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About the Book

There will never be another surfer like Miki ‘Da Cat’ Dora. For twenty years the dashing and enigmatic dark prince of California surfing dominated the Malibu waves and his peers’ imaginations, blazing a trail that would inspire generations to come. But when the sport exploded into the mainstream and surfing changed for ever, Dora’s paradise was lost.

Outraged at gridlocked swells and a scene that had grown ever more commodified, Dora eventually fled Malibu, seeking empty waves – and anonymity – beyond America. He’d also run afoul of the law, and he led the authorities on a seven-year chase around the globe. Yet, Dora would never give up searching for the spirit of the Malibu he’d lost. Wherever he made his home – New Zealand, South Africa, France – he personified the rebel heart of surfing and became a legend in his own time.

This brilliant biography, based on interviews with more than three hundred people who knew Dora, finally uncovers the truth about surfing’s most seductive and complicated icon.
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DoraWorld

What we call fame is nothing but the sum of all mistakes circulating about one individual. —Rainer Maria Rilke

I’m a freak of nature and don’t fit in with anybody. —Miki Dora

ON DECEMBER 29, 2001, shipwrecked on his sickbed at his father’s home in Montecito, California, his withering, jaundiced body still remarkably tan from the sun in whose sustaining grace he had spent nearly every day of his life, Miki Dora slowly dictated two brief paragraphs as a female friend printed the words on a small sheet of lined note paper. They began: “I, Myklos [sic] Sandor Dora, under the circumstances I find myself, I have no alternative but to leave all my personal effects to …”

Four days later, the undisputed king of Malibu in its glory days, whose beyond-graceful feline self-possession and uncanny wave artistry had earned him the nickname “Da Cat,” and the accolade then that “At the perfect surfing spot, on the perfect day, Miki Dora is probably the best surfer in the world,” was dead at sixty-seven of pancreatic cancer.

Had Dora been just another top surfer from a bygone era he might have washed quietly into the back pages of Sports Illustrated or Surfer magazine years ago. Instead, in his heyday and Malibu’s—before and for a short time after the 1959 movie Gidget explosively popularized an edge-dwelling sport enjoyed by a rugged and eccentric few and changed it (many say for the worse) forever—Dora not only dominated surfing style and soul, but unlike his contemporaries, many of them break-the-mold wave-masters in their own right, transcended both. Dora’s God-given gifts in the water coupled with the living theater of his complicated, comic, nonconformist personality, both on and off the beach, made him what they could never be: a legend in his own time.

And yet … in a flawed and restive life framed against the backdrop of a sport and postwar America coping with radical social change in the ’50s and ’60s, and later, after he abandoned Malibu and California in the mid-’70s to roam a world enduring its own growing pains caused by what he saw as First World corruption, ecological disaster, and the death of the individual, Dora found himself trapped in a black hole of celebrity between the soul-sucking consequences of his iconic talent, charm, and mystique, and his hermetic instinct to reject the spotlight because he believed that nothing in life was more valuable than total personal freedom—no matter what the cost to himself, and often others.

Many desire personal freedom; few actually seize it. Dora did and hung on with all his might, to his betterment and detriment.

If it meant never having a real job, never marrying, never having children (at least that he knew or acknowledged; there are rumors), finding love with an assortment of enraptured women and true love mostly late in life with the loyal canine companion he considered his “child”—he embraced it. If it meant using forged passports and fraudulent credit cards, for a time, to sustain his world travels, or simply scamming you out of a few bucks or a free lunch—he’d risk it. If it meant lamenting environmental ruin, seeing conspiracy and Big Brother everywhere, and pining out loud for the good old days he knew could never return, while predicting the imminent Apocalypse—he’d broadcast it. If it meant dodging the FBI, doing prison time, going expatriate, trusting few and revealing himself to fewer—he’d keep that secret. If it meant flexing his irresistible star quality and rapier wit to live on the kindness, gullibility, or fan worship of strangers, and be reached Poste Restante in odd corners of the world—he’d work it. If it meant avoiding the press, fiercely protecting his public image as someone who never “sold out,” leaving a string of breathless movie producers and publishers at the altar, and writing audacious semifictional travelogues for surf magazines that added an ego-boosting literary dimension to his artistic canon and put a few dollars in his pocket—he’d string them along. If it meant being a Rorschach test incarnate that inspired obsessive projection and transference like a sacred text demands constant re-interpretation—he’d be it without even breaking a sweat. If it meant being a delightful dinner companion, courteous guest, friendly to friends’ children who could immediately sense his own childlike nature—he’d enjoy the moment. If it meant being estranged from his parents yet unable to cut the cord, befriending the occasional odd or interesting younger man or woman and treating them in embryo as he wished he’d been treated (then testing them to make sure they wanted nothing from him), forever rejecting authority, and seeing most human interaction as a competition to be won—he’d endure the consequences. If it meant speaking out against the commodification of surfing, the tidal wave of corporate groupthink, the sell-out mentality of surfing peers poised to profit from their sudden “careers” or celebrity—he’d bite the hand. If it meant forever baptizing himself in the most intimate communion with the ocean itself, a mystical congruence that he couldn’t and wouldn’t explain to just anyone no matter how hard they pressed—then let the ritual begin.

Reclusive and gregarious, cocksure and cryptic, primitive and urbane, solemn and witty, canny and reckless, uncompromising and mercurial, contradictory and unequivocal, Dora was surfing’s most outspoken practitioner, charismatic prince, chief antihero, committed loner, and enduring mystery.

He wanted it that way. Except, of course, when he didn’t.

This much is certain: Miki Dora’s is the greatest surf story never told. It’s all about surfing, and it’s not about surfing at all.

Loner. Rebel. Outlaw. Wanderer. Legend.

Those who knew Miki Dora, those who wished they had or never had, all agree: there will never be another character in surfing like Miki Dora. No one. Not even close.

Which is not to suggest that anyone ever really knew him.

“The minute someone says, ‘Oh yeah, I was friends with Miki,’ you can pretty well count on that being bullshit,” says Greg “Da Bull” Noll, the most celebrated of classic-era big-wave conquerors, recently featured in Stacy Peralta’s 2004 documentary Riding Giants. Noll’s relationship with Dora endured for fifty choppy years. “Miki did not have friends as most people think of the word friend. Miki went through life—and it was just his style—using people, whether he liked them or didn’t, like little stepping-stones to get from one place to another. With Miki it was always about Miki. But he was an absolutely incredible individual, the most different person that I’ve ever come across. Since he passed away there isn’t a day that I don’t think about the sonofabitch.”

For years, anyone who’d seen Dora surf in person, watched his rare appearances on film, or stared at magazine pictures of him in the perfect position on the perfect wave (or pushing other surfers off so he could have the wave to himself), could not deny his world-class abilities. The late Surf Guide magazine editor Bill Cleary—a prime surf culture mythologizer who could spend hours deconstructing Dora—once wrote, “Miki was born with an invisible organ, some mysterious faculty analogous to a radio tuned to higher frequencies. The ‘sounds’ that reached Miki … were more like a swirl of color that contained information Miki’s brain hungered for, which enabled him to surf in ways beyond our imaginings.”

Author and surf historian Matt Warshaw, in his Encyclopedia of Surfing, described Dora’s style as, “bebopping to a complex rhythm no other surfer heard.”

Surf pundits and pals have called Dora “the Muhammad Ali of surfing,” and not just because he rope-a-doped surf media and surf culture with relentless zest.

In Hollywood-speak, think of Dora’s life as The Endless Summer meets Breathless meets Catch Me If You Can: part soulful, wandering wave addict; part hyperkinetic thrill seeker; part surf grifter always a few steps ahead of the plebeian beach hordes and “the man.” See: It takes three films to describe Dora’s life, not the usual two.

His psyche was a Rubik’s Cube that no one could solve. Many tried.

In Dora’s obituary, the London Times described him as “A surfing hedonist who became a hero to a generation of beach bums before turning his back on the waves. (He) was everything that a surfer ought to be: He was tanned, he was good-looking, and he was trouble. West Coast archetype and antihero, he became the incarnation of surfing for the postwar generation … indeed he was so much a rebel that he rebelled, in the end, against surfing. … Dora was a Kerouac in board shorts, the soulmate of Jack Nicholson in One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest: A subversive, restless wild man.”

The description is almost accurate: Dora rebelled against inorganic surfing culture and its inevitable absorption into the mainstream, but he never turned his back on the waves.

Artist and cultural iconist John Van Hamersveld, who created the original Endless Summer poster, as well as the Beatles’ Magical Mystery Tour and the Rolling Stones’ Exile on Main Street album covers, sees an artistic kinship between Dora and Andy Warhol, both of whom Van Hamersveld knew. “Like Andy, Miki fed—and made most of his life’s work—off of his unconscious behavior, of which he never had to become conscious.”

Drew Kampion, the lyrical surf writer who rode his first wave at Dora’s home break, Malibu, in 1962, adds a dimension of folklore: Dora as a self-created literary figure, “The Bob Dylan of surf culture.”

To the haute-culture-inclined Dora painted a worldview as skewed and dazzling as Picasso’s in his cubist period. Or he was Nureyev on a wave.

Surfer magazine, in its book Perfect Day, called him “surfing’s dark prophet, the enigmatic, nonconformist, slightly nefarious counterpart to the sunny, Beach Boys image of California … surfing’s rebel without a pause.”

To the masses Dora was Elvis—and remains so, even though he has left the ocean.

But Derek Hynd, the noted Australian surfer/writer, who spent much time with Dora when they both lived in Jeffreys Bay, home of a fast, world-class wave at the southern tip of South Africa, cautions against these comparisons. “It’s almost as though any twentieth-century American icon would do better comparing himself or herself to Dora rather than the other way around. He was an American original. Every genius surely had a mentor, but Dora perhaps less than other geniuses. If anything, he was, at heart, more like the last great Indian chiefs, refusing to bow before overwhelming force, before they were shunted into the reservations. To me he’s beyond. He’s not in the mold of.”

Hawaii-based oceanographer, professor, and surfer Ricky Grigg, who knew Dora during the early Malibu years, agrees. “People sometimes compare him to James Dean or Brando, but that’s backward. They were him.”

Dora was in many ways to surfing what John Cassavetes was to filmmaking. Both were groundbreaking independents. Neither catered to the crowd, but practiced their art for themselves. Both created in others raw and uncomfortable emotions. Both wanted bigger questions about life answered, or at least explored. Cassavetes’s movies were often quasi-documentaries, focused on real-time, moment-by-moment details. Dora lived moment to moment, truly. Cassavetes learned to play the show business game, when necessary, in order to pursue his muse. Dora did the same by taking money to act in beach party flicks, and creating his own surfboard line. They lived at the intersection of art and commerce with an ambidexterity that allowed them to take either route in order to persevere—no matter what the purists said. And both Cassavetes and Dora are immensely influential even though the masses under their influence aren’t necessarily clued in, and know less than they should about either. But filmmakers know, and true surfers know, that these pioneers, however unacknowledged by the mainstream, are arguably far more important than those who later adopted their ideas, donned their guises, and followed in their footsteps.

Even online, the battle to define Dora rages: “Funny how culture takes an asshole rebel and beach drifter and makes him a cult hero by virtue of just being around a long time,” one poster wrote. “Love him, hate him or refuse to acknowledge him. One thing is for certain—you could never ignore him,” wrote another.

The analogies and allusions could go on and on, and for years they have in an attempt to define why someone so undefinable was so important: Dora was Sid Vicious meets Cary Grant, in board shorts. Dora was a force of nature who rode through life the way he rode the wave: aggressively, poetically, memorably, and totally on his own terms. Dora was a quantum personality: a human uncertainty principle, a question, not an answer. In the circus of surf, he was part ringmaster, part tightrope walker, part Flying Wallenda, part clown in the burning house.

“The late 20th century would have been sculpted differently without Miki Dora,” Derek Hynd wrote in a posthumous elegy to Dora, in Surfer, in 2002. “Suave and erudite … alternately disheveled and subversive, Dora was foremost a deconstructor of the American Dream, a savage prankster whose orchestrations through the mid-’50s to mid-’60s went beyond revolution at the beach. His surfing genius and flamboyance as both a real life and popularized Moondoggie character launched an international subculture whose influence quickly went mainstream. He foresaw Wall Street opening its lips in the mid-’60s and railed against it. He corrupted himself on Hollywood stunt work and royalties from signature (surfboard) models bearing his Da Cat moniker, yet with his sense of black irony, enhanced an unclassifiable image in the process. Hero to the disaffected purist, villain to the crass profiteer, he wore the guise of an arch chameleon. In a mastery of movement in and out of the Malibu lineup, he was a Beat poet without needing to open his mouth, an effortless performance artist without needing to walk the board. His oft-shocking mystique ran parallel lines to that of Cassius Clay in the early ’60s. Hundreds of thousands of new surfers and fans clambered to the worldwide post-Gidget explosion, and he held those who hungered to know him on a string.”

Dora, it seemed, could be anything to anybody, and he was willing to let those on the perimeter imagine what they wanted, especially if it suited his purpose, which is why this dashing, shamanistic wave rider remains so memorable to multiple surfing generations and continues to exert both an esoteric and very real influence today. “If you had to pick one surfer that epitomized California surfing in the twentieth century, it would be Miki Dora,” Surfer’s Journal cofounder/publisher Steve Pezman told the Los Angeles Times in Dora’s obituary. “Everything that’s wrong with it and everything that’s right with it.”

But leave it to Dale Velzy, the late, crusty shaper and surf cowboy emeritus who was the first to put a brand on a surfboard, for a typically blunt reckoning: “Of all the surfers I knew”—and he knew them all—“Miki Dora was the greatest.”

What makes a surfer great?

“A great surfer is like a great anything,” says Drew Kampion. “He or she has prowess, knowledge, style, courage, can make it look easy, has a complex skill set, a spirit of adventure, and so on—all these but with something added. A truly great surfer has an artist’s sensibility, an empath’s intuition. His or her relationship with the ocean and its waves takes place largely in a subtle, morphic field … where the engagement is on a soul level … and the relationship is very much a cosmic dance.”

More than a few surfers possess these basic qualities in abundance, but in the end, it’s always that “something added,” that ineffable poetry of motion, that unbearable lightness of being, that differentiates the savant from the swarm. Like a greatest anything, you know it when you see it.

Miki Dora wasn’t the best surfer in every wave condition. He didn’t much prefer short boards when longboards drifted out of style—or more accurately, although he’d use shorter boards and experimented endlessly with concept and design throughout his life, ordering boards to his specifications from shapers around the world, he didn’t give up his graceful, down-the-line approach to do acrobatics like he was skateboarding on a wave.

Some say he wasn’t even the best at Malibu in his time and cite as proof his rare participation in contests and his failure to win any. But that argument will rage and nuance without resolution forever. In any case, contests weren’t his thing.

“He thought it was a fucking joke that surfing could be considered a competitive sport,” says surfing champion, Australian native, and Dora pal Nat Young. “He got me drunk the night we met in Hawaii in 1968, in a Waikiki hotel room—we were roommates at a surf contest—and he told me the whole thing was a farce, and to never take it seriously because it meant absolutely nothing. He competed because they invited him and they gave him a free place to stay. He was in there for the game.”

Dora played the game as only a natural can. Soul surfing—surfing for the sheer art and pleasure of it—was his church long before the term was coined, and his passion for worship was equaled only by his drive to create and sustain a lifestyle that gave him the liberty to live free to seek thrills, spontaneous adventure, waves, and wonder, wherever he could find them.

“Surfing was his sanctuary, the only place he could be at peace,” says C.C., a girlfriend he met in 1985 and stayed in contact with until the end. “You have to be completely focused. You can’t think about stuff that happened in the past like an unhappy childhood, and you’re not able to worry about where your next meal or bed will be. You have to be in the now. Surfing did for Miki what some people actually pay psychiatrists to help them with.”

Dora also played the game in life. A sensitive and artistic child, he had great difficulty handling his parents’ divorce (and their subsequent remarriages and divorces), his time in military and other boarding schools, his aversion to rules and to those he thought less clear-minded than he, and his all-too-human need for love and inclusion while rejecting the traditional ball and chain of both. Dora not only learned early to manipulate people and situations to get what he wanted, but he realized how easy it was to get away with his shenanigans.

When on rare occasion he was caught or confronted, he resorted to creating a obfuscatory haze of rationalization and ersatz philosophy to justify his actions, and he delivered it with uncommon charm and a rhetorical manner—always questioning the questioner. He also possessed an obstinate unwillingness to work for a living, less as a rebellion against surfing’s commercialization, and more as a way of life to counter society’s loss of direction and inevitable rot. And leave him free to surf.

He was the victim—always. Eventually he really believed it. Maybe.

The Zen of surfing may have helped Dora’s head, but it never eliminated the demons that plagued him.

To Dora, surfing was more art than sport, and he wanted a clean canvas on which to express his personal connection with the ocean and waves. No wonder he never got over his frustration, resentment, and desire for revenge on the “muscle-headed beach jocks” and landlocked kids who mobbed his beloved once-empty waves at Malibu and elsewhere after the movie Gidget debuted. When the beach party exploitation flicks that followed set off a youthquake that popularized a fun-in-the-sun lifestyle and its distractions for a new generation of Southern California kids, he watched as a golden era of natural balance between waves and riders was consigned to the commercial slag heap of new market trends. Now and then, in the years to come, he even regretted having worked in those quickie flicks as an extra, stunt double, and technical adviser.

Almost overnight the waves once enjoyed by a handful were fair game for everyone, specifically the crassly exploited and exploiting young who hunted for the best rides wherever they could be found, no matter whose backyard they had to cut through to get to the beach. Dora did it, too, but as he would remind you, he was there first. However, since the young make the market, the promise of catering to surfing’s fortuitously timed popularity glittered with financial reward. And if you lived beyond the sea, in the land of no surf, no matter: you could still wear the clothes, the hairstyles, use the lingo, listen to the music, dream.

The overcrowding of his sanctuary was a condition Dora could never control, only fight against in a losing guerrilla war. It was the perfect setup for a life spent searching for safe harbor.

For Dora, popularity broke the heart of surfing.

It broke his heart, too—but he’d be damned if he’d just take it. Although Dora notoriously disliked “surf music,” the Beach Boys’ song “Caroline, No,” from their seminal postsurf masterwork, Pet Sounds, can help one imagine the—I have to invent a word here: sentimelancholia—Dora and other purists felt at the inexorable expansion of the surfing universe after the Big Bang of Gidget.

Just imagine “Caroline” as a metaphor for California.

Where did your long hair go? Where is the girl I used to know? What made you lose that happy glow. Caroline, no. Who took that look away? I remember when you used to say you’d never change but that’s not true … Will I ever find in you again, things that made me love you so much then? Can we ever bring them back once they have gone?

The song is a perfect lament for the rise and demise of not only the uncorrupted surfing life of the ’30s through the mid-’50s, but the innocence of pre– and early post–World War II Southern California. This paradise lost was to Dora the heart of the matter, the wellspring of an enduring disappointment and discontent that eventually flooded other parts of his life, whether it had happened at Malibu or anywhere else in the world that an uncluttered existence and virgin waves were defiled by progress.

If, as some say, Dora’s achievement was to stay relatively true to avoiding dull-witted conformity and prosaic obligation, then the take-no-prisoners behavior that liberated him ironically caged him.

In the ’50s and ’60s, the times were a-changing. Cultural unrest and transformation filled the air. But when that rebellion evolved, for better or worse, into the Me Decade, Dora was left holding the bag as a standard-bearer for the small-time outlaw life. Was that a good thing? Heroic? Noble? Or just an inability or unwillingness to redefine himself?

At the outset, his misdeeds were those of youth, and the consequences ignored—until they added up and he had to pay up. But worse than spending almost a year behind bars—a circumstance totally anathema to the free-roaming Cat—he was also confronted with the contradictions of his outsider philosophy because he never stopped wanting to be able to enter at will the society he claimed to reject, and enjoy its benefits. (Some say he took revenge for the spoiled California dream by exploiting the spoilers in their own backyards.) He warned against the insidious effect of chasing the dollar, but didn’t mind enjoying what money could buy, or investing in the very capitalist system he abhorred, to make a few bucks.

Still, prison convinced Dora that anything was better than a life inside, so on release he eschewed the reckless and illegal and moved on, searching for sanctuary. Intimacy. People he could trust. A family of sorts. “He could have had it,” says his friend C.C., “if only he was willing to compromise. But he always had to be in control. …”

Even though Dora sometimes wanted to come in from the cold, sooner or later he came to know himself well enough to understand that his intimate longings aside, a safe place would never be more than a briefly realized dream. His “families” would be forever adoptive and worldwide, providing only temporary shelter, leaving him at last alone again and waiting for the next wave of opportunity.

Dora was always on the move, in the water and out. The game, as all surfers know, is to be in the best position. But sometimes that position meant living in dilapidated rooms, surrounded by scrapbooks full of family pictures, photos of waves and old-time surfers he admired, as well as wine labels, magazine clippings, yellowing letters from surf magazine editors and lovers, and ads for his signature surfboard. His companions were boards and wet suits, boxes of correspondence, books and CDs and videotapes, memorabilia and wonderous trinkets collected on his world travels. Sometimes a woman shared his home. In his later years, his beloved dog, Scooter Boy, did. It’s the price Miki paid for being Miki. To his credit—and this is one reason why he’s lionized—he never defaulted.

My fascination with Dora began in the early 1960s when I surfed the California coast, and poorly, I confess. Foremost, I respected Dora’s surfing ability and—the proof was in watching him on a wave—his almost ethereal connection to the ocean. I also followed Dora in surf films and magazines, and loved his bylined accounts of improbable international adventures, elliptical and audacious tracts about the true nature of surfing and life, and the rare Dora interviews, all typically sardonic, aggressive, ominous. And totally entertaining. But just underneath the provocations, there seemed to lay a cynical sadness and a wounded innocence. For Dora, who’d had nearly fifteen years of beautiful waves without crowds, the Golden Age was gone and the Apocalypse he so often predicted was surely at hand.

And if it wasn’t, it sounded good.

Dora’s pronouncements were also a talisman against which I and my surfing friends could privately compare our own budding personal philosophies. We had other surf heroes, but Dora was unique; like the I Ching, you saw in him what you needed to see. We would never surf as well or risk as much, but his envelope-pushing example made us ask ourselves important questions about what we wanted in life, and what we might be settling for.

Still, to Dora we were just in the way. Even if we’d hated Gidget or the beach party movies, as come-lately surfers we were by definition poseurs and scene-makers whose migration to the beach had to have come from a book or film and not naturally, from living near the ocean. We were, he said, “pollywogs” polluting his purview. Would it have surprised Dora to know that we also really loved the indescribable experience of sliding down a wave face and a lucky few seconds in the tube; that we, too, saw some sense in his complaints about the merchandisers, the silly Hollywood movies, and the lemming-like march off the deep end and into the trench of trendiness? So what if some of us lived in the San Fernando Valley, a once semiarid wasteland of fruit trees and tumbleweeds just over the hills inland from Malibu, that personified for him and others all the hated interlopers. (If the movie Chinatown revealed the corruption that brought water to the S.F. Valley, a surf-Chinatown might focus on the hollow Hollywood entertainments and entrepreneurial zeal that caused landlocked kids everywhere to flood the pristine waves.) Nothing we could do about it but enjoy ourselves and ride the “wave” in the direction it was breaking. I admired Dora, considered him an inspiration to a young man who didn’t want to lead a commonplace life, but I still wasn’t about to get out of the water until I was ready.

That came soon enough. Soon I began my own mini-rebellion against the establishment by becoming a writer who, like a surfer looking for ever-different waves, wanted only to forage here and there in search of new stories and experiences.

After doing a piece about Dora in 1983 for California magazine and spending some time with him before and after publication, I thought about him now and then for twenty years, while doing countless magazine interviews and eleven books. With his passing in 2002, I began to seriously consider exploring his untold story in more depth. I called Dora’s father, Miklos K. Dora. He was traveling, but his wife, Christine, directed me to Miki’s longtime patron and estate administrator, Harry Hodge, then a France- and Australia-based top executive at the huge beach and board lifestyle apparel company Quiksilver.

Over the next few months, Harry and I met for long conversations each time he came to Los Angeles. He told me of his history with Dora, and of his difficulties getting his friend of two decades to actually sit down and write the book he’d often told Harry he wanted to write. He also told me of Dora’s wish that (with all due respect to the many “surf” writers whose genre expertise leaves me in the shore break—and yet who still gave generously to this project: thank you) a nonsurf (but not necessarily nonsurfing) journalist do the job should he or she have the energy. We agreed that the book would be warts and all, and that although I wouldn’t dance on Dora’s grave simply to sensationalize, my first loyalty had to be to the story—whatever I found.

We hit it off, and he passed me to Miklos Sr.

At our first meeting, I gave Dora’s dad some of my earlier books to read and he liked them. He was also very up front in saying he thought my California magazine piece had captured Miki’s essence, but had been a bit hard on his son. Still, we got along, and in early 2003, with his and Christine’s encouragement and support, I began three years of traveling the globe from California to France to South Africa—and phoning everywhere else—to interview more than three hundred people and gather over a million words of testimony, plus research, on Dora’s life.

Although I worked independent of any official family control, Miklos and I agreed at the outset that the idea was to bring together in one place more about his son than ever before. I knew he was both reluctant and curious about what I might find. His only wish: “Be honest, fair, and creditable.

“I am an adult,” he said to me. “I expect to have pro and con. Miki had two sides of his life, I know that. Nobody’s liked by everybody. I just want you to do a good book.”

To find the story required that I travel deep into DoraWorld, navigating narrow channels both personal and political, to speak to his many friends, acquaintances, and otherwise. Most had never talked publicly about him while he was alive and in a possibly retributive mood. Dora’s disapprovals were legendary. One person I interviewed for the California magazine story—former Surfer editor/publisher Jim Kempton—told me that Dora had taken a dump in a box and mailed it to him, as thanks. And he wasn’t the only one.

“Basically it was the accusation of ‘Everything you said was all made up,’” says Kempton, years later. “Of course the next time I saw him, a year later in France, it’s all love and kisses and ‘Let’s go to dinner and have a big feast in San Sebastian.’ Here’s the most important point: you have to understand that he sent me the box so that we would have this conversation now. Understand? Whether Miki understood or whether it was unconscious, Miki was always building that legacy.”

I heard—and asked—this question more than most: How complicit was Dora in strategically creating and directing the grand play of his life?

“That’s the huge mystery,” says Jim Kempton. “That’s the seminal question.”

Who knows what Dora dreamt, what thoughts scattered through his head when he awoke each morning, what he mulled as he showered, ate his breakfast, drove to the beach, trimmed on a wave. What fantasies lay down with him at night? Did he spin schemes or were his musings as mundane and ordinary as our own?

Having lived his life, as Dora sometimes claimed, with attention to every move, he is of course on one level totally responsible. He did it. He is it. But as an eponymous literary character composing a novel of self … well, one has to leave some room for inspiration and serendipity, for the character to wrest control of the story from the author, as is common.

John Van Hamersveld’s earlier observation that Dora instinctively fed off his unrestrained unconscious is instructive. It’s most likely that Dora’s studied deadpan and watchful, sometimes paranoid ambiguity simply created in those he encountered a tension that left them wondering what was real and what wasn’t. He instinctively knew that once the audience was off balance, all possibilities were in play. Anything could be true or false, and the brilliance of this pose was that there was usually enough truth involved to make deciphering his intentions and motivations impossible. No wonder the Surfer’s Journal’s Steve Pezman said that writing about Dora can be a fool’s game—surf journalist quicksand. Instead of just enjoying the performance, too many were left trying to figure out how the trick was done.

Dora always said he just wanted to be left alone. But during my research it became clear that while he didn’t want to be gossiped about, and always cautioned acquaintances, “Don’t sell me out,” the dictum was hardly inviolable. In fact, the whispers were necessary to the mystery and the life of unaccountability it sustained. As much as this might disappoint the faithful, Dora lived by few absolutes. Instead, he was intuitively connected to life’s dialectic, the ceaseless pendulum of existence between poles of meaning and behavior. A true flow to go with. His needs, ethics, and moral floor were situational.

Dora relied on his reputation and legend to help him get by, to the waves, to navigate the chore of living day to day. After all, how could someone who didn’t work pay the bills? How could a “nobody” be everybody’s guest? Acquaintances around the world didn’t put him up just because he surfed, but because he was Miki Dora. And he knew it. And he used it.

Dora was self-aware enough to know that it was better to appear in control even when he wasn’t, however it meant playing the game. Reality is perception. Reality is deception. Reality is up for discussion. All of it worked to Dora’s advantage, particularly because of his self-appointed and subtly encouraged acolyte network that, having read his interviews and screeds, and having occasionally been dazzled by a personal encounter, found their fantasies of self-reliance and rebellion inflamed. Others simply wanted to suck up and get his approval, and spread the truth and illusion of his legend far and wide.

Someone told me of a group of hard-core Dora-freaks who have Pat Darrin’s picture of their hero on the crossed surfboards tattooed on their bodies. “Miki would have laughed and thought they were pathetic,” he added.

All this made his mythos, but Dora being Dora, he claimed he didn’t want to be a legend; he said it to me himself, sort of: “I’ve never considered myself a legend.” But a careful parsing reveals that he’s only absolved himself of the responsibility, not the fact, and not to using it to his advantage. The rest is up to us.

Another question I heard often was, why should anyone care about a ne’er-do-well surfer, or any surfer for that matter? Aren’t surfers Jeff Spicoli–like dudes who would just as soon use a book for a bonfire than read it?

Whoa, bro! Not so fast. In its February 28, 2006, obituary of former Los Angeles Times publisher and founding family scion Otis Chandler, the newspaper began their memorial this way: “At his apex as publisher of the Los Angeles Times, Otis Chandler received a message one morning from a fellow surfer. Waves were cresting at 12 to 15 feet off Dana Point, ‘the largest Southern California surf of my lifetime,’ he would later recall. Chandler was a busy man, in the midst of catapulting the Times from mediocrity into the front ranks of American journalism. He was probably the most successful newspaper publisher in the country … ‘Within an hour,’ he said, ‘I had gathered things up in my briefcase, told my secretary, “Well, we can shine those afternoon meetings off,” and headed for Dana Point.’”

Why the hurry? Easy. Waves are here and gone. You never want to hear, “You should have been here an hour ago.”

Forget the “sport”; this is what sets apart the art of surfing. Even though it may be preserved in photos and on film, and certainly in memories, a wave ride is created by the artist, for him- or herself, with no stopwatch and nothing left behind to analyze. Southern California’s fine new Surfing Heritage Museum can exhibit boards, artifacts, and oral and visual histories, but it can’t ride a wave for you. And how can one really capture on a page the glistening sun, the refreshing chill of the dawn mist, the taste of saltwater and seaweed, the rush of the drop-in, the Zen of the glide?

Surfing is even more transitory than climbing up or skiing down a mountain. At least when you’re done, the mountain is still there.

Waves have always been a spiritual force. Glenn Hening, founder of the Surfrider Foundation and cofounder of the Groundswell Society, likes to tell stories about how, “as far back as 3,000 years ago, the Peruvians venerated waves. They considered them the most tangible reference point for divine power on the planet. Miki Dora, among others, was transfixed by the mystery of riding waves. To understand him you have to understand what it is about a wave and the peak moments of surfing that have nothing to do with BUDWEISER written across a surfboard on a freeway billboard.”

“I once heard that had Miki grown up in Japan, he would be considered a national icon, a hero,” says Riding Giants director Stacy Peralta. “But in this country you have to be the star of an accepted sport. The problem was that Miki had nothing to show for his art. As soon as the wave is gone, it’s done. All the beautiful ‘wave paintings’ he did have disappeared.”

Surfing, then, is either one of the most courageous art forms, or the laziest; the ultimate in humility or narcissism. Likely all of the above. And it’s still uncertain how well the world will ever appreciate surfing beyond the bodies, bikinis, acrobatics, and commercial appeal, because, as any surfer will tell you, the act is indescribable. You’re so in the moment it’s like dreaming; you act on instinct. And the dream-state pleasure-producing endorphins are so powerful that when you pull out of the wave you can’t wait to catch another and prolong the dream. Talk about addictive.

Okay, then; so surfing is either an indolent, self-aggrandizing pastime or artful solipsism on a board. It’s fine for summer, but then it’s back to work or school. Surfing isn’t something you pursue your whole life, or, as in Dora’s case, toss over real life to do, is it?

But what is real life anyway?

That was Dora’s question.

Most people don’t think of their lives as their own, as something they can spend as they choose. That’s what made Miki different. He did. Adamantly.

“Ultimately, Miki does nothing but go surfing,” says director/screenwriter John Milius. “He’s the ultimate hedonist. It’s the question in Riding Giants: Is this hedonism worth it? In that movie, the answer is yes, it’s worth it as much as any other endeavor.”

Part of our limitations is lifelong conditioning; we’ve bought into the social routine and, like most everyone else, wear the mantle of restraint and resignation without really knowing it’s there. It’s not so hard to understand why: To break away from family and responsibility is tough. Tougher still is to actually come face-to-face with your own fear-producing and awe-inspiring power to be who and what you want to be. You have to be willing to accept the costs and rewards involved. Try it. Walk out the front door, turn left, keep going … keep going. Don’t look back. Don’t come back. You’re free. Now what?

Writing about Neal Cassady in his 2005 Los Angeles Times review of Neal Cassady: Collected Letters 1944–1967, author Gerald Nicosia opens with a story that could easily apply to Dora. “Hidden in an otherwise joking, high-on-pot, mocking letter to Allen Ginsberg in 1947, Neal Cassady offhandedly gives the key to his life: ‘[S]ee how I write on several confused levels at once, so do I think, so do I live, so what, so let me act out my part at the same time I’m straightening it out, so as to reach an authentic destiny.’”

Dora in a nutshell.

“The Beats were all about authenticity,” explained author Kem Nunn (Tapping the Source, Dogs of Winter, Tijuana Straits), whose surf-noir novels resonate with pervasive authenticity. “What does our culture give us? Our culture gives us what Henry Miller called ‘the air-conditioned nightmare.’ It closes us off from experience. That was part of the whole trip for Ginsberg and Kerouac and the rest that ultimately led into the hippies and the ’60s. Kerouac and Ginsberg were writers and poets, and got discovered by the media. Dora didn’t, and for reasons particular to the perception of surfing, even though he had just as significant an effect on the surfing culture and ethos. But in both cases, the question was: How do you stop living an inauthentic life? How do you break down some of these doors? For surfers it was riding waves and the beach life, and even though surfing was always a little bit off the radar, eventually the media found it, too—though they didn’t exactly portray it correctly. Today we talk about soul surfers—surfing for the sheer love of it—versus competitive surfers, and Dora was the poster boy.”

While the Beats were howling non sequiturs and staccato poetry in smoky basement cafés from Manhattan to San Francisco about all that was wrong with the gray flannel suits and the military-industrial mentality, and the attractions of just being real, Dora and a small coterie of like-minded radicals were actualizing those desires on the translucent swells of Southern California—and getting a tan at the same time. Robust, trim, and athletic, they just seemed to be having more fun.

Dora took the royal aspects of surfing’s Hawaiian origins, the individualistic bravado of pre–World War II watermen/surfers, the Beat era/free speech/free love/tune in–turn on–drop out rebelliousness of the 1950s and 1960s, and the me-ism of the 1970s (way before the ’70s), and, combined with his natural ability and riveting persona, wrapped it into one tantalizing package that at some point, while he was still alive, slipped beyond even Dora’s ability to control.

Did the myth transcend the man? You will always find those who think Dora should have made more of his potential, who say “if only” he’d been more honest, less self-indulgent, more focused, less willful, willing to have a job. “He could have been anything, done anything.”

Dora would have enthusiastically agreed.

In fact, that’s just what he did: anything. That was the whole point.

These days Dora’s predictions of corporate and commercial infiltration have come true in surfing and beyond. All board sports—skateboarding, snowboarding—are so popular that genre apparel and equipment companies rake in multibillions a year and sponsor most competitions. Board sports are worldwide, snowboarding is in the Winter Olympics—and the revolution is televised. Take surfing alone: Its image is now de rigueur in Madison Avenue campaigns to sell everything from financial advice for aging baby boomers, to health food, to video equipment, to cars, to cell phones, to antacid. They wouldn’t use surf images if they didn’t think it would excite young consumers and make older ones hark back to something heartfelt.

Many of these companies have done much for the sport and are environmentally minded. It’s not necessarily a bad thing, unless you like to surf on empty waves.

“Surfing’s a lot more important than people think, and has a lot deeper meaning to society than people are willing to admit,” says surfing veteran and diving entrepreneur Bev Morgan. “The whole goddamn Gidget thing and Beach Blanket Bingo thing, that was the wrong path. Bruce Brown came along with Endless Summer and set that straight. That doesn’t necessarily mean it will emerge victorious or even have any lasting influence on the world, but I think it’s had a hell of an influence already.”

Guy Trebay, writing on June 1, 2006, in the New York Times agrees. “Lately, the octopus grasp of surf culture has become so inescapable that it is hard to contemplate a time, just over a half-century ago, when surfers were legitimate counterculture types, a wave-riding minority of oddballs, semi-sociopaths, dropouts, athletically gifted isolates with the occasional drug or messiah problem, or just all-around good-time freaks. … It is possible that no sport practiced by fewer people has ever had the influence of surfing on American style.”

Finally, I was asked, if one must write about surfers, “Why Miki Dora?” A riddle waiting to be unraveled, sure, but aren’t there other worthy candidates with less esoteric stories, whose triumphs and tragedies lead to clear and perhaps prescriptive conclusions? After all, we still can’t decide if Dora was some kind of hero or a misanthrope. Was he just a surf grifter with antisocial tendencies, or a visionary whose life held layers of as yet unrealized wisdom?

The answer: Love him or hate him, Dora’s life is a looking glass and kaleidoscope all in one. He is the beckoning rabbit hole. The Yellow Brick Road. According to Steve Pezman, Dora was a “romantic Robin Hood of surfing (who) became so important to all of us who were living traditional, canned, commodified lives because he was a larger-than-life figure who somehow lived our dream for us. He expressed everything—athletically, politically, emotionally—that we couldn’t express ourselves. He was the rebel spirit who flipped-off society and went his own way.”

America loves a rebel. Eventually.

~

Since Dora was such an elusive and attractive figure, a desire exists among those he rubbed up against to somehow be included in his story. Though few would speak on the record while he was alive—and gave every indication that they would never talk—an unexpected and unprecedented parade of his associates, friends, family, and foes were finally willing to go on the record for this book. Similarly, many breathless rumors and guilt-by-association stories, usually inimical and unverifiable, poured in as I wrote. “This will be explosive” was a common refrain. Often I heard four or five versions of the same tale, with the “facts” slightly twisted to amp the sensational, or aggrandize the source. Often the facts were simply wrong. I’ve tried to spare readers the need to endlessly compare and contrast, choosing for inclusion those stories and scenes that match other accounts, or the event with multiple witnesses.

But remember this: When it comes to Dora, acts have been laid at his feet that he didn’t do; some of what he did do has been inflated, even by himself; much that he actually did remains hidden—both the negative and positive. In this book you have to learn to live with a measure of uncertainty, and ineffability. Read in the spirit Miki lived his life: It’s a magical mystery tour.

Of course, one or two sources still balked at contributing here and decided to guard their experiences with Dora. In each case I felt it was less a matter of them jealously saying, “I know, and you never will,” and more that they simply identified with the facet of Dora’s philosophy that had moved them most: his insistence on privacy. I could respect that, especially when they told me so, and didn’t just ignore my e-mails.

Another important point: According to Dora’s friend C. R. Stecyk, who, with writer Drew Kampion, created Dora Lives, a photo and essay tribute published in 2005, Dora, contemplating the eventual unveiling of his story in book form, “banned research interviews with alcoholic surf stars or old girlfriends.”

All for a Few Perfect Waves does not honor that ban—I believe to its benefit—particularly with respect to Dora’s paramours. I couldn’t possibly speak to them all, but those in this book were all intense relationships, whatever the duration. These women bring to the biography an emotional resonance and insight crucial to a complete picture. Dora let his guard down with women. He wanted to be close even though he didn’t trust them, or at least saw them as nesting creatures incongruent with his restless ways. I understand why he wanted to limit their participation: They saw him, if only briefly, as no others did, as he would allow no others to. It’s a valuable perspective.

Given the acute awareness of the factual whirlpool of Dora’s life, there were—understandably—many days when I felt I’d hardly penetrated his personal proscenium. It seemed that Dora was just a ghost in the machine. Sometimes it still feels that way. It can make your head spin, and it has. But with Dora this is as it should be.

“There’s two questions I get asked at this stage of my life,” says Greg Noll, who was among the most gracious in helping me reveal the Dora DNA. “One is, ‘What was it like to ride a big wave?’ and the other is ‘What was Miki Dora really like?’ Both put me in the snore mode. You got a week to talk about it—and then you don’t even scratch the surface. The answer to the first is that you don’t know unless you do it/been there, and then what’s there to really talk about? Once I told a guy, ‘Frankly I feel sorry for all the poor bastards who didn’t have the experience because they’re never going to know.’ And it’s that way with Miki Dora, as well. If you try to figure him out, all you’ll end up doing is chasing your tail and wasting energy because he was a master at fucking with people’s minds.”

My approach: I didn’t want to “figure out” Dora because then, by definition, he wouldn’t be Dora. The mystery is organic to the man and must remain so. One can allude and speculate and gather the facts, such as they are, but to set him in stone is a dead end and a disservice. Does that defeat a biography’s purpose? Not if the idea is to both inform and make the reader experience what others felt when they were with Dora. In and out of the water Dora was synonymous with the unexpected, the unexplored, and the unresolved. His story and influence contain all the elements of complex chemistry and classic myth. He can be best described in paragraphs that end not with periods, but with …

So: Better to present his life as an oral history told by the eyewitnesses, the philosophers, the storytellers, the contextualizers, the confused, the historians, even the liars, and let the story find its own level.

There is also interstitial writing, paragraphs to move the story along, or short chapters to set the scene and provide context.

What I discovered is that many possess a piece of Dora’s complex saga, holographic bits that suggest the whole. But, always the master compartmentalizer, he wanted no one to have it all. By collecting recollections and experiences and letters and other artifacts in All for a Few Perfect Waves, my belief is that a fresh and deeper portrait of Dora will appear.

What might that portrait look like?

John Milius, who, among his many credits, wrote and directed the classic surf-themed studio film Big Wednesday, makes an intriguing suggestion: “The more I once thought about how to tell Miki’s story, the more I saw that it had to be like Citizen Kane, which is based on people’s opinions of Kane. It’s probably the only movie that’s ever been done like that, where you really examine the life of someone not good, not bad, but big and colorful and misunderstood. And the deeper you get into it the less you understand him. In fact, you understand as much about Kane from the newsreel at the beginning of the movie, as you do at the end.”

Paul Reader, a former surfer who was on hand when Dora ruled Malibu, echoed that insight. “Both Kane and Dora were plucked from a comforting familial environment and sent away at very early ages; both, in their own ways, spent the better part of their lives trying to recapture happiness; Miki through his search for a place that resembled the paradisical attributes of Southern California before the hordes and the development; and Kane, while initially imbued with high ideals regarding his fellow man and American society, sought escape through accumulation of an increasing cascade of coveted and treasurelike possessions.

“Both were complex individuals who, in their quests, sacrificed relationships, damaged reputations, and were ultimately unable to control the flow of events (and in some cases helped to accelerate unintended negatives). Both were disdainful and cynical about their fellow bread-and-butter Americans. But most important, Kane and Dora were in large part a manifestation of what went on in America and in particular in the Southern California of their times.”

“And yet,” says Milius, “the story is terrifically compelling all the way through because there is no easy answer. Life doesn’t have an answer. In Citizen Kane, Welles throws out these huge symbols: the girl, the sled, Xanadu, the snow globe falling on the floor, Rosebud. And none of it leads anywhere. The same can be said of Miki’s life, but the journey is fascinating.”

The story begins just before Dora’s birth in Budapest, on August 11, 1934, to his American mother, Ramona Stancliff, and his Hungarian father, Miklos K. Dora. It continues from a teetering, troubled childhood in the military schools and on the unspoiled beaches of Southern California, to his reign as Malibu’s best when Malibu was the cynosure of surfing. When, midway through the ’70s, Dora—also known as “The King of Malibu,” “The Black Knight,” and “The Malibu Gypsy”—abandoned America for decades, for what can only be termed bluer pastures, even his whereabouts were unknown.

In Dora’s absence, his legend only intensified.

Word of his death in 2002 left many in denial. It had long been assumed that Dora, who’d had the dignity (or smarts) to pull his vanishing act as both his and Malibu’s star declined in the early ’70s—only to be sighted here and there like a Yeti in board shorts and flip-flops—would forever circumnavigate the globe like some Heathcliff in search of breaks that echoed the lost love of his now-overcrowded California. Then he’d carve up those empty, perfect waves long before anyone else arrived.

Thus, when, in 2001, whispers of his illness leaked, not many believed it. In H2O magazine, writer Bob Feigel, who knew and was inspired by Dora in the early ’60s, wrote: “I dismissed the news as just another rumor in a colorful life plagued by rumor. Besides, it seemed unlikely that a man who had always radiated such vibrant health could now be fighting for his life.”

Until his death, Dora continued to challenge the ocean with the youthful panache and energy of men half his age. To some, his greatest ride didn’t come until he was sixty-three.

Neil Young sang, “It’s better to burn out than fade away.”

Miki Dora burned.

Loner. Rebel. Outlaw. Wanderer. Legend. Man.


LONER


 

In school damn near everything was concocted around the buddy system. They never left you alone. But with surfing I could go to the beach and not have to depend on anybody. I could take a wave and forget about it.

—Miki, Surf Guide, 1963




CHAPTER ONE

Same Son of Different Fathers
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7.31.1934 [Letter from Ramona Stancliff to her best friend]

Dear Yolande—Undoubtedly you will drop in a dead faint when you see the Budapest postmark, as I am supposed to be in China by now, no? But I fear you really will get a shock when you read why I am here—so prepare yourself …

MIKLOS DORA SR.: I was nineteen, a second lieutenant in the Hungarian Hussars, the same regiment as my father’s. I was also a law student at the university. Every six months I had to take examinations. Mine were scheduled for September 1933. After summering with my mother in Vienna, going to the opera, appreciating the arts, I took a passenger boat on the Danube back to Budapest to take my tests. That’s when I met Ramona.

JUANITA KUHN: Miklos was in uniform and he flirted with my sister, who took after our father: very dark skin, black eyes, lovely, curly dark hair. Ramona looked Italian or Latino. She was a free spirit and blossomed early, and by the time she was fourteen she had already turned men’s heads. I was a little pip-squeak blonde. I was always a little jealous because she was much more artistic, imaginative, and glamorous. When Ramona graduated from Beverly Hills High, our mother had figured I didn’t need any more education either, and in 1933 she took us, and our younger brother Elwood, on a two-year trip around the world. I thought it was neat because I didn’t have to study.

MIKLOS DORA SR.: I was elated to meet an American family, especially one with good-looking girls. Ramona was seventeen and quite mature. Can you picture a young Dolores Del Rio? Suddenly I was thinking about an affair with an American girl, if I got lucky. In the old days, in Hungary, you courted girls from nice families, but to get in their pants was very difficult. All the girls wanted to get married as a virgin, so you played around. I hoped that maybe the American girl would be different. The trip took seven or eight hours and I spoke English, so I talked to Ramona and Juanita, and their mother, Mildred Stancliff. Ramona said they’d been in Germany, Holland, France, and elsewhere and were coming to Budapest to stay at one of the best hotels, the St. Gellert. We hit it off and I offered to show them the city.

JUANITA KUHN: After we met Miklos, Mother wasn’t at all sure about Ramona going out with him unless I also went along, so Miklos had to dig up a friend for me. I was fifteen and thrilled. The young men would take us to the theater, or dancing at afternoon tea at the hotel. Sometimes we snuck out at night, but I chaperoned Ramona and it was all very proper.

We stayed in Budapest about five months, in part because Ramona had gotten involved with Miklos. The idea that they might get married was even in the air, but she was headstrong, and, of course, too young. We left Budapest and continued traveling.

[Ramona’s letter, continued]

Do you remember last December I wrote to you from Zagreb saying that I had something to tell you, only you’d have to wait until I got home because I couldn’t write it? Then I wrote again from Capri and said that my sister Juanita had discovered by accident, but that my mother didn’t know? Well, she knows now. (I told her when we reached Egypt.) So now I can tell you.

Darling, Miklos Dora and I were married when I was here in Budapest last November. We didn’t tell anybody (the ceremony was performed secretly), because I wanted him to finish his university studies and become established first. He’s studying for a diplomatic career in the Royal Hungarian Ministry. It would take him about two years and then he was coming to America to fetch me. Meanwhile I intended to travel with my dear mother and sister and see the rest of the world. …

Of course, when I told my mother last May in Egypt, she was very much surprised, but she is very fond of Miklos and was pleased that I had chosen him rather than somebody else. Of course, as soon as I told her she turned around and came right back to Budapest. I was very foolish to think that I could leave my husband for an uncertain amount of time—too many things could happen. Miklos says now he will never let me be separated from him again. If I go back to California to live, which I am sure I shall do, he is coming, too. … Love, love and write soon. Ramona.

ps: Miklos is a Hungarian Cavalry Hussar of the first regiment and he looks grand in his uniform.

pps: Young lady, I am Ramona Dora now!!

MIKLOS DORA SR.: That’s a wonderful story. Amusing. Glamorized. A young girl’s fantasy. Ramona’s mother did discover a secret in Egypt, but not that we’d been secretly married.

I had just come back from a trip and they called me. I met them the next day and they told me Ramona was pregnant. Her mother said, “What can we do about it?” I was surprised. I was very fond of Ramona, and definitely still interested, but I hadn’t planned to marry her. Anyway, I said, “Look, I will marry you. I told your mother, too.” I accepted what had happened. I said I would do my duty. Her mother, a very nice lady, wasn’t angry; in fact, she was very helpful.

My father, Kornel, was furious. He said, “I spent all my money and time to give you a good education and now you’re getting married? You have nothing!” He wouldn’t even meet Ramona. In Hungary you became “of age” when you were twenty-four. Until then you couldn’t do anything officially. To get married I had to get permission from my parents. My father wouldn’t give it to me. He and my mother, Nadina, had been divorced when I was eight or nine. I went to Vienna to ask her. She was shocked, naturally, but she said, “Of course.” She came to Budapest and met Ramona and her mother.

We married in 1934. That summer, on August 11, twelve days after Ramona wrote the letter to Yolande, never mentioning the truth of her situation, our son, Miklos Sandor Dora, was born in Budapest’s Baba Intezet Hospital. PHIL JARRATT: To celebrate the arrival Miklos presented his wife with an exquisite photo album, “In the Beginning,” published by Paul Elder & Co. of San Francisco in 1911. In the rather gushing style of the times, the album begins with a prose poem entitled “Mother to Baby: First Letter”: “Dear little one, may the days depicted here be those of a bright and happy childhood, and may I be given wisdom to do my part in making them a fitting prelude to the after years of a beautiful and useful life.” Some might say that Miki’s strange and sometimes lonely life was neither beautiful nor useful, but he kept that album with his most treasured possessions through decades of country hopping.

MIKLOS DORA SR.: The Dora family is from Hungary. We could be described as patrician. My mother, Nadina Nezvanova, was Russian, born in Georgia—Tiblis, Stalin’s home—but her parents died early and she was raised by her aunt in St. Petersburg. When she was very young, she went to Berlin to study piano with the same man who taught Arthur Rubenstein.

My father, Kornel, was in the Hungarian army. He went to Berlin for military study and there met my mother. They were young, fell in love, and despite being two very different characters, married. My mother was very artistic, very genteel, and very beautiful then. My father was a rough and tough character. The marriage didn’t last.

I was an only child, born in Budapest. After the divorce my mother married Arturo DeSanctis, a famous voice coach for the Vienna Opera. I stayed with my father. He loved life, but left alone with me he said, “I can’t take care of you.” So he put me into a Catholic school.

After one year, and then until I was eighteen, I went to a Jesuit boarding school. The fathers gave me a good foundation, good discipline, so I could always control my life. Today I am still a Catholic, but a bad Catholic, because when you grow up you start thinking for yourself.

After graduation I went into the military. In Hungary, if you had a high school education you were automatically accepted into officers’ school. Our outlook on life then was completely different than it is today. We were nationalistic and we felt it was an honor to serve.

JUANITA
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