


Shaun Tomson, 1977 World Champion Surfer, and one of the 16 greatest surfers of all time 
(Surfing 2004), led a seismic movement in the surfing industry worldwide nearly 40 years ago 
that sparked a marketing lightning bolt. The growing surf industry immediately recognized the 
profitability of the Tomson image: not only was he a magician riding Neptune’s waves but he 
was smart, articulate, and a cameraman’s dream. Together with his Aussie surfing mates, Shaun 
Tomson hit Hawai’i’s North Shore in the 1970s and birthed the multi-billion-dollar pro surfing 
industry that we know today. It was an undeniably attractive sell to filmmakers and photographers 
with its glistening blue surf and the new golden boys whose athleticism paralleled their bravery. 
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Thanks to the PT (Pete 
Townend), MR 

(Mark Richards), RB (Rabbit Bar-
tholomew) ST (Shaun Tomson) era, 
generations of surfers have subsequently 
been able to pursue their passion. By the 
1980s, surfing became a fully-fledged 
professional sport – generating enough 
income from astute marketing – to allow 
legions of great surfers like Kelly Slater – to 
realize their dreams. After graduating from 
university with a business finance degree, 
Shaun went on to found, manage and sell 
two multi-million-dollar market-leading 
apparel brands – Instinct in the 80’s and 
Solitude (co-founded with his wife Carla) 
in the 90’s. Together with Carla, and their 
beautiful son, Mathew, he established an 
idyllic life in Montecito, California until the 
2006 emotional tsunami that shattered his 
family. Their only child, Mathew, died in 
a schoolboy choking game that went hor-
rifically wrong. The depth of Shaun’s and 
Carla’s devastation was unfathomable and 
despite their efforts to wake up each day 
and to see the light that their son assured 
them was there (in the last poem he wrote 
at school on the day of his tragic death), 

the blasting waves of grief were so pain-
ful that the Tomsons didn’t know if they 
could ever be happy again. But immense 
tragedy can be one of life’s profoundest 
learning grounds, and Shaun was the ideal 
student. Instead of becoming a victim of 
circumstance, he dug deeply into his spiri-
tual faith, and found solace and healing 
in places most people never consider.  It 
took a particular kind of special sensitivity 
– from a surfer who’s spent his life respect-
ing the forces of nature  - to understand 
the lessons of loss that help navigate the 
journey of life. Having searched every 
crevice in every cove to finally see the light, 
Shaun has shared these lessons in a recently 
published book, ‘The Code: The Power of 
‘I Will’. The book is about faith, courage, 
creativity, determination – but above all, 
it’s about the promises we make to our-
selves about the future. The book has been 
received powerfully, opening the door for 
Shaun to vocalize the book’s messages in 
his inspirational public speeches to young 

people and to corporations in the United 
States and across the world. 

But the most profound chapter of Shaun’s 
healing has been the miracle of Luke – the 
baby boy who came into his and Carla’s life 
in 2009. Everything about Luke is a miracle 
- from his birth date - to his name. Nobody 
could have manufactured the perfection of 
Luke’s arrival or the restorative joy that he 
has brought. Shaun Tomson’s life journey 
has impacted tens of thousands of people 
cross-continentally. He eschews superficial-
ity; pursues a lifestyle that has substance  
– and surfing has always been a core part of 
the peace that he has found.  

Shaun 1975
Shaun surfing at Pipeline,  
North Shore, Oahu, Hawai’i
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Q: Growing up in South Africa, your 
Dad was a competitive swimmer, and the 
aquatic environment was home to you. 
When did you know that surfing was 
something you could be really good at - 
something that could take you to the top?

SHAUN: The first time I stood on a 
surfboard I was 9 years old and I recall 
loving the sensation immediately. It was 
an instant, passionate connection. Passion 
is vital if you’re going to excel at anything 
because without it you’ll never commit to 
the rigorous daily routine. It was passion 
that fueled the discipline, the persever-
ance and the willingness to go through 
tough times.

Q: How old were you when you went to 
surf in Hawai’i - and was it because you 
knew that Hawai’i and Pipe, in particu-
lar, were the ultimate proving grounds 
in the sport?

SHAUN: I was 14 when I traveled to 
Hawai’i for the first time. It was my parents’ 
Bar Mitzvah present to me, and it was 
at Pipeline that I proved to myself that if 
I could survive those massive waves – I 
could survive anything.  That contributed 
to my confidence and from there I went 
on to compete and do well. It definitely 
planted the seed for me that maybe there 
might be a future called ‘pro surfing’. Back 
in the 1970s, surfing events were isolated 
and there was no circuit. I was at university 
in 1975 and I had made a bit of money, so 
I decided to take the year off and compete 
at surfing events around the world. At that 
stage I was number 1 in the world – but 
I was standing on the beach at the Ban-
zai Pipeline in Hawai’i with fellow surfer, 
Rabbit Bartholomew, and while we were 
paddling out, I said to him, “What are you 
going to do with your life?” and he said, 
“I’m going to become a pro surfer, mate!” 
I returned to university in 1976 but all the 

while I kept thinking – there’s something 
happening here and I want to be a part 
of it. As soon as I completed writing my 
exams, I went back to Hawai’i in 1977 and 
that was the year when pro surfing as we 
know it today – began.  The circuit started 
in Australia and ended in Hawai’i at the 
end of the year, and that’s when it was an-
nounced that I was World Champion. Pete 
Townend had won the crown previously 
and they retro-activated it so that he was 
technically the first World Champion.

Q: ‘Bustin’ Down the Door’ movie is 
about the impact that you and some of 
your fellow Australian competitors had 
on Surfing. Not only were you talented, 
but you were determined to take surfing 
to a new level so that future generations 
of surfers could enjoy the benefits of 
sponsorship and become fully-fledged 
professional surfers.  How did that all 
germinate and evolve?

Carla, Luke & Shaun.  
Stylist: Jake Warner.  
Wardrobe for Shaun: John Varvatos – Malibu
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SHAUN: There were 4 world champion 
surfers in the ’70’s: Pete Townend, Mark 
Richards, Rabbit Bartholomew and myself. 
All of us had professional outlooks. We 
felt that pro surfing was as good as any 
other sport and that we should be afforded 
the equivalent respect that a baseball or 
basketball player received. While other 
sports might have had bigger industries, 
we felt that we were risking our lives. We 
demanded respect from the media and in 
return, we conducted ourselves profession-
ally. For sure we wanted to be paid for our 
efforts but ultimately the passion we felt for 
surfing was our consuming drive.  It’s then 
that O’Neill, Quiksilver, Billabong, Ripcurl 
and other top brands began to recognize 
our marketability for their products. Their 
growth paralleled the growth of profes-
sional surfing. For us it was wonderful to 
have been involved at the inception of pro 
surfing and to have made a positive contri-
bution to the industry.

Q: You became World Champion in 
1977. Explain that feeling and the final 
waves you caught that clinched the title

SHAUN: It was an incredibly tight finish 
between Rabbit Bartholomew and myself 
and neither of us knew who was going to 
clinch the title until the semi final. I had 
to fight tooth and nail to beat Rabbit. It 
was very close. The great thing about the 
relationship between PT, MR, Rabbit and 
myself is that we were good friends and we 
respected each other but we were mortal 
competitive enemies in the water.  We 
pushed each other to the max and raised 
the standards as a result. We developed a 
new type of surfing that was radical and 
creative; I developed a new style of tube 
riding.  What we were doing had never 
been seen or done before and that’s why I 
think pro surfing kicked in like it did.  It 
was a steep trajectory and an explosion of 
newness and our sponsors noticed.  We 

were highly competitive in the water but 
at the end of the day, peace was always de-
clared when we hit land.  We knew that the 
playing fields were fair and we knew that 
we all gave of our best.

Q: You still surf a lot today…

SHAUN: One of the best aspects about 
surfing is that even when your pro career 
is over, the sport will be with you for the 
rest of your life. I’m still surfing my hardest 
today – even though there’s no competition 
involved.  For me the pleasure of being out 
there in the lineout – at one with nature – 
leaving the worries of the world behind - is 
incalculable. Nothing comes close to it.  
There is so much satisfaction I gain from 
surfing.  It’s like a touchstone for me; those 
waves will never go away. While our world 
changes and new buildings go up, there’s a 
constancy about the ocean that is so reas-
suring and pacifying.  It connects you to 

CoverstoryCoverstoryShaun & Luke
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your entire life. Those waves are still going 
to be there in a thousand years. While 
surfing is no longer my priority – Carla and 
Luke are – it makes me a better person.

Q: What are your thoughts on Kelly Slat-
er recently winning the 2013 Billabong 
Pipe Masters and Mick Fanning winning 
the 2013 World Surfing title?

SHAUN: I think that the recent Pipe Mas-
ters was probably one of the greatest compe-
titions in surf history. Kelly Slater, who won 
the event, and Mick Fanning, who won the 
World Surf title, showed absolute commit-
ment during the event. They put their lives 
on the line in every way and to me that’s the 
essence of what it’s all about. They absolutely 
committed themselves to that moment. 
What’s even more inspiring is that these are 
not young guys.  Kelly is 41 and Mick is in 
his 30’s and he’s had to endure potentially 
career-ending calamities. They are both such 
worthy champions.  The Pipeline Masters 
produces the most commitment I have ever 
seen in any sport anywhere. Both Kelly and 
Mick took waves that they could have died 
on – and yet they still committed themselves.

Q: Who are some really exciting surfers 
we can look forward to watching?

SHAUN: A young kid from Hawaii John 
John Florence for sure. He is naturally very 
talented and is going to continue to cause a 
sensation.
Q: How has surfing evolved and changed 
in the last decade?

SHAUN: There’s been an incredible evolu-
tion in surfing performance and athleti-
cism.  Contestants are moving much faster 
while utilizing a variety of athletic maneu-
vers. Techniques have evolved, particularly 
in aerial surfing. There is such a high level 
of innovation and change in surfing that 
you don’t see in other sports. You have 

Carla & Shaun.  
Stylist for Shaun: Jake Warner.  

Shaun’s wardrobe: John Varvatos – Malibu
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A highly-accomplished person in her own 
right, Theresa’s ebullient personality and 
her steadfast commitment to her marriage, 
her family and her community (for whom 
she does much-needed philanthropic 
work) are just some of her extensive attri-
butes. Malibu’s answer to Maria Sharapova 
comes elegantly wrapped up in humor, 
positivity, sensitivity and kindness. Luke 
carries the family torch in every respect. 
A talented athlete, he is Christopher’s 
and Theresa’s cherished son.  The family’s 
full schedule often encompasses Christo-
pher traveling to give lectures and master 
classes throughout the country.  During 
the summer the Parkenings head out to 
their mountain retreat so that Christopher 
can indulge in another passion that he has 
perfected - fly-fishing for trout! ‘Grace 
Like a River’ is Christopher’s celebrated 
autobiography about his journey to that 
which truly matters.
You’ve had and continue to have a prolifi-
cally successful career as one of the world’s 
preeminent classical guitarists. What 
are some highlights in your substantial 
career?  What was one of the toughest mo-
ments in your career?

CHRISTOPHER: There have been many 
special moments that I will always remem-
ber, so it’s very difficult to select just a few.  
Although there is always a level of excite-
ment with each performance, there is also an 
immense amount of pressure.  I read in the 
Musicians’ Union magazine that the pressure 
applied to a classical artist to play perfectly is 
tantamount to a jet fighter pilot in combat.  
Of course, there is really no comparison.  
With one, you can lose your life, and with the 
other, you just get a bad review!  
 It has been an immense privilege to 
play at some of the top venues around the 
world, and with many wonderful artists 
and orchestras.  Participating in Carn-
egie Hall’s 100th anniversary celebration, 
performing twice on the internationally 
televised Grammy® Awards broadcast, and 
twice at the White House were definite 
highlights. I also have especially enjoyed 
the opportunity to perform with singers, 
including Kathleen Battle, Renée Flem-
ing, Placido Domingo, Julie Andrews, Josh 
Groban, and Jubilant Sykes.  
 One of the toughest moments of my 
career was a very frightening experience 
several years ago when I was staying at a 
fishing ranch.  I smashed a finger six days 

before playing Joaquín Rodrigo’s “Con-
cierto de Aranjuez” with the Los Angeles 
Philharmonic at the Hollywood Bowl. It 
turned out that the finger was not bro-
ken but severely lacerated, and I couldn’t 
practice for three days – so stiff and painful 
was the injury. I prayed about what to do, 
but did not feel I should cancel the concert 
three days away. A day before the concert 
with my fingers and entire left hand still 
stiff and sore, I started to go through the 
concerto slowly. That evening, I read a ser-
mon that spoke about “The Sufficiency of 
God’s Grace” from the Bible, 2 Corinthians 
12:9-10 which reads, “My grace is sufficient 
for you, for My strength is made perfect 
in weakness.”  It is when the Christian has 
lost all human ability to deal with his dif-
ficulty, when he is weak, without resources, 
destitute, and left totally to trust in God’s 
power in grace to sustain him, that he 
becomes a channel through which God’s 
power can flow. I went to bed that night 
feeling at peace. Besides my family, I hadn’t 
told anyone what had happened to my 
finger. I went out on stage the next night 
saying “Lord, I am playing this concert for 
you and I will totally trust in Your grace as 
I perform.”  It turned out to be one of the 
best concerts I have ever played.  
Where were you raised? What were your 
family’s values? What career did you pur-
sue before meeting Christopher?

THERESA: I was raised in Atlanta, Georgia 
in a wonderful, loving family. My parents 
always encouraged my brother and me in 
our interests and hobbies. I remember one 
time in high school taking a photography 
course. I loved it so much that my Dad built 
a darkroom for me in the basement. We 
did a lot of fun things together as a family 
and my mom is still, to this day, one of my 
greatest inspirations. My grandmother is in 
Atlanta, too, and just turned 101 years old! 
She’s amazing! Between my Grandmother, 
my Mom, myself and Luke, there are four 
generations! After college and receiving my 
degree in Journalism, I worked at CNN, 
Coldwell Banker and Delta Air Lines.  
Why is the guitar such a beautiful  
instrument to play? Why has it been  
such a valuable component of your life?

CHRISTOPHER: The great Spanish guitar-
ist, Andrés Segovia, once said, “The beauty 
of the guitar resides in its soft, persuasive 
voice, and its poetry cannot be equaled by 

any other instrument.”  It’s a very intimate 
instrument, my life’s profession, a way to 
express myself, and an artistic outlet.

You’ve mentioned in your book, Grace 
Like a River that you often dreaded major 
performances and hence you had set your 
retirement target date for age 30 because 
of the unrelenting physical and emo-
tional exhaustion that you often felt from 
concert tours.  After becoming a commit-
ted Christian you came out of retirement 
because you felt strongly that your musical 
gift should be to God’s greater glory, in the 
same way that famed composer, J.S. Bach, 
felt about the calling with his music.  Has 
that diluted some of the physical and emo-
tional exhaustion that you might have felt 
in previous years – about performing?

CHRISTOPHER: Definitely.  The fact that 
in my heart I am playing for the Lord, and 
the audience is secondary, gives me a sense 
of purpose that overrides my concern for 
earthly success.   I have a faith and trust 
in the Lord, knowing His perfect will is 
accomplished, but that doesn’t mean I don’t 
have to practice very hard. Most people 
believe you need to be confident in order 
to play a good concert.  I understand, 
however, that God does not want us to take 
confidence in our own ability, and I realize 
that I am inadequate for the task ahead.  
This requires me to depend totally on God’s 
grace.  Likewise then, it is a source of peace 
and comfort to look back and remember 
God’s grace in past performances and trust 
that His grace will be sufficient for this one 
as well.  Backstage, I constantly remind 
myself of what I know to be true.  For ex-
ample, “All things work together for good 
for those who love God” (Romans 8:28).
 The famous film composer, John Wil-
liams, once told me a funny story about 
how to conquer stage fright.  In a conver-
sation, a friend of the great cellist Gregor 
Piatagorsky suggested that backstage before 
the concert the cellist should just tell him-
self, “I am the great Gregor Piatagorsky” 
and he would not have any problem with 
nerves.  Piatagorsky replied, “That is what 
I already do.  The problem is . . . I do not 
believe myself!”
 I had the privilege of writing about some 
of these experiences in my autobiography, 
Grace Like a River, a book that I hope will 
inspire and encourage as I tell of God’s 
grace in my life through many trials and 

these young athletes with bright imagina-
tions and boom…they come up with the 
most stylish maneuvers.  The basics stay 
the same: speed, power, rhythm, aggres-
sion and creative imagination, but the 
revolutionary trajectory in the sport is just 
incredible. The levels get pushed to another 
extreme in each competition and it’s very 
inspiring to watch.

Q: You and Carla suffered the unfathom-
ably tragic loss of your son, Mathew, in 
2006. What has given you the strength to 
carry on?

SHAUN: One of the reasons I love to share 
my story is that I get the opportunity to show 
people that it is possible to find the light 
again after darkness. For those who are going 
through hardships in life – there is always 
hope.  I was destroyed by the death of my 
beautiful son but Carla and I – through our 
faith – were able to find our way out of that 
darkness towards the light ahead.  I look back 
and realize that there’s this beautiful intercon-
nectivity between us.  My son told us in the 
last poem he wrote before he died to look for 
the light ahead. What’s even more uncanny is 
that I was being interviewed when Mathew 
died – and 5 minutes before his death – I 
said to the interviewer, “The most important 
thing in life is having a positive attitude”. 
Through suffering I came to realize that we’re 
not just particles in some haphazard Brown-
ian motion. There is an inherent rationale to 
our existence and there’s an interconnectiv-
ity between our souls.  I know that my son’s 
soul never died and I feel eternally connected 
to him. I know that the most important 
thing is being connected to the people we 
love.  Nothing is nearly as important as that. 
Empathy and connectivity are vital in our 
journey as a human race. Hatefulness that is 
bred through anonymity on the internet is a 
problem. I’ve sat in a sacred circle with my 
son’s soul and shared beautiful stories with 
him. Through my experience I’m hoping 
that others will realize the importance of this 
powerful interconnectivity between ourselves 
and others. We don’t have control of our 
circumstances but we do have control of our 
attitudes. Having a positive attitude – one 
that sheds light to others – is a choice.

Q: One thinks of Nelson Mandela..

SHAUN: Now there’s an example of 
someone who has shed so much light.  
Nelson Mandela loved and he forgave, and 
he had such a sense of brotherhood.  He 
was humble; he never went the revengeful 
route; he didn’t hate. He always had a wry 
smile on his face – like the Dalai Lama.  It 
was a smile that exuded a peaceful attitude. 
And he knew when to move on. One of the 
best lines I remember him saying – when he 
stood down from his Presidential position 
in South Africa was, “Don’t call me. I’ll call 
you!” I hope other leaders have taken note. 
My book and everything I speak about 
centers around having a positive attitude. It’s 
a good mission and one that I’m proud of.

Q: Your 4-year-old son, Luke:  Describe 
the lengths and breadth of the impact of 
beautiful Luke in your lives? 

SHAUN: Luke has turned our lives 
around completely. (Laughter ensues) I 
look back at the miracle that it was and 
I’m still blown away. His birthdate was on 
Mathew’s birthday but he was born 4 weeks 
prematurely. We decided to call him Luke 
and wanted to look up the meaning of the 
name before putting it on the birth certifi-
cate.  It meant “light” or “healer”. The name 
couldn’t have been more apt. That’s what he 
is and what he will always be. We enjoy ev-
ery moment of every day with him. There 
is nothing we ever take for granted.

Q: What is it about Carla that you most 
appreciate?

SHAUN: I’ve known Carla all my life 
superficially but I met her again in 1986 
at a fashion show and we had an immedi-
ate attraction – so much so that on my 
way home that evening I said to myself in 
the car, ‘I’m going to marry that woman.’ 
That attraction has never wavered. Carla 
is gentle with me – yet she’s strong at the 
same time. What I have with her is very 
special.

Q: What are your hopes and dreams for 
Luke?

SHAUN: I hope that he loves with every-
thing that he’s got in the same way that we 
love him with everything that we’ve got.

Q: You’ve written two exceptionally  
well-received books, “Surfer’s Code”  
and this year, “The Code”; The Power of  
‘I Will’. What were the strong motivational 
forces behind you writing these books?

SHAUN: My book ‘The Code: The Power 
of ‘I Will’’ came about after I went to speak 
to young students at a school in Santa 
Barbara. I talked about the 12 Codes in 
my previous book, ‘Surfer’s Code’ and one 
of the girls in the class was the inspiration 
behind my latest book, ‘The Code’. She and 
her classmates wrote down their own codes 
for the future – and they sent them to me.  
The very first line I received from this par-
ticular girl was: ‘I will be myself ’. I found 
that to be profound because young people 
are faced with so much peer pressure to 
conform and to follow the crowd – even if 
that entails making bad choices.  I saw this 
code line as almost an anthem for youth. 
So I set about writing “The Code” specifi-
cally to empower positivity in young adults. 
Then, what I found is that the subject mat-
ter resonated equally as well with business 
people, and so I began speaking to corpo-
rations about empowerment and the power 
of the human spirit. The more I researched 
the issue of ‘choice’ the more I realized that 
it applied particularly to the United States. 
A million people die in the U.S. every year 
because of poor 
personal choices. 
I talk at schools 
and events where 
teachers and par-
ents are present 
and I encourage 
them to write 
their own code; 
every line begins 
with ‘I will’. Self-
empowerment 
is about the 
promises that we make to ourselves.  It’s one 
of many exercises that assists us to make 
positive choices in life in the same way that 
I have found riding waves to have such a 
positive impact on my life. It’s about being a 
champion of core values.

Q: What aspects about the Southern 
Californian west coast lifestyle do you, 
Carla and Luke particularly enjoy?

Shaun at home.  
Stylist: Jake Warner.  
Wardrobe: John Varvatos – Malibu
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SHAUN: We’ve lived here for nearly 
20 years and while we’ll never forget our 
homeland, South Africa, America is defi-
nitely our home. We particularly enjoy the 
relaxed lifestyle here and the proximity to 
the ocean and the mountains. We’ve got the 
Santa Monica Mountains and the Pacific 
Ocean all here.  We also face south so we 
have beautiful weather.  The area wherein 
we live used to be inhabited by the Chu-
mash and so we do feel this strong spiri-
tual connectivity to the land.  There’s this 
beautiful Chumash inscription which says, 
‘the sacredness of the land lies in its people.’ 
That could have been written – in South 
Africa’s case - in Xhosa or Zulu – but it’s so 
true. In our case, it’s the Chumash.

Q: Of what are you most proud of in 
your life?

SHAUN: The fact that I’ve maintained a 
beautiful relationship with my wife for 28 
years. The same applies with my family. I have 
also done my best to inspire people. Young 
people can literally create a movement by 
inspiring others every day. There’s so much 
strength in that. I also caution young people to 
think twice before acting.  I speak from a posi-
tion of heartbreak and experience, and it’s my 
way of honoring my beautiful son Mathew.

Q: Favorite food?

SHAUN: Carla’s rosemary lemon chicken; 
I also love Italian food.

Q: Favorite surfing spot in the world?

SHAUN: Jeffrey’s Bay in South Africa. 

Q: Favorite vacation spot in the world?

SHAUN: Island of Tavarua in Fiji.

Q: Favorite indulgence?

SHAUN: Chocolate-covered strawberries.

Q: What does a typical relaxation day 
look like in the Tomson household?

SHAUN: I serve my wife coffee in bed. 
Luke joins us for his cheerios and milk and 
we spend the first hour of the day cuddling 
up and watching the Today Show.

Q: Characteristics you most admire 
in others?

SHAUN: Optimism, humility, commit-
ment and discipline.

Shauntomson.com
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