








































































































































































GENEALOGY OF THE 
BOOFHEAD:

IMAGES, MEMORY AND 
AUSTRALIAN SURF COMICS

Everything in my comic book Blue is bullshit. There 
is, for instance, no town called Bolton. At least not on the 
east coast. And not where there were visits from strange, 
blue-skinned foreigners. And I am not a right-wing crank 
who works as a painter. But then again, all of it is true. I did 
steal cigarettes from my dad. I did wag school to go surfing 
with my friends. And there was a bush track that ran over 
the creek, under the train line and down to the beach.

The track was a little goat trail that meandered 
through a patch of scrub behind the Sawtell Golf Course. 
It ran from the bottom of Newcastle Drive in Toormina to 
the end of Boronia Street in Sawtell. We’d go to the beach 
every morning and every afternoon, on skateboards or 
bikes with surfboards under our arms. We’d cross the 
handmade plank bridge across the stream that people still 
call Chinaman’s Creek, and follow the track through the 
spindly thickets of paperbark growing on the clay flats. 
If it had been a wet year, the track was muddy and often 
treacherous. If you had a ciggie to smoke, that was where 
you’d light it up. 

I was born in 1982, the same year that Stephen King 
wrote the excellent novella The Body, which most people 
know as the film Stand by Me. You’re probably familiar with 
the story and you’ve most likely noticed that my narrative 
has a similar reek. I used the old body-on-the-train-line bit    
too. But the thing is that one morning, before I saw the 
film, and long before I read the novella, my friend Benson 
and I really did follow that bush track to the train line to 
look at the pieces of a young man’s body.

The body

We didn’t know the kid who died. He was a few years older 
and had already left school. All we knew was that he was 
probably walking home drunk, that he had been hit so 
hard there wasn’t much left of him, that the clean-up had 
been half-arsed, and that the train line was still scattered 
with pieces of his shredded body. We first heard about 
it from my best mate Kobus during Mr McRae’s English 
class. He had seen it, he told us, and spent half a period 

detailing it with visceral precision – a description on par 
with any of the literary classics Mr McRae was force-feeding 
us. The word about the dead kid spread and it seemed like 
half the school was making plans to go and see it.

The next morning I got up while it was still dark. It’s 
always best to arrive at the beach before dawn on that 
stretch of coast, because the nor’easter picks up early and 
tends to fuzzy up the waves. That day Benson and I set 
our alarms even earlier than normal, because we wanted 
to look at the carnage on the way. We arrived at the place 



where the body was before six, when the bush either side 
of the trail was still and dark. We stopped. The plan was 
to step off the trail, climb up onto the tracks and examine 
the gore in the predawn gloom. 

My memory of this event brings up feelings of 
unease similar to those I get when I’m brooding over the 
themes of Blue. I knew I wanted to write about localism, 
racism and the creepy politics that play out in small town 
supermarkets and surf club car parks, but the ideas I 
came up with didn’t work until I combined them with 
the story of some spotty kids who walk up the line to 
see some human wreckage. It felt right to use the body-
on-the-train-line because it was a readymade ripper of a 
yarn. My only concern was that it had already been put to 
good use by King.

I showed a draft of Blue to Shaun Tan, probably the 
greatest visual communicator I’m ever likely to meet. He 
told me that I shouldn’t worry about this, about the plot 

being clichéd, because it was really a story about memory. 
“Comics,” he said, “are almost always about memory, 

about looking back, about making sense of the past.” 
And I think I agree with him. Many of the important 

auteur comics of the last half century – the ones I keep 
rereading, anyway – are about making sense of adolescent 
or childhood memories, either directly (as in the work of 
Jeffrey Brown or Gabrielle Bell) or indirectly, in the way 
the cartoonist has approached the job of making images. 
It may be that all storytelling is about memory to some 
extent, but cartooning seems more powerfully linked to 
juvenile vocabularies of being and knowing than other 
kinds of writing. Sinking into the story space that comic 
art affords us – as cartoonists, but also as readers – is to 
step back into an adolescent or pre-adolescent state, 
bypassing the analytical and historical filters with which 
we, as adults, process sensory data. This leaves us exposed 
to raw, emotive readings of time, space and form. Comic 

art seems to be the key that many people need to access 
a chamber of their psyche that is otherwise locked away 
from their adult consciousness.

This, I think, is central to the mysterious process of 
making comics. Good cartooning seems to happen when 
an artist finds a vocabulary of images that has a certain 
resonance, not only with the narrative they are writing, 
but with their own personal story. The slow drama of life 
that shapes the body of an adult is performed in the nerdy 
little dance of brush and ink on paper when the artist sits 
down to draw. This resonance between image, memory 
and the artist’s body is one of the great intangibles in 
comics, something that can’t quite be pinned down. We 
can see it in Charles Burns, where the pulp horror comics 
and B-grade sci-fi that he pored over as a kid bleed out 
of every page he draws as an adult. Similarly, the work of 
Jim Woodring traces a lifetime devoted to the recreation  
of forms remembered from disturbing childhood visions 
and terrifying Fleischer cartoons. 

If cartooning is a form of writing interwoven with the 
act of remembering, then so is comics criticism. At this 
point in time, when more and more scholars and writers 
are delving into comics history, it’s important for us to 
be mindful of the pitfalls of writing about a medium so 
perilously connected to childhood experiences. When I 
told you about the body at the beginning of this essay, I 
didn’t do it because I felt that Blue needs explanation - I 
did it because to get to the body we had to walk along the 
bush track. And that muddy trail, the idea of it, is what 
holds my little comics history together.

Comics history for bogans

Today’s 12-year-old will never understand what it was 
like growing up in an isolated Australian coastal town 
in the 90s. The nearest comic book store was six hours’ 
drive from my home. The internet was five years late and 
another five had to pass until it was fast enough to be 
useful. The media we had access to on the north coast of 
New South Wales was as bland and lacking in sustenance 
as the white bread in our lunchboxes. 
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To add to this, Australia does not have a wealth of 
comic art history. As a matter of fact, this country has a 
bad record when it comes to any kind of history. Our way 
of writing history is to destroy old things pertinent to our 
landscape and experience, and to import readymade 
mythologies from overseas. There’s not a lot of comic art 
ephemera floating around Australia, in the way that there 
is in the US, nor is there a culture of collecting it. If we 
had a silver or golden age of comics, it’s unknown to me. 
And while there were and are attempts at a publishing 
industry like that in the States, a truly Australian comics 
culture has been something of a chimera. That’s not to 
say there weren’t or aren’t amazing artists or devoted fans, 
but when it seems like you’re on the rock farthest from 
the bright centre of the comic-book universe, Tatooine 
syndrome tends to prevail. Success on the sandy planet 
isn’t much success at all, and there’s always another womp 
rat in a Southern Cross singlet looking to tear you down.

When I left home and moved to the city, however, the 
era of the graphic novel was in full swing. Thick books of 
thoughtful, sophisticated auteur comics were coming out of 
North America faster than I could read them. I figured out 
pretty quickly that I’d be an idiot not to ditch my ambition 
to write traditional prose and have a go at cartooning. 

So with a university degree of questionable value in 
my back pocket, I began to school myself in comics. I 
sought out the revered works of the 20th century, taking 
home what I’d been told were the seminal texts in the 
Anglophone comics tradition. It’s a lineage that has 
been written and rewritten, an old, well-worn line that 
runs from Töpffer to Sammy Harkham, passing through 
the careers of great artists and infamous figures like 
Outcault, Herriman, McCay, Toth, Kurtzman, Wertham, 
Kirby, Ditko, Crumb, Eisner, Spiegelman, Miller, Moore, 
Dan Clowes and Chris Ware. I read Swamp Thing, Cerebus, 
Frank Miller’s run on Daredevil, Watchmen, Sandman. I read 
underground comics collections, EC reprints, Ditko’s 
Spiderman and reprints of The Spirit.

These works were said to have inspired the 
contemporary comics that I loved, but the feeling I had on 
reading them was one of disappointment and confusion. 

There was a serious disconnect between my own taste and 
the commonly held opinions of true comic fans. Could 
no one else see that Frank Miller was a dangerous bigot? 
That Cerebus was so bad it was almost unreadable? That 
sure, those pages Jack Kirby drew look great, but come on, 
they’re still not that good? 

I should say right now that I’m not setting out to 
discredit the major milestones of 20th century comic 
art. These were just my first impressions, and I don’t 
necessarily believe them now. But in the first decade of this 
century, a new book came out every week that knocked 
my socks off. Meanwhile, all this stuff I was reading to 
better myself, these classic comics from back in the day, 
they just seemed fucken stupid. Even Crumb, arguably 
the most important cartoonist of the 20th century, seemed 
a little overrated when I compared his work with someone 
like Dave Cooper (even though Crumb was clearly a 
powerful inspiration for him). I had come to the world 
of American comics late. Jimmy Corrigan was already on 
the shelves. I bought it mainly because I liked the book 
design and it turned out to be the first truly great comic 
book I ever read. The entire catalogue of the 20th century 
was something I missed. I tried to catch up, I really did, 
but I just didn’t get it.

Dylan Horrocks, the Kiwi cartoonist who drew a 
comic so beautiful that it made me choke up and cry in a 
crowded Melbourne café, said something on the Inkstuds 
podcast that really changed the way I handle this task of 
schooling myself in comics: 

During the 70s and the 80s there emerged a whole 
body of writing about comics. It was the rise of 
serious comics historiography, but one that really 
emerged out of fandom. The people who were 
writing it, I guess they fell in love with comics as 
13-year-old boys and retained some of that fannish 



enthusiam. And what 13-year-old boys love is 
dynamism and energy and kineticism. And so that 
history came to be written as one where the key 
figures were people like Joe Kubert, who injected 
their linework with this incredible dynamism and 
made the pages really energetic and free. I think 
there were a lot of forgotten little byways of comics 
in America which were really just not noticed by 
the people writing those histories.

What I get from Dylan’s interview is that someone like me 
ought to take the dominant history of comics well salted – 
not because the line isn’t valid, but because I didn’t grow 
up around the corner from a comics store. I never had 
the chance to be a teenage comic nerd who fell in love 
with Miller and Kirby. I grew up with other things.

The question then presents itself: When we write 
about comics, should we screen out our childhood 
obsessions and work toward something that resembles 
a stern, adult objectivity? If we want a universal comics 
history, then yes. But I don’t believe such a thing is 
possible. And for me, the opposite makes more sense. 
Just as the process of making comics is often interwoven 
with memory, the writing of comics history is equally 
personal. The story of comics is a story of love, fandom, 
fear and uncertainty. So let’s resign ourselves to the fact 
that that when we are writing about comics, we become 
obsessed 13-year-olds again.

 Which is why, in this essay, I’m getting my Howard 
Zinn on. I’m trying to draw a wobbly new line that 
represents my childhood obsessions, to map a new 
genealogy of image-makers. Writing about surf comics 
is to write about a tradition cluelessly detached from the 
inner city, from global geek culture. If a comics history is  
ever going to make sense to me, a boofhead from north 
coast New South Wales, then I need to write it myself. 

Rick Griffin and the first surf comics

During the time that I was trying to better myself as a 
cartoonist, I would go to the library to read old comics. 
People really seem to love Jack Kirby, so I picked up 
Essential Fantastic Four. The art in this book is pretty good. 
One thing that Kirby definitely had going for him was 
understanding the power of the heroic figure, an iconic 
form that taps into a storytelling tradition thousands of 
years old. Kirby connected contemporary graphic design 
sensibility with all the heady essence of the heroic and 
biblical texts that underpinned the value systems of boys 
and young men – and still do. He will never be forgotten, 
because those who were lucky enough to hold those 
cheaply printed comic books in the 60s and 70s, and look 
upon those pictures with the eyes of a nine-year-old, will 
forever use the art of Jack Kirby as the key to that secret 
chamber of memory. That’s why a copy of Fantastic Four 
#48 is worth every penny it goes for on eBay. It’s the issue 
where the Silver Surfer makes his first appearance. But 
when I made my way through to this comic, looking for 
whatever it was that everyone else found in it, all I saw was 

the dickhead on the longboard. My first impression was 
that old Jack didn’t get enough time looking at the fluid 
dynamics of surfboards and breaking waves, and that the 
Silver Surfer’s stance was just plain stupid. To me, it was 
self-evident: Kirby don’t surf.

After I got bored with Kirby reprints I picked up a 
few books on underground comics, and things in the 
monochrome, speckled world of the undergrounds 
seemed to make a bit more sense. I turned to a spread that 
had Victor Moscoso’s cover for Zap 13 on one side and a 
page of surf comics by Rick Griffin on the other. Griffin’s 
page was drawn about the same time Kirby was drawing 
the Silver Surfer, but unlike Kirby’s art, it was something 
that made an immediate connection with me. The images 
of breaking waves were so good my bum nearly fell off. 



This was the feeling I was looking for, and failing to find, 
in Kirby. A weird sense of longing and melancholy and 
what I can only describe as an understanding, something 
deep in my bones that seemed older that I was.

Surf comics start with Rick Griffin. He learned to surf 
in the late 50s in Palos Verdes, California. He was 14 years 
old and had a prodigious drawing talent. Most people 
know Griffin as one of the great poster artists of the 
Haight Ashbury scene, a central figure in the psychedelic 
art movement and a key player in the emergence of 
underground comics. Historian Patrick Rosenkranz 
calls Griffin the first of the underground cartoonists, not 
because of his impact on the movement, but because 
before the countercultural revolution started to build, 
Griffin was a surf cartoonist. As staff cartoonist for Surfer 
magazine in the early 60s, Griffin’s early surf comics have 
a charming tiki feel, heavily influenced by the commercial 
design culture of the post-war period. His pages are 
composed with a minimalism that counterbalances the 
extreme complexity and fine detail that would characterise 
his later work, but they still have that unmistakable whiff 
of the underground. 

Now, it’s really hard to talk about a sport in the 
abstract without looking like the jock at a poetry night, 
but I’m going to give it a go. Surfing is as much a sport 
as it is low-brow performance art, and the surfers that 
succeed at the form, those that get the best waves, need 
both physical prowess and a particular way of seeing. The 
ocean demands a visual literacy if its movements are to be 
predicted, and the ability to read the ocean translates into 
a particular visual sensibility on dry land. Obsessed surfers 
spend hours each day looking at waves and movements 
on the surface of the water. They develop an aesthetic 
resonance that shudders out into the wider culture. This 
literacy is something that any surfer worth their salt can 
immediately sense in the work of Rick Griffin. 

Surf art hasn’t changed much since Griffin. Even 
now, 50 years later, the iconic forms of breaking waves, the 
kooky stances, the longboards and the surf-bum jalopies 
are the bread and butter of any artist trading in surfer 
kitsch. But the thing that separates the good surf art from 
the bad is this understanding of the way water moves 



when the ocean meets the land.
Griffin was at Surfer when surfing had its first real 

burst of popularity in California, along with its first crisis 
of authenticity. American capitalism had swallowed surf 
culture whole and spat it back out in packaged portions. 
Surfers were disaffected by the way their culture had 
been sugared down by beach party films like Gidget, Beach 
Blanket Bingo and Ride the Wild Surf, and by the increasing 
use of surfer kitsch to shift any product that needed a 
youthful image. In the 2004 documentary Riding Giants, 
big wave surfer Greg Noll was asked about the way surfing 
was depicted in Hollywood. He replied, “It just… Man… 
It just makes me puke.” The importance of by-surfers-for-
surfers media had become apparent.

At first glance it seems that most surf comics take 
their vocabulary from the undergrounds, but the opposite 
is also true. Noll’s surfboard business was booming as 
the sport increased in popularity, and he subsequently 
employed Griffin as a designer and illustrator for the 
company. Shortly after, the two began working on A 
Cartoon History of Surfing, a way for them to take back some 
of the narrative surrounding the sport. The book has 
layouts and typography that scream out an underground 
influence, but it actually preceded the undergrounds by 
four years or so. Griffin had seen the disconnect between 
surf culture and its representation in the mass media, 
and his drawings corrected this, depicting surfers with all 
the grit and grease and obsession, but without the candy-
coated bullshit. Later, when the tiki minimalism wore off, 
the breaking wave became one of the recurring motifs 
in Griffin’s psychedelic poster design and underground 
comic art. An example of this later work was what I had 
stumbled on that day in the library and, as I said, my bum 
nearly fell off. 

Iconic forms and fetishes

The currency that cartoonists trade in is the icon, a 
simple image drawn in as few lines as possible, signifying 
a complex but self-contained referent. What cartooning 
does is translate objects from the outside world into a 
sequence of icons on the page. Each icon represents 
not only the sensual experience of the referent, but also 

its intangible essence. It’s about finding the treeness of 
a tree, or the genuine fuckwittage of a character like 
Horatio from CSI: Miami. 

Because of this, the objects that lend themselves 
most lovingly to cartooning are those that are iconic to 
begin with. The idealised human body in a dynamic pose, 
a giant erection, certain makes of automobile, human 
skulls, a New York City fire hydrant, a particular volcano 
in Japan. Some things in the world are perfect subjects 
for cartooning, and a drawing fetish quickly coagulates 
around them. I can think of very few comic strips that are 
not built around a particular kind of iconic imagery, and 
surf comics are no exception. It’s a genre defined by the 
breaking wave.

Just like the 13-year-old Kubert enthusiasts, it’s the 
icons and fetishes from our youth that predispose us 
to particular traditions. It’s something we are almost 
born into, something over which we have no control. 
Woodring sat in front of the television watching Bimbo’s 
Initiation, for example, while Crumb pored over classic 

funny animal comics with his older brother. And the surf 
cartoonists? They looked at the sea. 

Crossing the Pacific

As almost all Australians live on the coast, a distinct visual 
culture has developed alongside Australian surfing, 
particularly in graphic design, fashion and visual arts. 
Australian surf art is similar to its Californian and Hawaiian 
counterparts, but is somehow not quite as clean and 
wholesome. Australian surfers are dirtier, uglier, frecklier 
and more blokey, and their art reflects this. But before we 
had a chance to develop the local style, surf comics and 
the associated psychedelia were imported from the US. 

Australian surfing was preceded by a surf lifesaving 
tradition as the dominant beach culture. The surf 
club members – clubbies – were by nature solemn and 
reasonably conservative. When surfing went through 
its first waves of popularity in the 50s and early 60s, surf 
culture emerged as an oppositional force to the sensibility 
of the clubbies. And in the late 60s the opposition to the 



clubbies became an opposition to all forms of authority. 
Dropping out was the thing to do in 1969, and if you did 
it Australian style, you ditched your job and drove north 
chasing the warm weather in a Volkswagen Kombi, the 
nose of a surfboard poking out the busted back window. 
Surfing was part of the counterculture in Australia, just 
as it was in California, and the words hippie and surf-bum 
were almost interchangeable. 

These days, surf art and kitsch are everywhere and 
the heavily commodified mainstream surf culture is even 
more of an embarrassing farce to most surfers. Growing 
up in the 90s, we guffawed at the absurdity of Point Break, 
just as the grommets of the 60s made fun of Gidget. But 
unlike the situation in the US, in 1960s Australia, no 
one had figured out that surfing could be a money-
spinner. Australian surfers were scruffy, laidback and left-
leaning, and were likely to keep a carrot-sized joint in the 
glovebox. It wasn’t surprising then, that when the first 
underground comics made their way across the Pacific, 
they made a particular kind of sense to the surfing 
community here. The Fabulous Furry Freak Brothers 
were just like the people they knew, and it was no great 
feat to imagine Fat Freddy’s van with surfboards strapped 
to the roof parked somewhere in the dunes near Byron 
Bay. The hand-drawn line had already asserted itself as 
the alternative to the burgeoning design brutalism of the 
late 20th century. And once Australian surfers had seen 
the work of Crumb, Gilbert Shelton, S Clay Wilson and, 
most indelibly, Rick Griffin, the arrival of the Australian 
surf comic was inevitable.
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encounters with the fuzz that hovers over a latticework 
of psychedelic imagery, both beautiful and terrifying. 
Edwards’ architectural experience seamlessly inflects the 
artwork, with surreal Woodring-esque structures blowing 
the waves out to gargantuan proportions. All the while, a 
calm, soothing tone to the narration guides our journey 
on this strange vortex of water, into dreamscapes of 
wonky acid-creatures and cone-headed sea-gods. 

The thing that impresses me most about Edwards is 
that he was never actually a surfer. He spent his formative 
years hanging around the beach, like any good surf rat, 
and he clearly loved to watch the breaking waves, but his 
reluctance to engage with surf culture as a romantic left 
him open to more interesting visions of the ocean. The 
place where the water meets the land – with its strange, soft 
creatures, its mercurial wave-forms, its hard light and ever 
present danger – could be psychedelic even without acid. 

For my money, Edwards at his best is as good as any 
of the underground cartoonists to come out of the 60s 
and 70s. But now, nearly 40 years later, his comic art is 
almost lost. Like the great American newspaper strips 
of the 20th century, Goodvibes has existed for decades 
nowhere other than the garages of leathery old men 
who collect surf ephemera. Edwards himself, who 
permanently retired the Pig of Steel in the early 80s to 
concentrate on painting, doesn’t even have a complete 
collection. He has only a few pieces of original art and 
a sparse collection of the printed material. The rest has 
been stolen, sold or donated by Edwards to the State 
Library of New South Wales. America rediscovered its old 
newspaper comics through the work of devoted collectors 
like Bill Blackbeard, and there are several series by artists 
like George Herriman and Frank King available from 
publishers like Fantagraphics and Drawn and Quarterly. 
But this hasn’t really happened yet in Australia, and it’s 
astonishing how quickly a decade of comic art can fade 
from the public consciousness. 

I grew up in the 80s and the wonky pink pig has always 
been familiar to me. The strip had long since finished by 
the time I was in my surf cap, but the image of Goodvibes 
was everywhere. Maybe a little faded and creepy in a 
poster pinned to the club shed, or on the greasy wall of 

a shaping bay where some grizzled hippie made single-
fins, but, nevertheless, everywhere. Tracks’ circulation was 
huge during the 70s – 45,000, by unreliable reports – and 
the strip became so popular that Goodvibes was ripped 
off for bumper stickers and t-shirts, painted on surfboards 
and the sides of panel vans. The incredible waves that 
Edwards drew were burned into my frontal lobe.

But then, by the time I reached adolescence, the 
newsprint had faded and rotted, and Captain Goodvibes 
was hardly a glimmer, just something the old blokes used 
to talk about in the lineup. 

Memory is funny like that: the chambers of the 
mind go weedy if they don’t see any traffic. It worked out 
the same way with the bush track between Sawtell and 
Toormina. We did a lot of walking as kids but no adult 
in Toormina walks anywhere unless there’s the threat of 
a police breathalyser. I stopped using the bush track the 
day I got my driver’s licence. I simply grew up, finished 
school and moved away like anyone with any sense did, 
and with a teenager’s naivety, I assumed the track would 
always be there. 

The biggest night of the year at the Sawtell pub is 
Christmas Eve, when all the young people home for the 
holidays – like me – go to binge drink and shoot the shit. 
The pub shuts at 12, and with a surly “Merry Christmas”, 
security guards push punters out into the street where 

Tony Edwards and Captain Goodvibes

It was 1973 when architectural draughtsman Tony Edwards 
met John Barnes at a friend’s place on Sydney’s northern 
beaches. Barnes was guest editor at a new magazine called 
Tracks, a combination surf mag and underground paper 
printed on cheap newsprint. Barnes suggested Edwards 
contribute a black-and-white comic strip similar in tone 
to the underground comics they’d seen coming out of 
America. In the third strip he drew for Tracks Edwards  
came up with Captain Goodvibes, a lumpy spotted pig with 
a prodigious appetite for drugs, booze and boofhead one-
liners. The character appeared three more times in the 
magazine before Edwards lost interest and spiked the strip. 

But Tracks was still keen, and did what it could to 
persuade Edwards to keep The Captain going. The next 
guest editor turned up on his doorstep with fan letters 
(something Edwards had never seen before), a flagon of 
white wine and the promise of a full-page spread and $35 
a month. “Sal was pregnant and I no longer had a job,” 
Edwards told me, “so I reluctantly and drunkenly agreed.”

 As always seems to be the case with underground 
comics, the content is multilayered, either by a deliberate 
artifice of the author or a beautiful, hapless mistake. In 
Goodvibes there’s a light-hearted surface narrative of 
counterculture clichés, dole humour, drug binges and 



they linger, blather, yell, hump each other’s legs and 
square up for drunken brawls. 

One Christmas Eve, when I was 21 or 22, I found 
myself stumbling home on the familiar trail of my morning 
pilgrimage, past the place where the kid had been killed 
by the train. As I turned off the road and pushed through 
the cut-grass into the scrub at the end of Boronia Street, 
the fluorescent light faded and, to my surprise, the trail 
faded with it. What was once a clear, clay path was now 
swamped in weeds and young trees. Granted, I had a belly 
full of Carlton Draught and my perception was hazy, but 
the place that was intimately mapped in my memory had 
changed irrevocably. In the end I had to forget the trail I 
once knew and blunder through the bush, my hands out 
in front of my face, in what I thought was the direction 
home. Lacerated and muddy, I broke out of the trees to 
find myself looking at the plank bridge across Chinaman’s 
Creek, just as I remembered it, the last kernel of proof 
that this was one of the highways of my childhood. 

As I shambled out of my psychogeographic haze onto 
the still warm bitumen at the bottom of Newcastle Drive, 
I sent my old mate Benson a text. I told him the track 
wasn’t there anymore. I needed to know it wasn’t just me 
that had let a chamber of memory go to seed. My phone 
beeped in response. 

“Ha ha,” Benson wrote back. “I got caned last time I 
went through there, ay?”

The art of Rick Griffin and Tony Edwards was not 
available to me in my teen years, but every drawing of a 
wave that I pored over between the ages of five and 18 
carried the influence of these artists. As did my own 
drawings when I started to scribble on the inside of my 
school folder. Only I didn’t know it. Because like the track, 
unless you run back and forth over pop-culture histories, 
unless you pound the lines and trails with living flesh, they 
quickly fade into the scrub.
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consumer capitalism, leaving broken hearts and disaster 
in his wake. He was the victim of various cultural 
predators, but was also a predator himself. In the same 
way that every nerdy, inner-city kid was captivated by 
Peter Parker’s transformation into a powerful, heroic 
figure, the grommets of Australia were enthralled by 
the hapless and boofheaded antics of this poorly drawn 
man with enormous genitals. Sure, Parker could change 
into Spiderman, but Gonad Man could stuff his balls up 
his arse and fart them back out again. We knew what 
superpower we wanted. We usually bought a copy of 
Tracks or Australia’s Surfing Life when we had money to 
burn (and if we didn’t have the money, we’d steal it) but 
Gonad Man was enough to entice us to start pinching 
Waves instead. Spiderman wasn’t even on our radar.

Later, when I found my way to Crumb in my twenties, 
I had the same revelation that everyone has. Crumb 
amplifies the raw artifice of pen drawings, making anyone 
who ever loved to draw feel not only that it is something 
they could do, but that comics are what they must do. But 
Crumb was not the first to give me this feeling. That 
credit goes to Mark Sutherland. 

The Gonad Man strips weren’t slick and angular 
like the fluorescent surf graphics of the time. They were 
hand-drawn with a scratchy pen and coloured with simple 
separations. The drawings of waves were simple but 

Mark Sutherland and Gonad Man

As I hit adolescence in the mid-90s, and the image 
of Goodvibes’ mottled pink head faded from my 
consciousness, Mark Sutherland, a trained animator, was 
holed up in his Bondi studio furiously drawing waves. 
Sutho had done a painted animated short called The 
Dream, which had impressed Andrew Kidman, then editor 
of another new surfing magazine called Waves. Kidman 
approached Sutho to start a surf comic for him. It needed 
to have something of the irreverence of Goodvibes but be 
appropriate to Kidman’s target audience: the squirty little 
grommets that were swarming the beaches and crowding 
out the empty breaks in the 80s and 90s. It also had to be 
called Gonad Man, which was some sort of running joke 
in the editorial room. Sutho went to work. The product of 
his labours was an emotionally retarded surfer with a bad 
temper and an enormous wang. 

I was about 12 when I first saw Gonad Man. His beady 
little eyes gleamed at me and the stray hairs on his bulging 
bollocks made me jealous. The comic made sense like 
nothing I had ever seen on paper. I had recently traded 
in my surf rescue board and clubbie cap for a three-fin 
thruster, and was just starting to grapple with testosterone 
in what was, and still is, the sort of social milieu where the 
emotionally retarded succeed. Gonad Man blundered 
through life clueless to the pitfalls of drugs, sex and 

carefully crafted, and the figure of Gonad Man himself 
had all the ragged power of the swaying cocks scrawled 
on toilet walls, mixed with the energy of the scribbles we 
made on desks in class. 

Of course, Sutho is nowhere near the draughtsman 
that Crumb is, but there is a similar frantic quality to 
the line of both artists. When I went to visit Mark at his 
home in Nambucca Heads, I saw some of his original art. 
The Gonad Man originals had been drawn extremely 
small on thin white paper, with a felt-tip pen balled up 
in Mark’s tense fist. In every line of his comics is the 
mood of struggle. The draughtsman’s struggle to find 
form, obviously, but this becomes Gonad Man’s struggle, 
and the struggle of every salt-encrusted grommet to find 
sense in a small country town by the ocean. 

The other major theme unleashed in the linework 
is Sutherland’s rage at the state of the surfing culture. 
Goodvibes had an oppositional relationship with the 
clubbies and the fuzz, but Gonad Man’s enemies were 
those in the new surfing establishment: the surf brands. 
By the time I picked up a board, the clueless hippies that 
ran the show had become, or been replaced by, run-of-
the-mill CEOs with the same jelly-chinned affect that 
the management in any corporation might have. Surf 
culture is big business, and 70 years shilling boardshorts 
has changed it into another suburbanite, jock culture. 



You are more likely to encounter vehement nationalism 
and territorial violence at the beach than any remnant 
of a countercultural legacy. Sutherland did, and still 
does, use Gonad Man to air his grievances with this shift, 
particularly in his recent online work. That clenched 
drawing fist keeps moving and Gonad Man rages on. 

Gonad Man quickly became as iconic as Captain 
Goodvibes. His popularity in the 90s was meteoric, and 
Sutherland was making good money. At one point, a 
condom manufacturer paid him $25,000 to draw the 
packaging for an official Gonad Man condom. Goney 
was the pride of every kid’s school folder, and the bane 
of every deputy principal’s decency standards. The logical 
progression was that Sutherland, with his animation 
background, would propel his character onto the small 
screen. Sutho animated a Gonad Man short, which you 
can still find on YouTube, and that was enough to convince 
production company Southern Star to dive into full-scale 
production of a television pilot. 

But what seemed like the biggest break in Sutherland’s 
life quickly turned choppy. In production, Gonad Man 
crossed the line from being a cult surfing celebrity to 
a product for general consumption. The result was 
something that Sutherland is, even now, too embarrassed 
to show anyone. The pilot was never picked up. 

“I had a whole production team and everything,” he 
told me. “The problem was that none of them surfed.” 

Sandy Bastards

All histories, especially new ones, are the result of naive 
optimism, the sort that leads a barefoot grommet through 
a thicket of mud and cut-grass in the hope of discovering 
a quicker way to the surf, a new lay of the land in the 
unintelligible tangle. Truth be told, I’m not a very good 
pop-culture historian. My way of preparing for this essay 
was to visit Tony Edwards and Mark Sutherland at their 
studios. At Tony’s place we drank coffee and talked about 
our lives and our art. At Sutho’s we went to check the surf 
at a break called Black Rock near his house while his dog 
chased seagulls.

But I was bolstered by an essay by Jeet Heer, a real 
comics scholar, in a book of writing about Chris Ware. 
Titled “Inventing Cartoon Ancestors: Ware and the comics 
canon”, Heer writes about the way that many of the great 
contemporary cartoonists, like Chris Ware and Seth, have 
taken up the task of mapping new historical lines that 
link lesser known cartoonists of the early 20th century with 
the work being created in alternative comics right now. 
In championing and designing reprinted editions of the 
work of artists like Frank King, Ware has contributed to 
the preservation of decades of comic art as well as to a 
rewriting of comics history. His own genealogy traces the 
careers of artists like George Herriman, Winsor McCay 
and Gluyas Williams, for whom a cartoon formalism is a 

greater concern than cinematic realism, and for whom the 
drama of everyday life is a more worthy subject than that 
of heroism or adventure. The career of the cartoonist Seth 
has been informed by a particular tradition of editorial 
cartooning popular in the hey-day of literary magazines. 
This is evident in Seth’s work in a formal sense, that is, 
in his cartooning practice, but also in his extra-curricular 
projects. We can see his efforts to help a reading public 
rediscover or re-appraise this cartooning tradition in his 
tiny book Forty Books of Interest, a supplement to Comic Art 
#8, and in his design work for Fantagraphics’ The Complete 
Peanuts.

Cartooning traditions can completely disappear 
for a time, skipping generations and re-emerging in 
unlikely settings. When we compare Ware’s Quimby 
Mouse and a Krazy Kat reprint, for example, it’s clear 
they’re both part of a particular tradition, even though 
the works are separated by a span of 60 years. One can’t 
lay a Carl Barks story next to Crumb’s Fritz the Cat and 
not expect a comics scholar to draw a line between the 
artists. Only occasionally is the craft passed down through 
an apprenticeship-like arrangement – in cartooning 
bullpens, commercial art departments and animation 
sweatshops – but it’s almost always to the detriment of 
the art. The key to understanding a comic art genealogy 
is that the texts don’t carry the tradition, the images do. 
Great comic pages fade and rot while the forms of fetish 
recreate themselves over and over, resonating through 
the decades and drawing bodies.

Thinking back to what Horrocks said, the thing to 
take from this is that the story of comics is not like that 
of other art movements. There’s no cohesive chain of big 
names, important events and seminal texts. The narrative 
is fluid and it depends on the historian’s own experience. 
That’s what I was discovering – but couldn’t articulate – 
when I started schooling myself in comics. The history of 
comics is one that consists of a thousand coming-of-age 
narratives tangled up together in an unruly lump. I’m 
adding one more strand.



POST SCRIPT: A few days before this book went to print I got an email 
from Tony Edwards announcing the release of a Goodvibes omnibus enti-
tled My Life As A Pork-chop. It was put together by former Tracks editor Sean 
Doherty. Go get yourself some pig meat it before it disappears again.
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It’s also a strand that could be extended to include 
surf comics that weren’t part of my childhood. In the 80s, 
after Captain Goodvibes was retired from Tracks, he was 
replaced by a strip called Lash Clone written by DC Green 
and Adam Ross, and later collected in a 100-page book. 
Despite its obvious appeal to someone like me, I’ve never 
been able to get my hands on a copy. 

But I should add a warning: if you follow this thread, 
if you delve too deeply, you may discover that Australian 
surf comics are just not very good. You might have the 
same thing happen to you as happened to me when I 
picked up the first volume of Cerebus. I wouldn’t know 
because I grew up with this stuff. A stern adult judgement 
of their quality is beyond me. 

Last year, as I finished the pencil drawings for Blue, I 
went back home for a high school reunion. Ten years had 
passed and we all had the beginnings of bald spots and 
pot bellies. After hours of drinking, I found myself once 
again on the trek home through sleeping suburbia with 
some friends. As we hoofed it down the hill on Hulbert’s 
Road, our feet getting soggy with dew, I mentioned the 
bush track we used to walk on the way to the beach. I 
remembered out loud for a bit. I told my friends how 
much time the track used to save us. I told them about 
the time there were little bits of a human body on the 
train line. 

I started telling the story about that morning, back 
in Year 10, when Benson and I were on the track, ready 
to climb up onto the train line and see the body. What I 
didn’t tell them was that despite the plan, despite getting 
up extra early, despite our anticipation and the hype all 
through the school, we only paused for a moment. We 
made an unspoken decision and continued down the 
track to the beach. We never saw the bits of body and 
long dark bloodstain. We dogged it.

The friends I was with that night grew up only a 
short walk from the end of Boronia Street, but not only 
did they not remember the story of the body, they never 
even knew about the bush track. The patch of scrub that 
had been so storied in my mind, that bookmark in my 
psychogeographic street directory, was blank for them, 
simply the dead end at the bottom of Newcastle Drive. 

The most terrifying thing about this became 
apparent the next day when, on a whim, I went to walk 
off my hangover on the old clay trail, and found no trace 
of any of it in the broad, sober daylight. The plank bridge 
was gone, the trees had grown and swallowed up the 
space where the track was. You couldn’t imagine anyone 
passing through the scrub without a machete. The reality 
of the place now fitted more with my friends’ childhood 
memories than my own. The only proof I had of its 
existence was the testimony of old locals and a late-night 
text message. 

Part of life when you live at the arse end of the world 
is that your story never seems to intersect with the grand 
narratives. Bigger histories from more populous places 
quickly morph into mythologies, but the smaller stories 
on the fringes are often nudged out of the collective 
consciousness and lost forever. If you can imagine, 
for a second, what would have happened had George 
Herriman lived in regional Australia and spent a lifetime 
drawing the rock formations of Arnhem Land into the 
ever-changing background of his Krazy Kat comics. It’s 
likely there would’ve been no Bill Blackbeard to preserve 
his genius and no Smithsonian Collection to revive it, and 
Australian cartoonists like me would still be professing 
ignorance of a local comics tradition. 

Ignorance of history is what destroys it. Hopefully this 
essay, by mapping a sandy corner of this bastard artform, 
goes some small way to making sure that a lesser known 
comic art isn’t forgotten. In the end, we write about 
comics for the same reasons that we draw comics: because 
the trail is narrow and the weeds are irrepressible.

It’s a strand that begins with Griffin, Edwards and 
Sutherland, and is drawn out to include an array of 
Australian and American cartoonists. There’s Steve 
Cakebread, who drew a strip called Felch in Australia’s 
Surfing Life in the late 90s as a competitor to Gonad Man. 
And of course there’s Ben Brown, the hero of Australian 
rock ‘n’ roll graphics, who drew surf comics for Tracks in 
the 90s and is currently working for upstart surf magazine 
Stab. For me, Brown’s wave drawings are trumped only by 
Tony Edwards’ in brilliance. A guy by the name of Paul 
Collins drew a four-page strip in a 1997 issue of Australia’s 
Surfing Life named after the magazine’s daggy mascot, 
ASL Man, but that strip never made it to a second issue 
despite showing promise. I worked for that magazine ten 
years later and nobody there knew what had happened 
to Collins.


