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‘Until the lion learns to write, 
the story of the hunt will always 
glorify the hunter.’ It’s an African 
proverb, favoured by thinkers 
like Chinua Achebe, and a 
telling one at that. History, as 
we know it, has been written 
by those who dominate. They’re 
the ‘good guys’ and everyone 
else can just conform to 
whatever old box they get. 

But times they are a 
changin’, right? I mean, we’re 
in the age of Obama – a 
chapter in history that has 
taken racial stereotype and 
pummelled it spectacularly 
into the ground. Black, white 
or green – tomorrow’s kids are 
no longer shackled by the 
self-image society imposes 
on them and, unlike their folks, 
are free to dream of being 
anyone they please: brain 
surgeon, rocket scientist or era-
defi ning president.

But what about ‘surfer’? Will 
black kids grow up believing 
they can be the next Slater? 
Or will they themselves fi nd the 
whole concept weird. I mean, 
black kids don’t surf, right? 

Wrong. The fact that most 
line-ups are dominated by 
white fl esh says more about 

history than anything else 
– and new documentary 
Whitewash is tackling the issue 
head on. “My mom always 
said the Civil War wasn’t over,” 
says Ted Woods, the fi lmmaker 
outing surfi ng’s biggest taboo. 
“As I got older I understood 
what she meant… race is a 
complex limitation, and the 
history of black surfers reveals 
just how pervasive race is in 
America.”

Handing the mic to 
academics and black surfers, 
and with voiceover courtesy 
of Ben Harper, Whitewash cuts 
through surfi ng’s selective 
history. When Jack London 
wrote of the ‘sport of kings’, 
he painted the colonisation 
of Hawaiian culture as a 
beautiful thing. The romance 
of elitism was a marketer’s 
dream, and over time this 
‘royal sport’ became distinctly 
white. “I came to understand 
the notion of white supremacy 
and what that means in terms 
of production and control,” 
explains Ted. “Something as 
cultural as surfi ng is reserved 
as a white sport – the blonde 
hair, blue eye, beach boys 
mentality – when in reality it 

was a culturally signifi cant 
Hawaiian activity prior to any 
contact with the Western world.”

This history – written by the 
hunter – became the bedrock 
of racial identities: how 
dominant culture (i.e. white 
people) saw minority cultures 
(i.e. black people), and in 
turn how minority cultures 
saw themselves, was not only 
limiting but based on an 
untruth: “The complexity of race 
is simplifi ed in that people think 
there are these categories we 
are supposed to fi t into. When 
white people are surprised 
by black surfers, it says a lot 
about physiological myths – 
like, ‘black people can’t swim’, 
which of course is untrue. And 
then in the black community 
it’s also seen as something 
that’s ‘just not done.’”

Now, just like the big O, 
Whitewash is redressing history, 
by showing racial stereotypes 
for the ludicrous inventions they 
are. As Ted says: “People will do 
what they do in spite of these 
social constructions and these 
categories that we try to slap 
on ourselves.” Andrea Kurland

www.trespassproductions.com

Silence
The

Hunter
Brave new documentary 

Whitewash gives black surfers a voice.

IF YOU DIG 
WHITEWASH
CHECK OUT...

TROUBLE THE 
WATER (2008)
Directors: Carl Deal 

and Tia Lessin

Filmed by two New Orleans 

residents who found 

themselves caught up in 

Hurricane Katrina, the fi lm 

documents both the impact 

the storm had on the local 

community and how the mostly 

low-income African-American 

population was grossly let 

down by the government. 

It’s not just about the hurricane, 

it’s about America.

www.troublethewater.com

GOD WENT 
SURFING WITH 
THE DEVIL (2009)
Director: Alexander Klein

A movie about surfi ng 

and life in Israel and Gaza, 

this forthcoming release 

can’t come a moment too 

soon. Following a group of 

Americans and Israelis as 

they try to deliver surfboards 

to the people of Gaza, it 

speaks to the groups affected 

by the violence as they 

struggle daily to achieve the 

sweet escape of surfi ng.

www.godwentsurfi ng.com

RIO BREAKS (2009)
Director: Justin Mitchell

Mixing the thematic of City 

of God with the aesthetic of 

Endless Summer, Rio Breaks 

has everything to become 

one of the best docs of the 

year. It tells the story of Fabio 

and Naamã, two young 

teens who navigate their way 

between the pitfalls of life in 

a Rio de Janeiro slum and 

the joys of surfi ng on their 

favourite beach. Shot on HD, 

this is verite made awesome. 

Subtle. Beautiful. Inspired.

www.riobreaks.com


