


unfinished logo of a rat in a barreling wave.
“When we found the Surf Rats logo, it 

was a sign,” said Matt. “It was an incredible 
coincidence. My brother had been called 
Ratboy for years at that point.” Matt ordered a 
small run of Surf Rats stickers and T-shirts via 
a partnership between Consolidated Skate-
boards and Broprints Screen Printing. The Surf 
Rats brand was born. “We just did stickers for 
a long time, handing them out around the 
Westside,” said Matt. “For a while, my younger 
brother Mark and I were also stenciling hand-
made, one-of-a-kind T-shirts. Then I met my 
wife and we decided to market the rest of my 
father’s artwork.”

In 2014, Matt and Martha Collins col-
lected Jay Collins’ surviving artwork from a 
storage locker maintained by their mother, 
Nancy Ziegler. “The first thing we did was 
get everything copyrighted and digitally 
archived,” said Martha Collins. “When we had 
it all in one place, we could see what an amaz-
ing collection it was.”

Among the collection are a pair of 
stunning “Santa Cruz” designs. The first, 
in lithograph form, is wrought in a sleek, 
instantly iconic red script. The second is a 
nautical ode to the city, which includes an 
image of the artist surfing the harbor mouth. 
The collection also includes gorgeous, color-

Surf Rats: The iconic art of 
Santa Cruz’s Jay Collins lives on

J
(Top) Jay Collins with his two of his three sons in Santa Cruz.
(Above) (L) A poster created by Jay Collins for the Olson 30's North American Champi-
onship race. (R) Collins' last poster created from a pencil sketch found after his death 
was published by York Gallery, Quality Offset Printing, and Michael Abbey.

(Above) Jay Collins' "Sail Santa Cruz" 
design is available in several formats.

(Right) A young surfer proudly displays the Surf Rats 
logo.

By Ryan Masters

Santa Cruz Municipal Wharf with his mother 
when they heard the ambulance sirens. By 
the time they arrived on the scene, his father 

was gone.
In the ensuing years, Jason Collins 

helped his mother look after his younger 
brothers. Tagged with the Westside surf 
moniker “Ratboy,” Jason would develop into 

Jay Collins created art and surfed in 
much the same way. He drew sleek, styl-
ized lines across canvas and wave with a 
potent cocktail of emotion, creativity, and 
great technical skill. His work calls to mind 
contemporaries like Patrick Nagel—Japanese 
minimalism and Art Deco with a hard shot of 
alt-1980s—and captures a stylish Santa Cruz 
of a simpler decade. And like Nagel, whose 
work was immortalized on a Duran Duran 
album cover and in the pages of Playboy 
Magazine, Collins passed away suddenly and 
far too soon. Both artists died of cardiac ar-
rest in their late 30s.

Collins collapsed on Cowell Beach in 
1986 at the age of 36 after longboarding 
with his eldest son, Jason. Matt, the middle 
son, was seven years old and fishing on the 

the world’s best aerial surfer and arguably the 
most important surfer Santa Cruz has ever 
produced. Not by accident, according to Matt.

“He was driven, I think, by seeing our dad 
die at such a young age,” said Matt. “A big part 
of Ratboy’s success was, it was a response 
to our dad dying like that. Right in front of 
him. It was how he chose to cope with it. To 
become the best.”

So, when the Collins brothers began dig-
ging through a trove of their father’s artwork 
in 1995, they were astonished to discover an 
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“When we found the Surf 
Rats logo, it was a sign,” said 

Matt. “It was an incredible 
coincidence. My brother had 

been called Ratboy for years at 
that point.”

 Santa Cruz Style  |  46

{v
ie

w
}



soaked subjects like a wave breaking at the 
Capitola Beach and a lone beach chair on 
Santa Cruz’s main beach. A portrait of the 
Santa Cruz Wharf captures the local landmark 
from a unique and sublime perspective—the 
composition of beach, ocean, wharf, sky, and 
clouds is masterful. It is the work of an artist 
at the height of his powers.

“I met Jay at Cabrillo College in 1972,” 
said Ziegler. “He was an artist’s artist. He 
took every art class available. Studied every 
conceivable medium. Painting, drawing, 
sculpture, jewelry, ceramics and mixed media. 
He was also an accomplished picture framer. 
He won international competitions.”

His commercial work included posters 
from events like the Santa Cruz Yacht Club 
Regatta, the Wharf to Wharf Race, the Capi-
tola Begonia Festival—even a commissioned 
piece for Silicon Valley tech giant Apple. 

(Above) A boxed collection of greeting cards featuring Jay Collins' designs.

“He’d develop an idea for a company and then 
contact them and pitch it,” said Ziegler. “He ap-
proached Apple in the early 1980s and wound 
up designing their very first conference poster.”

When he died, Jay Collins was working 
on the now-iconic logos for the Santa Cruz 
Longboard Union and the Santa Cruz Surfing 
Museum, both of which are instantly recog-
nizable and embedded in the cultural fabric 
of Santa Cruz. The artist is also honored at 
the surf spot he loved so much. The section 
of Cowell Beach where he passed away was 
renamed Collins Cove in his honor. Fittingly, it’s 
a great longboard wave that also comes alive 
as a high performance shortboard wave when 
the sandbars are right.

Since launching the Surf Rats brand, Matt 
and Martha Collins have placed products in 
more than 10 local stores and even formed an 
ad hoc surf team captained by family friend 

and three-time Mavericks champion Daryl 
“Flea” Virostko.

“Flea has been a big-time supporter. He 
convinced [Berdels owner] Bubb Rader to 
show Jay’s artwork on a First Friday and carry 
Surf Rats products,” said Matt. “We devel-
oped an exclusive T-shirt partnership with 
him, and Bubb has been helping us grow our 
business ever since.” 

Of course the posthumous success is 
bittersweet for the Collins family, especially 
mother Nancy Ziegler. “Jay had a lot more 
to give,” she said. “He was just an incredibly 
curious, emotional and creative person. A lot 
like Matt.” ❧

For More Info

www.surfrats.surf
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