


U Uncaptured images haunted acclaimed 
photographer Bob Barbour for forty years. 
As a staff photographer for the major surf 
magazines, he spent decades accompanying 
pro surfers under the constant threat of the 
next deadline. There was no time to stop, and 
wait for some turkey vulture to sun its wings 
on a cardon cactus.

“I’d be in a truck with these guys driving 
to the waves and see something incredible 
that I’d want to shoot, but there was no way,” 
said Barbour, who splits his time between 
Santa Cruz and Baja California. “The surfers 
would squawk like parrots if we even slowed 
down.”

Over the years, Barbour’s surf photogra-
phy graced national and international publi-
cations, exhibitions, and juried art shows. His 
limited-edition original works hang in collec-
tions and galleries around the world.  Don’t 

call Barbour just a surf photographer. 
“I was known as a surf photographer, but 

I’ve always just been a photographer,” he said.
After creating some of the sport’s most 

iconic and enduring images of world-class 
waves like Pipeline and Mavericks, Barbour 
evolved, moving away from an industry he 
felt had grown increasingly soulless.

“I shot for all the big surf companies, so 
I  felt I was a part of the problem, but I found 
the whole thing increasingly hard to swallow,” 
he said. “The crowds’ and the surfers’ chang-
ing attitudes towards the ocean, soft tops…
just the whole thing.”

But Barbour is far from some bitter 
surfer pining for a disappeared Golden Era. 
Instead, he’s back creating photographs for 
the reasons that drew him to photography in 
the first place. 

“I’ve stepped away from the main 
stream, but I’m shooting some of the best 
stuff of my life,” he said. “Now I’m in a position 
where I have this knowledge and experience 

Turkey Vulture - Bahia Conception 

(Previous page) Baja Apparition –
Sunrise Lobster fisherman 

(Above) A legendary cover photo for Surfer 
magazine taken by Bob Barbour in 1994 
featuring Jay Moriarity at Mavericks.

A Fresh Focus
Photographer Bob Barbour 

takes a new look

By Ryan Masters
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“I’d be in a truck with these guys driv-
ing to the waves and see something 
incredible that I’d want to shoot, but 

there was no way.”

and I’m able to apply it to new subjects and places. It’s wonderful 
to get the cover shot and share the photos with other surfers, but 
it’s also wonderful to just go out into the world and create.”

And while his new work is undeniably magnificent, Barbour’s 
enormous catalog of surf imagery continues to generate interest.

“I still get requests for surf photos I shot from the ‘70s, ‘80s, 
and ‘90s. You can’t ever get that era back. They’re timeless images,” 
he said.

Over the years, Barbour also has amassed a historical photo 
collection of Santa Cruz surfing life unmatched in its quality and 
breadth, capturing some of the region’s best and most iconic surf-
ers in their prime.

“One of my first assignments was the Santa Cruz region. I 
wound up moving here and I’ve been shooting it ever since,” the 

Circle of  LIfe – Sierra de la Giganta

Border Color – Tecate

Summer Moonset

Down the Line

Baja Solitude
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For More Information

Visit BobBarbour.com

photographer said.
Barbour is perhaps best known for two 

images from a 1994 session at Mavericks. The 
photos, prominently featured on the cover 
and inside Surfer magazine, captured 16-year-
old Santa Cruz surfer Jay Moriarity heroically 
embedded in the lip of a thirty-plus-foot 
wave face. 

“I used to tease Jay and say, ‘Do not take 
off on the wave unless I’m there. I don’t want 
to hear about it later,” joked Barbour, who 
called the young teenage phenom a close 
friend. “I took a sequence of 16 photos. I 
remember telling Gary Verhagen (the Maver-
icks’s boat captain), ‘If that looks like it looked 
through the camera, we just witnessed surf-
ing history.” 

When the film came back from the lab, 
sure enough, California surfing had been 
changed forever. Barbour’s epic photographs 
also thrust the preternaturally sunny and 
positive Moriarity into the limelight and 
earned him a sponsorship from O’Neill. 

“That wave was scarier than hell when it 
happened,” Barbour recalled. “I’ve never seen 
anyone get dragged so far. When he finally 
surfaced, he was like a pinhead bobbing way 
inside. I remember thinking, ‘What am I going 
to tell his mom?’”

Of course, Barbour has also lost friends 
over the years, including Hawaiian big wave 
surfer Mark Foo. Barbour watched Foo die at 
Mavericks four days after Moriarity’s iconic 
wave, and Moriarity drowned in a Maldives 
freediving accident five years later.

“It was an honor witnessing these guys 
ride waves,” Barbour said. “They were some of 
the most soulful men to ever walk the earth. 
It’s sad that they had to die so young.”

Passion tolls in Barbour’s voice like a mile 
buoy when he talks surfing. Of course, when 
the topic turns to his new work, his stoke is 
undiminished. Early one morning last Novem-
ber, Barbour rounded a bend in a road in Baja 
and saw a turkey vulture perched on a cardon 
cactus against a stunning backdrop of rugged 
mountains and a wide strip of celestial blue.

“I thought, ‘Finally!’ I pull over and grab 
my camera and frame the shot,” said Barbour. 
But the vulture has its wings pulled tight 
against its body and, after a time, Barbour be-
gins to think the shot he’s imagined all these 
years is never going to happen. And then, 
with the casualness of Jay Moriarity hucking 
himself over the ledge at Mavericks and into 
legend, the turkey vulture spreads its glorious 
wings in the morning sun of Baja California. 
Click. ❧

Coffee Tastes Better in Baja – Marcos

Low light – Loreto

Ph
o

to
s: 

©
20

20
 B

o
b

 B
ar

b
o

u
r

24  |   Santa Cruz Style 

{v
ie

w
}


