
Surfer. LGBTQI Woman. Progressive. City Councilwoman. World Champion. Activist. Human. 
  
When Cori Schumacher told me she would meet me for an interview, I didn’t realize what lengths I would go to to 
make it happen. I arrived at the train station a little early that morning, thinking I would get to the coffee shop an hour 
or two early and use the time to read, write or just loiter in a new place. To my not-so-pleasant surprise, the train 
happened to not be running that morning.  
 
At all.  
 
Without a car, I decided I was going to pedal myself to Leucadia. Here is a peak into my conversation with Cori as I 
embarked on my unprecedented, two-wheeled solo journey.  
 
Me: Hey! So turns out the train took the day off. I’m coming from Ocean Beach by bike. I’ve never done this before. I 
still plan to be there at 11, but I will text you by 10:30 if I’m not going to make it. Wish me luck. 
Cori: Do you need a ride? Should I come down there? Are you sure?  
Me: Nope! See you (hopefully) at 11.  
 
I couldn’t tell you why I didn’t just take the ride. It felt wrong? I wanted a challenge? I don’t know. But it only took me 
two and a half hours to make it to our predetermined meeting spot, and when I arrived, I felt accomplished. I put on a 
fresh t-shirt and sandals before ordering a coffee.  When Cori arrived, she wasn’t nearly as sweaty as me. I pulled a 
blue handplane from my bag and watched her smile spread from ear to ear. 
  
“Woooooooww. Thank you for bringing it back. Did you have fun with it?” 
  
I told her it had enjoyed some waves since she let me borrow it two years ago. “Thank you so much for using it,” she 
said sincerely. “I’m so glad it got some ocean time.” 
  
Anytime you need me to take your surf toys off your hands, Cori, I’m here.  
  
“This is going to make getting in the water a lot easier,” she whispered, more to herself than to me as she turned it 
over in her hands. “My father was taught to bodysurf first and foremost, and he gave me so much crap for riding a 
surfboard. He thought it was the worst possible idea.”  
 
The three-time longboard world champ had a father who thought surfing was silly. At this, we chuckled together. 
  
Cori and I met a handful of years ago at a film screening on International Women’s Day (March 8) at The Bird’s Surf 
Shed in San Diego. I knew who she was and, keeping my fan girl at bay, I introduced myself. A genuine conversation 
led to a paddle out in which Cori gave me advice that I will never forget, which blossomed into what I would call a 
dear friendship.  
 
Since we last saw each other, she had successfully run for a seat on her local City Council in the North County San 
Diego community of Carlsbad. Naturally, when I asked her to get coffee two weeks after her inauguration, I didn’t 
expect a, “Yes, how about this weekend?” 
  
A lot of laughs and a little time pass before we quickly pivot from casual catching up to the deep conversation we both 
thrive on and crave. I pose large questions -- probably too large for morning coffee with anyone other than Cori. It 
doesn’t take long for me to begin elaborating on what’s really on my mind -- the feeling of wanting to do more for 
large groups of historically marginalized people. This broad group includes women, people of color, religious and 
racially diverse groups and every human being who identifies as LGBTQ -- among many others. But, I ask Cori, 
where is my place to help? I’m a white woman who grew up in a nice neighborhood with a lovely family. I had some 



problems, but no more than the normal angsty adolescent. I’ve dated women, but always had a family that accepts 
me. How do I help without crossing the line and overstepping into what’s not actually my place.  
 
“It seems to me that the injustice floodgates have opened, and now it’s everywhere I look. It’s all I can see,” I said. 
 
I verbally unload my musings, asking how any of us can help and where we should help in light of the tumultuous 
universe since November 9. Cori isn’t phased. She looks me dead in the eyes, silently, before leaning forward, eyes 
fierce with intent. She begins to smile as she tells me,  
 
“Now, you’re connecting with systemic, institutionalized injustices. You’re becoming aware of it. Once you 
begin to become aware of these things, you can’t go back.” 
  
Her observation give me chills. Our conversation ignites with weighty words as our conversation navigates weighted 
topics. Her wisdom presents itself. 
  
“In my 20s, I did a lot of social justice activism work. But when I first started doing the activist work that was personal; 
when I decided, ‘Ok I’m going to combat homophobia and gender disparity in surfing,’ I had to learn to develop 
patience for the tone of others – particularly to develop patience for the tone of mistreated groups. I learned that tone 
could become abrasive as a result of being unheard for so long, and to understand that is to begin to understand 
others. There are a lot of people who don’t feel heard. It’s so human. And it’s so simple to fix.”  
 
She picks up my cell phone.  
 
“But this isolates us and prevents us from having conversations anymore. We have less tolerance for the tone of 
others. That makes exactly what you and I are doing right now one of the most radical acts; telling stories.The most 
powerful thing that we have is still the most powerful thing we had at the beginning – recorded history and storytelling 
– from the beginning of time and the minute people started to string syllables together.” 
  
I ask Cori to tell me the story of her campaign for a seat on City Council, which was an amazing movement to watch 
unfold. Why did she choose to run? She pauses, offering only a, “Yes, it was amazing. Thank you,” as her wheels 
turn behind blue eyes. 
  
“I worked in the community against Carlsbad’s Measure A -- a measure which stopped a 600-thousand square-foot 
mall in one of our lagoons,” she says. “They ended up spending almost 14 million dollars and the locals pushing back 
had about $100,000. Because we formed such close ties amongst the community and did the hard work, we did 
something nobody expected: We won. After we defeated Measure A, the community asked me to run for City 
Council. When that idea came up, my friend in Washington told me, ‘You either continue to do this work outside of 
City Hall, or you get in there and craft policy moving forward.’ So I said okay, and the first thing I did was tell my team 
I didn’t want my campaign to run on negativity. Instead, I wanted to begin the process of bringing people together; 
crafting a positive vision that celebrates all the ideological diversity we have in Carlsbad. I decided that we’ll just keep 
the negative at bay and connect with what makes us human. And it worked. The campaign gained so much bipartisan 
support because people came together and worked together for a positive vision. That’s what I’m most proud of. 
What is unique about Carlsbad is that this successful grassroots movement got translated to a successful political 
movement. Social change happens when we come together – and that’s one of the hardest lessons that people 
learned from this national election. It doesn’t matter how much you get on social media. It doesn’t matter how many 
millions of dollars you spend on ads. It’s people-to-people contact that’s missing.” 
  
I ask if her experience with both activism and surfing shaped her political campaign. 
  
“100 percent. Surfing and activism have been fundamental to the work that I do.” 



  
My fan girl begins to rear her giddy head. She’s done so well thus far - sipping coffee and only occasionally rattling off 
inner fears about the direction of our society. Yep, here she comes. 
 
I can’t help but verbalize what I see in Cori, and what I’ve always noticed about her – the magnitude of her 
introspection and self-reflection. Her ability to look with objectivity at the pivotal moments and the lessons learned in 
every chapter of her life - surfing, activism, writing and now, politics from the inside out- and the humility to take those 
lessons and let them inform everything she’s done since. Unwarranted, my fan girl offers her interpretation out loud. 
As I radiate admiration, she humbly deflects it. 
  
“I’m a surfer through and through,” “I tried to walk away from it -- it didn’t work out so well.” She laughs as she says 
this. “It’s just something I can’t tear away from my identity, and the minute I realized that, it was a very healing 
moment for me. At one point, I tried to reject the identity. I didn’t want to be a surfer. I didn’t want the stereotype that 
came with it. Eventually, I came to realize that the thing that defines being a surfer is not riding waves. It’s a 
relationship with the ocean. And that’s a relationship that, once built, you can never pull out of you. Once the 
ocean claims you, that’s it. Period. End of story. No amount of walking away or denying that will ever extract that 
connection from your soul. So then the challenge becomes – how does that relationship further inform what I want to 
do on land? If this relationship is so core to who I am, what makes that different from people who have spent their 
entire life on a fixed surface and don’t understand what a fluid, constantly shifting environment is?” 
  
Cori talks slowly, choosing her words and never letting the “like’s” or “um’s” slip in. Literally like -- um, never.  
 
Instead, she pauses to gather her thoughts. She’s comfortable in the silence, and when her attention is on you, it’s 
only on you. You’ve acquired the tunnel vision of a tremendous surplus of information, research and understanding. A 
brain so full, Cori will be the first to admit it’s exhausting. Exhausting, but by all means necessary. A life packed to the 
brim because there’s too much to do and too many people to help and too little time for it all. She smiles big. She 
laughs with heart and emotion – a laugh that always comes organically. 
  
Then I call her a politician and she actually laughs out loud. The City Councilwoman tells me, “Politics is just people 
negotiating about social spaces, about how we can live together with our differences.” She begins to elaborate on her 
role inside City Hall. “I was sworn in December 13. I’m the first democrat in at least 40 years who’s been elected to 
City Council – and I’m a progressive LGBT candidate. Surfer. Woman. Democrat. Progressive.” 
 
She smiles at my apparent astonishment and calmly ties it back to surfing. “This is how surfing competitively helped 
me. You set your eyes on the goal and think about it afterwards.” She leans forward with a laugh and a slap on the 
leg, like she wasn’t just loling about changing history. “Afterward, I thought – Oh my god, did we really just do this? I 
love it so much. I love it.” 
  
Why? Why do you love it so much? 
  
“It’s what I told my volunteers when we realized we had won the election. Everybody wants to find their purpose. I 
don’t know that many people get the opportunity to thank other people for inviting them into their purpose and helping 
to get them there. For a long time I felt like a boat tossing out at sea. Not only do I have a deep amount of gratitude 
for having found my purpose, but that finding it was connected to others in such a deep way.” She takes a deep 
breath and looks me in the eyes. 
  
“I will be repaying that debt for my entire life.” 
  
I ask her how she does it, and if she has a personal assistant yet. She laughs and offers a Cori-like response: Honest 
with a twinge of comedy: 



 
“I don’t know. I just show up and be present. Ironically, I got out of surfing because I didn’t like the politics in surfing. 
Have I ever told you that? These damn politics. It’s funny to me now.  It’s too funny, and too exhausting. I’ve never 
been so challenged mentally or emotionally – well, mentally, I should stop it there.” She begins to laugh. “I’ve put 
myself through the ringer emotionally quite a few times.” More laughing. More knee slapping. More sideways stares 
from neighboring tables. 
 
I tell Cori about a close friendwho told me that that she saw feminists as very extreme people; much like the way 
many people who aren’t environmentalists think of environmentalists - the work is important, but they don’t want to be 
the ones doing it because they don’t identify with it. Pink pussy hat and hand-made poster in hand, my friend now 
wants to become more involved.  I ask Cori, “For someone who’s ready to embrace a movement they didn’t identify 
with before, how does one begin?” I know that’s a huge question. I know there’s a million answers. I let the question 
simmer. 
  
“You’re right – there’s not one answer, and that’s important to note. There’s not one way of doing feminism. There are 
as many ways of doing feminism as there are of surfing, as there are people on the planet.”  
  
Regardless, she shares some ideas.  
 
“One thing I would do is start by asking questions -- and invite whoever wants to go down that path to ask themselves 
questions. What is it specifically about the world right now that personally impacts you; that you feel most passionate 
about? The inequality of pay? The lack of affordable housing? The gender disparities? Pick something and how it 
connects with you, and hold on to that. Then, start reading. I would recommend reading every single thing that bell 
hooks has ever written. Ever. Ever. But the thing that’s most important is learning to develop your voice. Learn how to 
talk about really complex and sometimes painful things. Ultimately, the work of feminism is about allowing women to 
use their voices and seeking to understand each other. I try my best to give that gift of seeking to understand as 
much as I can, because it’s something I felt I haven’t had. For a long time, I didn’t feel heard or seen in an authentic 
way. I realized that if I could try to provide the thing to others that I felt that I didn’t have, it would fulfill a part of me, at 
least somewhat. So trying to understand others, regardless of how extreme or abrasive or disconnected or 
inauthentic… that is always something I try to commit to with every interaction. Now, almost every single thing I’m 
encountering is like that: Me trying to understand the inner workings of things before I put them back together. People 
are like that sometimes too. Sometimes you can fix them. Sometimes, you look at the broken part and you think, I’m 
going to respect that. It’s not mine to fix. It’s our duty to do what we can to fix what we can, and understand that the 
thing that we find in ourselves that’s broken – from that comes your purpose. It’s like those kids that love to take 
everything apart – watches, TV’s, computers. It’s like getting to the point where you’ve taken this piece of technology 
apart so many times that now you finally identify why it’s broken. Then, instead of just putting it back together how 
you undid it, the project becomes: How do I get it all back into place with the tweak that is needed so it starts clicking 
again? Even if it’s not the big sexy problem, but one that’s mundane and boring but allows you to fix yourself in the 
process – that’s what activism is. It takes a brokenness. And I give honor to Farhana Huq of Brown Girl Surf for 
sharing that with me, and planting that seed.” 
  
We both reflect for a few seconds without words. These are big, human concepts I mull over in my mind and search 
for within myself. They’re questions with evolving, universal answers and situational circumstances only understood 
over time and with frequent, humbling growth. I’m sure Cori can tell I’m processing, which I will go on to do for many 
months and probably many years after this conversation.  
 
“I want to go back to one thing that we talked about earlier – about how everything is so overwhelming. There’s so 
much change. ‘What can one person do,’ is often the feeling that one has. Every step of the way, people said to us, 
‘You’re not going to be able to do this.’ Whether it was defeating Measure A or winning a spot on City Council, I 
constantly heard, ‘You’ll never be able to do this.’ But I heard that all along the way with surfing too as I tried to 



change the stigma around homophobia or gender equality. The thing that I realized is, everybody loves to tell you 
you’re going to fail. When they see you doing something, it makes them very uncomfortable. Eventually you do it, and 
it’s no big secret to you how it was done. You just kept doing it. At the end of the day, you have to make sure you 
remind people that there is nothing special about you. It’s just that you kept going.” 
  
She looks at me and there’s nothing I can do but return her gaze. Her words pierce through so many layers of social 
expectations and cultural normalities that I can’t believe we’re just at a coffee shop and that there are actually other 
people around, not engaged in this mind-bending conversation that I feel like every person in the world needs to hear. 
I had never thought about the impacts of putting someone up on a pedestal, but suddenly it feels like such an 
injustice inflicted upon myself. By elevating others, we subconsciously relieve ourselves of the courage - and the 
responsibility - of doing the exact same noble and heroic thing. We tell ourselves, only they can do it because they 
are superior. As Cori explains, it’s not a matter of being more talented or smarter or having more money or having 
more connections. It’s a matter of pure grit -- of spirit, perseverance, determination and tenacity. And I guess that 
comes when you find your brokenness -- paired with  getting really fucking fed up.  
 
Personally, I wish we would all get really fucking fed up. 
 
I spring a question on her that feels as abrupt as the snap back to realityt. 
  
What do you think the world needs less of? 
  
“The world needs less social media.” 
  
What do you think the world needs more of? 
  
She ponders, but not for long. 
  
“Empathy." 
 
We talk more. We don’t sip our coffee because it’s cold now and that’s gross. We hug goodbye and I mentally 
prepare myself for the ride home. But it’s along the coast and I will watch the sun set over the ocean in San Diego. It 
will have taken my entire day to interview Cori, and I will fall asleep at 5:30 p.m. in my bike clothes with all the lights 
on. I will think, as I lay in my bed, that Cori really gets it. That she has lived many lives. And that after today, I am 
beginning to get it, too.  
 
Find your brokenness. Lift your voice and the voices of others. Seek to understand everyone, and have patience for a 
tone built from decades of oppression. The human connection is often what’s missing, it is that simple. Change 
happens when we come together -- sometimes from the outside in and sometimes from the inside out -- but not 
without both. Always keep a hand plane in the car. The steel thread that tethers us to the sea will never fray. We’re 
best off embracing it and reminding ourselves on land what the ocean never fails to remind us: the world will never 
stop moving. It’s up to us to keep up. 
  
  
 


