also bring up your children 
to enjoy and respect the ocean, and to 
appreciate all that an outdoor-based lifestyle 
has to offer.”

For Torquay resident Tony White surfing is 
a vital social activity. He often meets up with 
a group of locals at Torquay Point “from all 
walks of life” who are aged between 15 and 
70.

The group is casual, with no hard rules or 
membership fees – just a bunch of people 
who enjoy coming together over a common 
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Left: Bells Beach, 
Easter Sunday, 1965.  
Image courtesy Barrie 
Sutherland, WaterMarks 
Photo Gallery, Torquay

interest. “If I can’t go surfing every day I at 
least go to the beach every day,” White says.

People living on the Surf Coast are “so 
lucky” says Baird. “We’re able to live in an 
area where we’ve got the bush, a major 
town centre and access to these fabulous 
beaches.”

“The Surf Coast provides an environment 
where we can get out and enjoy it all. It’s a 
great thing.”

 Rip Curl Pro presented by Ford Ranger 

 Date April 3-14 

 Bells Beach

 Prize $425,000

 + details
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