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Catching a Wave
From the shore or on television, surfing might seem like 

magic.  Skilled surfers make it look like riding even the 
biggest waves takes no effort at all. 

But surfing requires a lot of athleticism and knowledge.  
In fact, the sport relies on science.  Without , buoyancy
surfers would sink.  Without acceleration, they would not 
be able to travel the length of a wave.  

Science also plays a role in how surfboards are made.  
Early surfers used planks of wood as boards.  They learned 

by trial and error which materials and shapes 
worked best.  They could only use materials that 
were native to their homes.  Today’s surfboards 
are the results of years of research, engineering, 
and applied science.

 The history of surfing is a lesson of the 
progress in science.  So, dive in and find out 

more!

Duke Kahanamoku was a 
popular surfer from Hawai'i 
in the early 1900s. 
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1882 engraving of 
surfers in Polynesia

One of the first reports on 
surfing comes from Mark 
Twain.  The author tried and 
failed at “surf-bathing” during 
a trip to Hawai'i in 1866.
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The Science 
of Surfing

Imagine you are holding a 
water balloon.  If you squeeze 
it, the balloon bulges out on one 
side or another.  As your hand 
squeezes, the water pushes out on 
the balloon.  This creates pressure 
in different places.  In a similar way, 
opposing forces act on water in a wave.  
One force pushes down, and one pushes up.  
The energy creates pressure.  This pressure is what 
pushes a surfer through a wave.

Three factors combine to create a successful ride.  First, 
surfers need the motion provided by waves.  Second, they need 
an item to give them buoyancy—a surfboard.  Third, they need 
balance and control to help them stay in the right place on the 
board and feel comfortable moving the board in the water.  
These three things act together to create a thrillingride.  
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