
Most surfing legends are often referred to as “pioneers” in their sport. So, what better way is there to 
describe Todd Holland, who grew up in a log cabin?

“Actually, it was one of those kits my parents, family and friends built,” laughed Holland, who began his 
surfing legacy in Emerald Isle, N.C., a one-light tourist town back in the mid-1970’s.

Thirty years later, the fiddle-playing, mud-truck racing, surfing superstar will be back in the water this 
weekend at the 2007 Ron Jon Surf Shop 44th Annual Easter Surfing Festival at the Cocoa Beach Pier . 
And, for the first time in years, he’ll feel relaxed, shaking off the effects of once being attacked by an 
angry mob of Brazilian surfing fans that cut short his world-tour career, and a messy second divorce 
that left him miserable, penniless and out of surfing for five years. 

“But, I’m back, and enjoying life again,” said Holland, 39, who two months ago was enshrined into the 
East Coast Surfing Hall of Fame . 

Before Kelly Slater, there was Holland, ripping up the ASP World Tour for a decade against poster boys 
such as Martin Potter, Tom Curren, Derek Ho and Sunny Garcia. “And he beat a lot of those guys,” said 
Melbourne Beach’s Dick Catri, who once coached Holland and Slater on his youth surf team. “Todd was 
one of the first guys to really bring attention to Florida surfers. He was a very talented surfer—and still 
is.”

Holland remains among the top 30 surfers of all-time with nine top-32 finishes on the world circuit. He 
finished as high as eighth in 1991, and won the 1990 Op Pro (now the U.S. Open) in Huntington Beach, 
CA defeating Potter (the reigning champion) and Curren (the 
points leader) along the way. 

After moving to Cocoa Beach at age 11, Holland became part of 
the “Rat Pack” with Slater and his brothers, at the beach behind 
the Islander Hut at 4th Street. “Back then, we were just seeing 
who could do the most 360’s, things like that,” Holland said. “We 
were just kids hanging out before we got competitive.” Todd was 
the biggest Pro surfing prospect to come out of Florida at the 
time. Sean Slater remembers challenging him to push-up contests 
in gym class, and Sean remembers that Todd held the school re-
cord for the most consecutive push-ups during that time. 

Australian stars Peter “P.T.” Townend and Ian Cairns selected Holland, then 13, to be the youngest 
surfer on the NSSA National Team. In 1984, Holland finished third behind Damien Hardmann and Jeff 
Booth in the World Amateur Championships in Huntington Beach and captured the U.S. Amateur title in 
1986 at Sebastian Inlet. It was Townend and Cairs who developed Holland’s smooth style. “If you 
started hopping, they’d get mad,” Holland laughed. “They wanted to see more S-turns, and put the sec-
tions together. That made my surfing solid.”

Towend, the ASP’s first world champion, was the first to take him to Hawaii at age 13. “He was a little 
guy, and I let him get beat up by all those big waves,” Towend said. “It scared the hell out of me,” Hol-
land said.



TRAVEL TIME

Eventually, her son’s travel experiences led her to open her current business, Surf Express, a travel agency in 
Cocoa Beach, now in it’s 22nd year. “I used him to practice, to see which airlines lost or broke his board 

By the time he was a senior at Cocoa Beach High School, Holland had signed a contract to represent Ocean Pa-
cific, a giant in the surfing industry. “We were excited,” said his mom, Carol. “At the time, it was the biggest 
contract ($36,000) ever signed by someone around here. But it was basically enough to cover his plane tickets. 
Everyone Monday, he’d be on a place off to another contest.”
s, and which ones were the best,” said Carol, a former ASP contest director.

Holland began surfing around the world, but it wasn’t easy making 
ends meet. “He endured,” Carol said. For instance, instead of paying 
dues in gyms, Holland would run up and down the steps at the Cape 
Royal building for exercise. He bagged groceries at Winn Dixie and 
even paid half of his entry fees. “I remember one summer, during high 
school, he was living in California and was sleeping on a board bag un-
der an awning of a trailer,” Carol said. “At one point, he wasn't surfing 
well, and he was way down on himself. I said, “Well, we’ll get you on a 
flight as soon as we can, and you can come home.” He said, “Come 
home? No way!”

“He wasn’t finished.”

By the time he graduated from Cocoa Beach High School in 1987, the ASP World Tour was already heading for 
it’s fourth event. “Most of those events, I started four to six rounds deep,” said Holland, “because I had no 
(seeding) points.” But, at the OP Pro that year, he beat Mark Occhilupo and finished 27th in the world, making 
the cut by one to launch a decade of world-tour surfing. “That just gave me a confidence level,” Holland said. 
“He was always a little scrapper,” said Dick Catri, “and you have to have that kind of ego and attitude, because 
it’s almost a requirement to compete at that level. Guys like Kelly may never show it, but believe me, they feel 
it.”

It was that competitive attitude that nearly got Holland killed in an incident that effectively ended his career.

GREAT ESCAPE

In 1993, Ocean Pacific filed for bankruptcy, according to Holland, and his lack of sponsorship was a severe blow. 
Slater had won the world title as a rookie in 1992, and was going off in a different direction. “I wanted to beat 
him,” Holland said, “but it was definitely out of motivation. The Quicksilver people handled him, so he didn’t 
need me.”

In the fall of 1993, just outside of Sao Paulo, Brazil, Holland was looking for 
one good finish in a World Qualifying Series event. That would of enabled him 
to rejoin the world tour the following year—and also would have allowed him to 
return to Cocoa Beach to see the birth of his son. Instead, things got wild—and 
scary.

Holland was called for a paddling interference against Victor Ribas, one of the 
top Brazilian surfers. “When you get a paddling-interference call against you,” 
Holland explained, “the only way to win is to get one called on the other guy. 
So I just sat on him, trying to grab any wave in front of him.” Then, the contest 
announcer began inciting the crowd to turn against Holland, Suddenly, people were chasing Holland in the wa-
ter. “A guy jumped on my back and another hit me in the head,” Holland said. “I got hit on the beach a couple 
of times. The whole crowd tried to get me.”

Armed police, with guns drawn, did their best to clear a path on the beach for Holland, and they escorted him in 
a van to a jail cell, where he spent a few hours—but only for his protection. “They told me to shave my beard off 
right away,” he said. “Then later that night, another surfer came by and sneaked me onto his floorboard and 
then onto a plane. Basically, they sneaked me out of the country.”



If he had made it through that heat with Ribas (both were eliminated), Holland would have seen his son 
born. Instead, it was on to Hawaii, where he requalified with ease. But the memories still haunt him. 
“It’s something that should of never happened,” he said. “If I went back there, I know it would not have 
been safe. But I really never had any desire to go back.” 

By 1995, his pro career was virtually over. Because he was forced to skip the big-points events in Brazil, 
it was nearly impossible to qualify for the world tour. “I put it all behind me—you have to,” he said. 
“That was a big negative. It cost me … my career.”

LIFE IS GOOD

These days, Holland is much happier, although he did go through some 
tough times in his second marriage, which has since dissolved, but not 
without repercussions. “It was a bad situation, it dragged me down to 
nothing,” he said. “I was out of the water, pretty much, for five years 
(working in cleanup at construction sites). “But I learned a lot. When it 
all hit the fan, you find out who your friends really are.”

He learned he had many.

Ron Jon Surf Shop supported him as one of its team riders for many 
years. “They paid out more money that most surf shops ever would,” he said. And, early last year, he 
received a gift from one of his old buddies. It was a Channel Islands signature surfboard from Slater, 
who had just won his eighth world title. He sent me a gift, just out of the blue,” Holland said. “Kelly 
helped me get back into surfing. It got me motivated again.”

Now, he’s shaping his own boards, and working a 9-to-5 job at his Mom’s travel agency, just two blocks 
from the beach. He has parental custody of his daughter, Chalee, 8, who is as cute as she is smart, and 
who surfs with a pink leash attached to her board. Holland’s on, Calvin, 14, from his first marriage, re-
cently moved in with him and will be enrolled at Cocoa Beach High School. 

And, for the past eight months, Holland has found a new life with surfer 
girlfriend Lauren McLean, who last year won the East Coast women’s 
championship. 

Last Thanksgiving, Holland left the state for the first time since 2000, 
taking McLean and Chalee to Playa Hermosa in Costa Rica to see an-
other member of the “Rat Pack”, Charlie Kuhn—who , coincidentally, 
also was inducted into the Hall of Fame in January. 

“My priorities in life have changed,” Holland said. “I have my daughter, 
and I love it. My life’s back—I’m working, I’m surfing. I’m still in debt, 
but I went from a miserable person who couldn’t do what I wanted to do, to loving life again.”

Earlier this year, Todd didn’t have enough money to enter the Sebastian Inlet Pro contest, but this 
weekend, he’ll be back at the Cocoa Beach Pier. Just like old times. “I’m a lot older now, but I’m work-
ing to get back into it again,” he said. “I know I just can’t go out and surf every day like some of these 
younger kids, because I have a job. I figure, if I do good, then that’s great. If not, no big deal.

“There’s not much pressure on me now. I know I still have to go to work Monday morning.”

Yeah, Life is good.

(This story was printed in Florida TODAY in April 2007.)

SURFEX.COM

Surf Express became “official” in 1986. The goal was to move surfers to waves at an affordable price on airlines which were surfer 
friendly, putting them into vehicles and providing basic wave info. Carol Holland has worked with NSSA and ASP for many years 
and her experience in moving surfers and their equipment laid the basis of this company. 


