
The Coast Star (09/20/2012): Legendary 
surfers tell their stories to crowd in Belmar 

Buttons Kaluhiokalani, Reno Abellira among the day’s speakers 

 

Local surfing legend Cecil Lear, of Belmar [from left, top], Bart Yarnold, event organizer, surfing legend Reno 
Abellira, from Hawaii, and local surfing legend Vince Troniec, of Allenhurst, along with Don Tarrant, owner of 

Eastern Lines Surf Shop, in Belmar [from left, bottom], Les Reitman, of Brielle, Joann Mac Gowan Levey, of Wall 
Township, and surfing legend Buttons Kaluhiokalani, from Hawaii, gathered at Surf Stories by the Shore on 

Wednesday Sept. 12. Surf Stories by the Shore was an event hosted by the borough’s Chamber of Commerce to 
benefit the Hannah Pro, the women’s surfing division of the Belmar Pro, which was held in the borough this past 

weekend. Photo by SUEANNE GOSS, STAR NEWS GROUP 

By Haley Behre 

BELMAR — People gathered in Belmar on Sept. 12 to hear stories about the trials, tribulations, 
triumphs and milestones from those who have become surf legends.  



Buttons Kaluhiokalani and Reno Abellira — two surf legends — joined many local legends 
outside Jake’s Crab Shack, 500 Ocean Ave., for Surf Stories by the Shore, an event to raise 
money for the Hannah Pro, the women’s surfing division of the Belmar Pro, which took place 
last weekend. 

The event, hosted by the borough’s chamber of commerce, raised about $500 for the Hannah 
Pro, which will go toward the women’s purse for the winners, said Bart Yarnold, event 
organizer. 

The legends each took their place in front of the crowd, reminiscing about their personal surfing 
journey and how they got to where they are today.  

Mr. Yarnold said while the event is to raise money for the Hannah Pro, which is named after his 
daughter, 17, who died in 2010 from cardiac arrest, “It’s not about the money.” 

“It’s a family affair,” he said, noting he remembers sitting on the Belmar beach as a child 
watching some of these people surf. “There is a lot of disaccord in our country now, but there are 
a lot of things that bring this country together … and the surfing family is a special family.” 

The evening began with local surfing legend Cecil Lear, of Belmar, talking about the origins of 
surfing in the area. 

In the early 1960s, a group of locals who had started surfing, such as Mr. Lear, Jake Peppers and 
Hank Leonard, wanted a beach to surf on, so they put together a presentation for the “town 
fathers,” Mr. Lear said, and a negotiation was reached: Seventh Avenue was to be the surfing 
beach. 

“The first day that everyone came down to go surfing there were waves,” he said, noting the 
ocean is normally flat. 

From there, surfing took off, he said, and people traveled up and down the coast surfing and 
meeting other surfers. 

Mr. Lear then talked about all the women who “didn’t want to play field hockey or soccer,” but 
wanted to surf. 

One of these women was Joann Mac Gowan Levey, of Wall Township. 

Ms. Levey, who spent one year teaching at Kahuku High & Intermediate School, about 10 miles 
from Pipeline, in Hawaii, said surfing has changed significantly since the 1960s.  

“There were no leashes, no helicopters, no jet skis, no lifeguards,” she said. 

Following Mr. Lear and Ms. Levey’s testimony about local surfing, Reno Abellira, from Hawaii, 
spoke about growing up in Hawaii and the hardships of wanting to be a professional surfer.  



“There’s never been a more popular time to be a surfer in the history of the planet, it seems, 
because everybody wants to be a surfer. It’s a very validating thing,” he said. “When I was a kid, 
I had to fight tooth and nail to pursue a career in surfing.” 

Mr. Abellira continued by talking about growing up in Hawaii and having to follow in the 
footsteps of many legends such as the Beachboys of Waikiki, a renowned group of Hawaiian 
watermen who worked on the beaches of Waikiki from the 1920s to the 1950s. He then talked 
about competitions and how the prize money is substantially more today than in the 196os. 

According to his Facebook page, Mr. Abellira was the Makaha International Jr. Men’s Champion 
and the Hawaii Professional Noseriding Champion in 1966. In 1967, he was the Makaha 
International Jr. Men’s Champion, and in 1968 he was a finalist in the World Contest in Puerto 
Rico. 

Currently, Mr. Abellira designs surfboards at his surf shop, Reno Abellira Hawaii Surf Designs, 
in Waialua, Hawaii. 

“I’d like to think that surfing is my hula, my dance ... and I would like to do it forever,” Mr. 
Abellira said. 

Buttons Kaluhiokalani, of Hawaii, who came to Belmar with his family, spoke next.  

“Surfing goes around the world and it is a full circle like having children and sharing and giving 
and being here,” he said. 

Mr. Kaluhiokalani spoke about growing up in Hawaii and looking up to Mr. Abellira, Larry 
Bertlemann, a pro surfer in the 1970s, and other surfers, hoping to be just as good as they were 
one day. 

“Being a little kid and having these guys push you to another level … and almost literally 
drowning you and having these guys have faith in you,” he said. “Of course you have to take a 
few beatings to your head. But if you have it in your heart and you love the sport, you just keep 
on going.” 

“I’m 54 now, and I’m still doing what I love and it means a lot,” he continued.  

Mr. Kaluhiokalani placed first in the Pro Classic Trials in Sunset, Hawaii, in 1974, and the 
Sunkist Open in Malibu, Calif. in 1979. He also placed first in Japan, in 1982, and Peru, in 1984, 
according to the website, buttonssurfschool.com/history. 

He also has over 100 wins as an amateur surfer. 

Local surf legend Vince Troniec, of Allenhurst, talked about Mr. Lear and how he helped get 
surfing started in this area. 



“Cecil really got it organized to the point you’d meet the Belmar crew, you’d meet people in 
Atlantic City,” he said. “You didn’t have cellphones, but when you saw each other you’d have 
plenty of stories.” 

Mr. Troniec owned The Islanders, a surf shop in North Long Branch, from 1972-1982. He 
currently works part time at Spellbinders Surf & Skate in Allenhurst.  

Richard Lee, executive director of Surfers’ Environmental Alliance [SEA], spoke about what 
SEA has done to ensure the ocean is kept clean for surfers. 

SEA works on local issues, such as beach access, trying to save surf breaks, redesigning beach 
renourishment projects that originally destroyed the surf from Manasquan to Sandy Hook, he 
said.  

One of the main activities SEA has is a paddle around Manhattan, which began six years ago, 
Mr. Lee said. Since its inception, the paddle has raised $1.7 million for environmental issues and 
autism groups, such as Surfers Healing, a nonprofit group dedicated to teaching autistic children 
how to surf, he said.  

Surfers Healing, Mr. Lee said, was in Belmar on Sept. 8 and 9 and taught 240 autistic children to 
surf on Sunday and another 60 children on Monday.  

“That to me is just so magical,” he said. 

Mr. Yarnold, event organizer, said the event was “great” and that “everybody loved it.”  

“It was like a family reunion in a way especially if you can bring your idols who you find out are 
your brothers and sisters,” he said, referring to the fact the surfing community is like a family. 

Mr. Yarnold said he is already planning for next year’s event. 

“I already have some friends in mind,” he said. ‘It’s going to be good. I can guarantee that.”  

	  


