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    Prologue




    ‘You can have this one if you want it,’ Stevie said casually. I looked up to see an ugly wall of water snarling as it raced towards us.




    It was vile out there, cold and bleak, with a howling wind churning up the Atlantic, making the waves rough and impossible to predict. The smaller ones were well above head high, the larger ones double that. A strong cross-shore rip was running, and we had to paddle constantly just to hold our position, tossed like corks among the chaos. Everything about the place was unfriendly, especially the water: shark-skin grey, shark-skin rough. Shark-eye menacing.




    Everything except Stevie. As far as he was concerned, we were in it together. I found out later he was one of the best surfers in Scotland. For the moment, all I knew was that he was the best surfer in the water. But then there were only two of us good enough (Stevie) or stupid enough (me) to be out on a day like today.




    Stevie was taking off on some outrageous waves. Waves that defied the laws of physics. Waves that seemed to drop away beneath his board as he stood. He was taking off on them with ease, gliding down the face and disappearing behind a churning wall of white-water as the wave powered him towards the rocky shore. Occasionally I caught a glimpse of him as he rode this seething mass. Sometimes he flashed up on the lip for a second before dropping out of sight again in a burst of spray. Mostly all I saw was the end of the ride a hundred metres away, as he catapulted over the breaking foam before it engulfed him. He paddled back with a smile, then did it again. And again. And again. I, on the other hand, was catching nothing.




    I didn’t know he was one of the best surfers in Scotland, but I knew he was in a different league. And when a surfer in a different league calls you into a wave, pride, honour and self-respect dictate that you try your damnedest to catch it. He glanced up at the wave.




    ‘You can have this one if you want it.’




    I turned and paddled as if my life depended on it.


  




  

    One


    


    The Western Isles




    Ever since I can remember, I’ve wanted to surf. When I was six or seven, I spent a summer spluttering around the shallows on a short plank made of plywood and grazes, captivated by the mysterious figures gliding across the sunset. A few years later, my first big art project was a clay surfer on a huge tube, copied, I imagine, from a photograph in a magazine. It was early evidence of a magnetic fascination with the sea, and I was devastated when my sculpture, along with several others, exploded in the kiln in a calamitous wipeout.




    These days, surfing is tediously ubiquitous, hijacked to sell everything from cars to mortgages. There’s nothing radical about surfing, and very little that’s cool. Especially when it’s surfers like me lurching towards the shoreline. You can sign up for lessons from Aberdeen to Aberystwyth, and pretty much everyone has. Back then it was a mysterious cult, guarded by jealous initiates. If you hadn’t been born by the sea, preferably with webbed feet, you might as well forget it.




    So forget it I did. I moved to Barcelona, not a city renowned for its surf. On winter days, when Homeric storms whipped the Mediterranean into action, a small band of self-conscious renegades would emerge like damp rats and put on a display of optimistic ineptitude that seemed to confirm the view that there’s nothing worth surfing on the Med. I envied their efforts, if not their achievement. But I knew I was too old to learn.




    Eventually the urge to give it a try anyway became too great. I assembled a group of friends, contacted a phantom surf school in northern Spain and spent a frustrating week with a doped-out chancer who taught us, badly, on boards dangerously ill-suited to our level. By the end of the week I had stood on my board once. For about a second. I was hooked. Just being in the water, waiting, was fun enough.




    I returned home with a broken rib, fewer friends and the beginnings of what I would happily call a life-long passion if I hadn’t already been halfway through my allotted span.




    I immediately went out and bought a second-hand board, and joined the inept optimists surfing the Med whenever Neptune was displeased. Nothing he saw would have mitigated his displeasure.




    As I improved, the limitations of Barcelona as a surfing destination became increasingly apparent, and anyway I had been away long enough. So I moved to Cardiff, which has great waves, then London, which doesn’t. Barcelona might be flat most of the time; London is flat all of the time. It was definitely a step in the wrong direction.




    If I wanted to surf more, I would have to do something radical: set up a surf shack, move to Hawaii, buy a donkey and offer rides... Anything that would get me closer to the sea. I couldn’t justify blowing what little money I had on an extended trip abroad; I didn’t want to move to Godawful-on-Sea on my own; and whenever I have taught friends to surf, I’ve found it boring beyond belief. So I decided to surf round Britain.




    The idea was simple: surf a beach, camp, move on to the next beach, repeat. If everything went to plan, I would eventually find myself back where I started, write a best-selling book, and live happily ever after, preferably on or near a beach. That was the theory, anyway.




    I had no idea how long the whole trip was going to take, or how many beaches I would surf along the way. Six months seemed reasonable (it wasn’t). After that, real life would start to reassert itself (it did). And 80 waves was a rough estimate, given resonance by Jules Verne. It was just a guess, based, like most of my preparations, on blissful ignorance.




    So I had a plan. Now I needed a van. Without one, I was going nowhere.




    Inevitably I turned to the internet and spent hours surfing, though not the kind I was interested in. The internet is the worst place to buy a van but eventually I stumbled across one I quite liked, at a price I could just afford: a blue 1986 VW Caravelle with Devon conversion. No, that wouldn’t have meant anything to me either. Basically not the classic VW campervan everyone imagines when they think of campervans, but the slightly later, square-looking model. It was exactly what I wanted. More to the point, it was just within my budget.




    A few days later, in a caravan park above Hastings, I counted out two and a half thousand pounds in used twenties. It felt like a drugs deal. Was it worth it? It was the best decision of my life!




    Driving to the sea front in Hastings was like steering a spaceship through a submarine dream. I floated in the cushioned stupor of a brave new world. In an instant, I felt like a different type of surfer. Not more committed. Certainly not more authentic. More versatile, perhaps. More able to drop everything and head to the coast. And definitely more likely to go surfing round the coast of Britain for a year.




    The next seventeen days disappeared in a frenzy of preparation. At the end of it, I would like to report that my van was spotless, my inventory faultless and my departure blameless. This would be a lie. The reality was breathless, panic-stricken and full of doubts. But my deadline was upon me, and I was off. As I crossed the Thames on a sunny afternoon in late August, the tide was high, glittering with sunlight, freedom and bright anticipation. Battersea power station glowered, Parliament shone gold and not one of the twelve million people in the capital could have felt happier than I did. Finally, I was under way.




    Rather inconveniently, I had recently acquired a shiny new girlfriend, Karen. To keep me company, she generously offered to join me for the long drive north. It seemed a little unfair just to abandon her, so we camped out at Crosby for a couple of days, to wander around Anthony Gormley’s fabulous installation Another Place. A hundred iron figures stare out to sea, ravaged by wind, rain and water, waiting. Inadvertently, it’s a sculpture about surfing. As good a place as any to start my trip. I dropped Karen off at the station and continued up to Oban, full of apprehension and delight.




    WAVE 1 : Balevullin, Tiree




    I had no idea what to expect in the Outer Hebrides. I knew you could surf there, but that was about it. I filled the van with enough food and petrol for an extended stay on a desert island and slept on the quayside, ready for the dawn ferry. Oban dock at five in the morning is a bleak place to start any adventure, but as we cast off and pushed through silent waters, I was ecstatic.




    My first stop was Tiree, a convenient stepping stone on the way to the Western Isles which often features on weather maps as the windiest place in Britain. Clanking up the ramp from the ferry was like emerging onto a new planet, bare and featureless, with just a small wooden hut for a ferry terminal. After that, nothing but desolate moorland.




    Inexcusably, I had failed to buy a decent map of the island. All I had was a large-scale road atlas, which was almost useless. Luckily, it’s a small island, so you can more or less cover it all by trial and error.




    I was aiming for the north-west edge of the island, where I thought there was the best chance of finding some waves, and soon came to a scattering of houses strewn higgledy-piggledy over the grassy hillside like sheep. It was as if a child had started to lay out a toy village and got bored before doing roads or shops or people. Beyond was a small, grass-edged scimitar of ivory sand framing an emerald bay, empty and beautiful. But the waves were rather small, and breaking close to shore. Not what you want to see when you’ve driven 600 miles to get there.




    Everywhere seemed deserted, but on a grassy patch overlooking the sea were two vans, one with a wetsuit draped over the wing-mirror and a hand painted board: “Suds Surf School”. Inside, Suds and his mate Adam were drinking tea. I introduced myself and asked if they had been in. They hadn’t.




    ‘It might get better as the tide drops,’ Suds suggested, almost apologetically. Ten minutes later, the tide hadn’t dropped appreciably, so I was surprised to see them heading down to the beach. ‘Are you going in?’ I asked casually. As if it wasn’t obvious. ‘Yeah, it’s dropping off. It’s not going to get any better.’ ‘If you’re going in, I’m going in!’ I told them. It wasn’t the last time on the trip I would use these words. Or at least think them.




    From down on the beach, the waves looked a lot better. As I warmed up, I watched Suds catch a couple of nice left-handers. Tall and slim, he had the effortless insouciance of an athlete in his element, catching waves with ease and finding enough time to fit his crouched form into their fast, curving walls before riding up and over the back as they crumbled below him. ‘This is it,’ I thought as I paddled out. ‘My surf trip starts here!’




    With a brisk off-shore breeze blowing, the bay was a smooth surface on which to etch my hopes for the coming months. Neat lines of swell were pushing in with an insistent but relaxed rhythm, rising gradually to about chest high before breaking suddenly and powerfully in water about the same depth. Under a grey sky, the dull green water was fabulously clear, and not as icily cold as I had feared.




    Ahead of me, the sea started to rise in a smooth line, as a pulse of energy slid towards the beach. I let it glide beneath me, marvelling at its energy and beauty. Behind it, a bigger line was rising more sharply. This was my wave. The first wave of the day. Of the trip. Of the book. It had better be a good one. I swivelled the nose of the board round to face the beach and started to paddle.




    The last time I had surfed had been four months earlier – seven frustrating days in Portugal with a damaged shoulder, staying with Sarah and Aldo at Arrifana Surf Lodge. The previous time had been three months before that, when I had inexplicably wrecked the shoulder in some ugly shore dump in Barcelona. Several physios had inflicted excruciating pain on me in various ingenious ways to little effect, until an ultra-sound revealed no serious damage and my shoulder decided to recover. In other words, I was unfit. Fit enough for a few lengths of Brockwell Lido before breakfast but that’s all.




    As the wave got closer, I paddled more vigorously, gaining speed to match the speed of the wave, so it would pick me up, rather than slip away beneath me.




    It slipped away beneath me. No matter. There would be another. It was a nice day, I was in the water, it felt like a holiday. Let’s face it, so far it was a holiday. Another set of lines started to peak up as they approached. I turned and started to paddle. The wave got closer, chest high and clean. I paddled harder. Nothing. The wave slipped beneath me and headed towards the beach, breaking with a rumble several metres inshore. I was clearly in the wrong place. Further along, Suds was catching everything that moved. Even his portly friend Adam was catching a few. I wasn’t at the best spot on the beach, but it wasn’t markedly worse than anywhere else. Just a bit worse. Perhaps that crucial bit worse. But I didn’t feel ready to share their peak.




    A wave came. I wasn’t going to let it escape. I was in a better position and paddled hard. I felt the subtle lift as it picked me up. I pushed myself up, ready to jump to my feet. For a brief instant, I felt exquisite uncertainty and anticipation, not knowing what was about to happen, but hoping and expecting to be on my feet.




    Without warning, I was pitched into a flailing vortex of water and surprise. In the time it had taken my slow reactions to register that I had caught a wave, the wave had caught me – and thrown me aside without a backward glance.




    The closer it got to low tide, the worse the problem became. The waves broke more and more abruptly, making timing more and more critical. Too early and you don’t catch the wave. Too late, and you’re pitched into a surging whirlpool of whitewash. One moment you’re on flat water, the next you’re staring at a vertical drop, and the next, you’re no longer staring at it, you’re falling down it, head first.




    The only solution is speed: paddle hard, get up early, get to your feet as quickly as possible. This is what I told myself as I paddled out. This is what I told myself as I sat on my board waiting for another wave. This is what I told myself as I wondered if the whole trip wasn’t a huge and costly mistake.




    Again and again I tried. Nothing. On some waves, I pulled back. On other waves, I was swept over the falls. On others I skated on one foot, or worse, one knee. I did everything except surf.




    Finally I’d had enough. But as I paddled for shore, I came across a small wave that had somehow sneaked through and was beckoning seductively. I paddled, desperate for any small consolation. This time, somehow, the wave failed to pitch me off. I found myself standing! Actually standing! On a wave! I was surfing! The shock was too much. I fell off.




    Three days to get here, two hours in the water, one second on a wave. Not a great ratio. I staggered up the beach, extremely dejected.




    WAVE 2 : Balephuil Bay, Tiree




    From Tiree, my plan was to continue to the Outer Hebrides. There was only one onward ferry a week and it departed the day after I arrived, so I had a choice: stay for a day or a week. There are worse places to be stranded for a week, but I was afraid of the knock-on effect. An extra week in Tiree could mean a colder week in Cromer several months later. I opted for the single night. Though as it turned out, Cromer couldn’t have been any colder.




    With thirty hours to surf as much of Tiree as possible, three beaches seemed a reasonable target. I’d just surfed one, I could surf a second later that afternoon, and a third the following morning. Unfortunately, I hadn’t reckoned with The Maze.




    If any break is well named, it’s The Maze. I soon found myself lost in a labyrinth of dunes and grass. Parts were boggy, parts thistly, parts hummocky and parts bullocky. Parts were all four at the same time. Luckily the bullocks were more bemused than belligerent. But all of it stood between me and the beach. For three-quarters of an hour I wandered the grassy moonscape, hitting peaks and troughs, both literally and emotionally. I skirted round hillocks that seemed too high and clumps of bullocks that seemed too dense. Apart from that I went straight, through bogs, thistles and thinly-spaced bullocks.




    Eventually, disorientated and dispirited, I reached the last line of hummocks. Beyond it, I could hear waves crashing onto the sand. I could smell the sea. One final push, and there it was, the Atlantic, laid out at my feet, immense, majestic.... and flat. The crashing waves were an abrupt flutter of maritime exhilaration a metre or two from dry land. Certainly nothing to surf. And it still took me thirty minutes to find my way back to the van.




    I consulted my unsuitable road atlas and decided to try Balephuil, where a narrow lane leads to a row of smart cottages at the end of another beautiful curving bay of white sand and turquoise water. A lush meadow runs down to the beach, and beyond, moorland stretches to a long, low hill a mile or two away. If anywhere made you want to surf, it was here. But by now, dusk was upon me and the waves were unconvincing. After a long day that might have been better spent chasing wild geese, I had run out of time.




    The following morning, the swell looked sporadic and noncommittal. Even so, I was determined to surf. My ferry was leaving in under three hours and I intended to catch it with salt in my hair and sand between my toes.




    The water was cool and crystal clear, with occasional strands of seaweed floating in the shallows and pristine sand below, tinted green. Small waves peeled gently, then crumbled into a benign froth that tumbled innocently towards the beach with all the power and menace of champagne fizz. If the sea had been actual champagne, I couldn’t have been happier. With not a soul to be seen, I felt desperately privileged just to be there.




    I paddled for my first wave and felt the weightless lift, the hidden hand that picks you up and offers you a ride. It’s the cue to jump to your feet. Decent surfers do it in a single, graceful movement, with the agility of a cat. I’m more of an indecent surfer. I generally lumber to my feet with the agility of a lame rhinoceros trying to balance on a tea tray. By the time I found myself standing, the wave was breaking around me. But at least I was standing on a wave. OK, so it was white-water. It’s what beginners surf. But after six months out of the water with a shoulder injury, for now I was happy enough to surf the white-water. I needed to reacquaint the soles of my feet with the top of my board. Never on great terms, recently they had started to drift apart.




    The champagne fizz fizzled out and I fell back into the water’s cool embrace. As I paddled back, I caught a glimpse of a fisherman’s buoy. Or possibly a grey beach ball, floating in the water. The undulating waves hid it from view until I was barely ten metres away. It was grey, alright. It was wrinkled. And it was staring at me intently with black, shining eyes. For a moment, I thought it was an old man out for his morning swim. But in the instant before it slipped beneath the water, I realised it was a seal, sitting in the line-up, intrigued by the intruder.




    Up to then, my surfing had been confined to long, mainly urban, distinctly populated beaches. Not the type frequented by seals, or wildlife of any kind beyond the occasional gull or disorientated jellyfish. This was the first time I had seen a seal in the line-up. I couldn’t have been more excited. The seal was somewhat less impressed. It slipped beneath the surface, popped its head up a minute or two later, glared and vanished. I didn’t see it again, but for the rest of the session, I couldn’t escape the feeling I was being watched.




    I paddled out and waited for another wave, luxuriating in the serene pleasure of sitting on a surfboard thirty metres from the shore of a small island. I was adrift on the Atlantic, with no-one in sight and no worries except when to catch the next wave.




    The pulses of energy grew sharper and steeper as a set arrived. I turned and paddled. This time I was in the right place. The wave picked me up and when I lumbered to my feet I found I was just ahead of the crumbling curl. Without knowing how or why, I was gliding easily along the face of a low, clean wall of green water. Nothing flash. Nothing dramatic. But at least I was balanced and in control, my feet firmly on the board.




    The wave seemed to go on and on, unfolding slowly as it eased its way towards the shore. It wasn’t fast, it wasn’t big. What it was, was pure pleasure! With the weight on my front foot, I kept the momentum of the board flowing at the speed of the wave, careful not to outpace it, careful not to let it race ahead, keeping an eye on the low green wall that unrolled beside me. It was a blissful ride, calm and controlled. And a real relief after yesterday’s disappointment. The surfing had properly started! I couldn’t think of a more beautiful place to begin.




    WAVE 3 : Vatersay




    Unused to island roads, I almost missed the ferry. Fortunately it was an hour late, so I went to explore and almost missed it twice. We nosed through the narrow sound separating Tiree from Coll and headed for the high seas, ploughing through a rolling swell, buffeted by a strong wind that made any excursion out on deck brisk and brief. I scanned the white-flecked seas for a glimpse of dolphins, a whale, even a rumoured pod of orcas. Not so much as a sprat.




    Eventually a line of dark humps appeared, strung out along a pin-sharp horizon. As we approached, they gleamed silver grey against the glancing sunlight, and started to resolve themselves into a clustered string of islands with attendant islets and outcrops. The Western Isles! The name itself is evocative, redolent of myth and mystery, of far-off lands shrouded in mist and legend. Today, though, they were bathed in gold.




    A rainbow heralded our arrival, arching over the small castle that sits in the middle of the bay at Castlebay, the main settlement on Barra. A few dozen houses lie scattered almost at random around the foot of a rocky peak that looms above the bay, giving the town a temporary feel against its immutable environment.




    At the tourist office, I picked up a map and an eccentric hitch-hiker from Canada in search of her roots. We headed to Vatersay, a separate island no more than a few miles across, linked to Barra by a short man-made causeway. At the far end, two beautiful, curving beaches face in opposite directions, separated by a narrow isthmus. The law of probability suggested I would find waves on at least one of them.




    I also found Frank, a tall, granite-jawed American from Edinburgh who had just surfed his way down the Hebrides from north to south. On Lewis, he had consulted a local, who had told him all the places to surf from Eoropie down to Vatersay, and he had duly gone and surfed them. Now he told me all the places to surf, from Vatersay up to Eoropie, and I would do the same. This is how surf culture should work. Not the protective withholding of information that seems to pervade most regions, and which I was to stumble across more than once on my travels.




    Together we yomped eagerly over the machair to take a look at the waves. The bay to the east was an aqua marine mill pond, the beach swept smooth, not a footprint to disturb its wind-etched perfection. To the west, on the exposed side of the isthmus, the dunes fell away steeply to a beach strewn with small rocks and flotsam. Lines of swell were rolling in, slightly perturbed by a brisk wind which frizzed the surface of the sea.




    It wasn’t great, but it was Frank’s last day and he was going in. And if Frank was going in, I was going in. Not yet surf-fit, I was tired from my two sessions on Tiree, but I was already sensing that if you’re a lone surfer in the Hebrides, opportunities to surf in company are few and far between. If someone is going in, it would be rude not to join them.




    The waves were about chest high, but the interval was low and the peaks all over the place. If you did manage to catch anything, it would turn out to be a crumbling Wensleydale of a wave, white and insipid and not worth the effort; or an oozing Brie of a wave, squat and shapeless. I caught a handful but they weren’t going anywhere. Worse, if you stayed on the white-water too long, you paid the price for those few seconds of mediocre ride with a double dose of pummelling to get back.




    This didn’t seem to deter Frank, whose long board was far better suited to the shapeless conditions, and who was catching some reasonable rides. I would look up from yet another failed attempt to catch some slush and see Frank’s upper half whizzing along in front of me. My chagrin was tempered by the knowledge that I had weeks ahead of me to catch better waves, and couldn’t begrudge Frank these few crumbs on his final day. In the end I left him to it.




    After a long search for somewhere to camp, the best I could find was a patch of grass by an unused jetty, just off the road back to Barra. I was pacing my temporary demesne when I heard a voice from the road. It was Frank. We had made a loose date to go for a drink, but I already knew I wasn’t likely to make it. I hadn’t left civilisation so long ago to be missing it. Instead I invited Frank to dinner.




    ‘Have you eaten? I’m cooking sausages.’ ‘I’m a vegetarian.’ I didn’t mention the vegetable curry living in the bottom of my so-called fridge. I had cooked it some time in the summer and discovered it lying in suspended animation before I left. It had already thawed out, been refrozen, thawed out again and spent several days in the van, in a fridge that was marginally less efficient than a cardboard box. It probably hadn’t tasted that good in the first place. Even so I was saving it for another day. Today was sausages. I needed to eat them before they turned green.




    When I dug them out, they were already green. They too had spent several days in a fridge that was marginally less efficient than a cardboard box. Fortunately it was getting late and the light was going, so I couldn’t tell how green. Anyway, by the time I had burned them in the gloom, they were no longer green, at least on the outside. They tasted fine. So too did the vegetable curry when I finally ate it two days later, after scraping away a thick forest of furry mould. At least a cardboard box doesn’t pretend it’s trying to keep your food fresh.




    I left Vatersay the following morning and headed back to Barra. Crossing the causeway, the sea was still a game of two halves. To the east, calm and serene. To the west, windswept and choppy. It was the same all over Barra. I know, because I travelled the length and breadth of the island in search of a wave. Where it was exposed to the wind, it was too rough. Where it was sheltered, too flat.




    Determined to leave no beach unchecked, I headed up to the narrow peninsula that stretches out to the north of the island. Not another isthmus, more a spit with aspirations. Halfway along, another large bay stretched gently round in a wide curve, facing east. The beach barely shelved, and as the tide was low, it revealed an immense expanse of flat sand, where a couple of men were digging for shellfish. Unusually for a beach, this one had windsocks at regular intervals. As I approached, a large plane swooped down at my shoulder and touched down on the sand. Welcome to Barra airport. It’s the perfect place for impatient holidaymakers: you emerge from your plane straight onto the beach! The drawback is that flight schedules are dictated by the tide. By mid-tide, the runway is covered in water and you would need a seaplane to get anywhere.




    WAVE 4 : Tangasdale Beach, Barra




    My lightning tour of the island confirmed that everywhere was either hellishly choppy or fiendishly flat. But I had noticed something that looked suspiciously like a reef, in the bay behind the Isle of Barra hotel.




    A reef is a submerged stretch of rock and for surfers – unlike for 18th century mariners – they are a good thing. They throw up clean, powerful, well-shaped waves with impressive regularity, and at a fixed point. The downside is that the waves are fast and furious, with little room for mistakes. The other downside, is that they are indeed reefs. What’s creating the waves are rocks below the surface. So when you fall off, that’s what you bounce along: rocks below the surface.




    My experience of reefs was limited. To be precise, I had surfed just one. But one that will be seared on my neurones forever. Lagide in Portugal. A short right, but a long, long left breaking over shallow, urchin-incrusted rocks. When I had finally managed to catch a left, uninterrupted and sufficiently stable to survive the drop, I had glimpsed eternity. It was by far the longest, most satisfying, most exhilarating ride, the most endless wave, of my brief surfing life to date.




    Crucially, I had been with a surf instructor, Billy, whose reassurance, encouragement and knowledge had been invaluable. On Barra I was on my own. No one to tell me when to go. No one to tell me when not to go. No one to tell me when to stay in my van and not be so utterly stupid.




    Even with my limited experience, this reef looked pretty horrible. A gash of white-water marked the spot where it lurked, and every so often, as the infrequent sets came in, a vicious wall of water rose abruptly up and abruptly hurled itself down again. It certainly didn’t have a lovely, long shoulder to surf along. More of a dismissive shrug.




    To waste time before making any rash decisions, I sat in the hotel car park and texted one of my sisters, who had a friend on Barra. It turned out that the friend ran the hotel and was no more than fifty metres away. She was on the phone trying to get to Rotterdam to see her boyfriend and clearly had little interest in the dashing surfer cluttering up her lobby.




    Her young receptionist Juliet was more welcoming. It’s in the job description. She told me that some guests had surfed the reef the previous week. I didn’t think I was good enough, I admitted. Not on my own. I didn’t want to drown alone and unmourned. ‘I’ll come with you, if you like,’ Juliet offered. It seemed too good to be true. I stammered and stuttered and made noises about not wanting to impose. But I was delighted. I returned to the van to wait for her to come off her shift, and to watch the reef, as I vacillated between ‘Yes, we can!’ and ‘Are you insane?’




    Eventually Juliet appeared, full of apologies and potatoes. She was holding a plate of food, which at first I thought was for me. It wasn’t. She wolfed it down, standing in the car park, and explained that she hadn’t had any lunch. Not the ideal preparation for surfing. She too was having doubts, it seemed. Very gamely, though, she offered to keep an eye on me in case I got dashed onto the rocks or swept out to sea.




    Together we clambered down the rocks looking for a suitable jump-off point. The incoming tide was swirling around with impressive force, and the distance between the top of the peaks and the bottom of the troughs was considerable. With every snarl of swell, the rocks revealed their ragged, rapacious teeth, hungry for a bite of surfer or surfboard. The wind that had blown all day showed no sign of abating, the sky was grey, and in the middle of the bay, the wave was heaving and crashing over the reef like a chained beast.




    Did I really want to go ahead with this? Even if I timed my jump from the rocks to avoid being stranded by the backwash or pounded by the next wave, even if I was able to battle out to the reef against wind and tide, even if I was in the right place at the right time, I wasn’t convinced I had the skill or nerve to catch one of the steep, plunging waves that hurled themselves down with frightening regularity. In short, I was terrified.




    It was Juliet who threw me a lifeline. She was probably bored of watching me prevaricate. ‘Why don’t you just surf the bay?’




    The bay! I had almost forgotten about the bay. Curving round on the other side of the rocks, it hadn’t looked great earlier on. But now, with the tide coming in, evening approaching and my nerve failing, it looked a lot more appealing. ‘I usually jump off the rocks because I can’t be bothered to paddle out from the beach,’ she added. The jump-off point was on the same outcrop of rock, but dropped straight into clear, deep water. With Juliet watching, I picked my way to the edge and stood, waiting for my moment.




    My moment came. I missed it. Instead, another wave came rushing over the rocks, wrapped itself around my knees and tackled me to the ground. I sprawled inelegantly, one hand grappling to stop myself falling backwards, the other desperately trying to keep my board clear of the sharp-edged rock. I struggled to my feet and instinctively dived straight in, board first, onto the back of the wave that had just sent me sprawling. I listened for the crunch of fibreglass on granite, certain I would catch the tail. Nothing. With relief, I realised I was out in calm water, leaving the land, and ignominy, behind me.




    True to her word, Juliet perched on the rocks like a mermaid. I floundered around in the sea like a hippo. My timing was still all over the place, but the fat waves, toppled by the on-shore wind, ignored my ineptitude. I was very late for the first wave, a decent-sized right, about shoulder high, which was already starting to break as I paddled. I carried on regardless. If I hadn’t, there was every likelihood it was going to steamroll over my attempts at a rethink and then steamroll over me. With the water crumbling around me, I fumbled to my feet, still early enough to have to ride out a sizeable drop, but then landing in white-water.




    I still had a fairly ambivalent attitude to white-water. The ambitious side of me dismissed it as a waste of time and effort that won’t get you anywhere except back to the beach. But my inner slacker was still happy to ride white-water, provided it had angle and attitude and enough power to propel you along at a decent whack. For an intermediate surfer, it’s all about time on the board. Plus there’s always a chance the broken wave will take you back onto the green face, either because you manage to catch up with it or because the wave reforms as it approaches the beach.




    It didn’t. But I was out in front, with the wave frothing behind me like a rabid dog. I was heading left, but the wall of water was already white ahead of me so I switched right, hoping to throw the hound off my tracks. It kept on after me. The right started to drop off, so I switched left again. But it was too late. I fell back into the hound’s slavering maw, and let it slobber all over me.




    The next wave was better. The same battle with timing. The same alarming drop, and an exquisite moment of doubt - was I going to bury the nose in the wave and get catapulted off the front? Somehow I managed to point the board just far enough to the right, and for a split second, I was on the face, the green wall ahead of me. But the shock of the drop and the abrupt shift of weight to save the nose meant my balance had gone overboard. I went after it, falling into the wave as it unfurled ahead of me.




    I paddled out again, determined to get it right. This time, I was early. I felt the gentle lift as the wave picked me up, and I struggled to my feet. With the extra millisecond or two from catching the wave early, I had the time to angle the board as I took the drop, avoiding another nose dive. I was ahead of the curl, out on the face. The wave was fantastic! Shoulder high, with plenty of power, and a clean wall ahead.




    But I was teetering like a tightrope walker. And the more unbalanced I felt, the worse it got so I found myself stretching and extending as I overcompensated one way, then had to teeter back the other, overcompensating again. It was the Laurel and Hardy school of surfing.




    Somehow I managed to stay upright, catching fleeting glimpses of something more decorous, feeling the power of the wave behind me as I sped towards the beach. Too far towards the beach. I narrowly escaped a brusque encounter with the sand.




    Rather than paddle out against the waves, I decided to walk along the sand and ride the current out beside the rocks where Juliet, to my surprise, was still sitting. ‘I’m going in now,’ she said, and did. I like to think she had realised I didn’t need a lifeguard. I suspect she was just very unimpressed. None of the waves I caught after that would have impressed her further.




    By morning, drizzle had set in and wisps of mist were drifting up the valley like ghosts. The tide was going out so I went to see if I could lure Juliet out later. I was fully aware that I was now that saddest of specimens: a middle-aged man flirting with a woman – a girl, even – half his age. She didn’t treat me with the scorn I richly deserved, though I detected a more professional froideur in her manner today. And no, she didn’t want to come surfing with me, you sad old git. I made a dignified exit (‘Oh please come surfing, please, please’) and headed into Castlebay.




    At the Community Hall, the annual island show had assembled an impressive cornucopia of cakes, jams, swollen vegetables, home-made biscuits, flowers, bread, pickles, knots, knitwear, prawns, duck eggs, crabs and even painted stones. I missed the prize-giving, so I’ll never know who snatched first prize for One Knot or Three Shellfish, but I returned later for the auction. Produce had been divided between a dozen or so boxes, each containing bread, cake, jam, vegetables, various herbs and something from the non-edible categories. It was like harvest festival at a particularly generous parish, except it was all up for sale.




    When the bidding started, islanders enacted long-standing jealousies, wreathed in laughter, to push the price of each box to around ten pounds – a bargain, even if you had no interest in knots or knitwear. All I was interested in was cake, and they all had cake. I watched for seven or eight lots, then decided to join in.




    ‘Do I hear five pounds?’ ‘Yes,’ I announced, and raised my hand. The room fell silent. All eyes turned on the impertinent outsider. There was an uncomfortable pause. ‘Do I hear six pounds?’ He didn’t, and neither did I. I looked around, willing someone to make a counter-bid. None came. Tense silence gripped the room. ‘Gone!’ I was mortified. With all eyes watching, I handed over my five pounds, feeling as if I might be run out of town. In a bitterly-contested duel, the next box went for £12, which made me feel even more guilty.




    Afterwards, I was talking to local teacher Robert Ross when his nine-year-old daughter bounced up, proudly showing off her certificate: second place for A Painted Stone. She was struggling under the weight of a rough stone block, 8cm across, painted white with black spots. It was like something a giant would use to play Snakes and Ladders.




    ‘Do you want it?’ she asked her father. He didn’t. ‘Do you want it?’ she asked his colleague, Tunde. He didn’t either. ‘Do you want it?’




    Before I could say anything, she handed it to me and skipped off to join her friends. When she returned, I tried to give it back but she shook her head. So instead I gave her the random non-edible item from my box: a purse made from butcher’s string. Like synchronised swimming, it was impressive but virtually useless, and she almost certainly ditched it at the first opportunity.




    I, on the other hand, still have the painted stone on my dashboard, as a rugged mascot and memento of my journey, an ironic Hebridean nod towards furry dice. I saw several cars in the Hebrides with genuine furry dice, which only added to my pleasure.




    Beside it I placed a plastic cup with the herbs from my box, and when these wilted, a pot of parsley from the supermarket, as a token garden for my temporary home. Remarkably, the parsley flourished. Later I added a Taj Mahal snow shaker Karen sent me from India. The three items brightened up the van and were a welcome distraction in slow traffic or slow waves.




    WAVE 5 : Traigh Stir, North Uist




    After three days on the island, Barra felt like home. It had everything. Waves, scenery, Juliet. Stick it in the Mediterranean and it would be ruined instantly by unscrupulous developers and vomiting Englishmen.




    South Uist, in contrast, was bleak, with dark cloud sucking what little colour there was from a colourless landscape. The single-lane main road plods north between a knuckle of unfriendly hills to the east, and to the west, peaty wetlands that ooze out towards the sea. A scattering of dismal farms and houses lurked down unsigned roads, muttering darkly among themselves.




    The sea was flat, so I continued on, over the moss-green stepping stone of Benbecula, where I have since surfed the picturesque horseshoe bay at Culla, and on to North Uist, where Frank had marked two beaches worth trying.




    Traigh Stir is a small bay a few hundred metres across between two low rocky points. On the horizon, Haskeir Island and its attendant skerries float like a passing armada. The tide was low, leaving a semi-circular arena of white sand streaming with rivulets. Infrequent waves pushed into the bay, but when they came, they were a decent size – easily head high, thick and powerful. Most of them backed off just as you thought they should break, but the ones that broke had a long, gentle face, and plenty of time to get to your feet. It was hard work, though, despite the lulls. A strong current pushed you gently but constantly out of position, and I was wary of the low menacing rocks at each end of the bay.




    I was entirely alone – and happy to be so – but it was a disquieting sensation, surfing on an unknown beach, with no one around, no one even in view, and not so much as a derelict bothy overlooking the bay. For the first time I felt the trembling thrill of anxiety. I had surfed alone before, but on familiar beaches where I knew what was out there – and under there – and usually there had been people on the shore. The feeling of being so isolated was unnerving, a teasing disquiet. Not fear, but a tingling nervousness. Or maybe just a healthy awareness of where I was and what I was doing, an adrenaline edge to keep me alert. I couldn’t ignore it, so I did my best to enjoy it.




    I caught a few average rides, and a couple of times missed a wave I should have caught – a moment of inattention, a last minute lapse, a slight complacency. I was determined to catch a decent wave and saw one starting to rise up. I turned towards the beach, ready to paddle. When I looked back, the wave had changed from a benign pulse into a snarling monster, an aggressive left that had doubled in height. I was still determined to get it, and paddled hard, stumbling to my feet the instant I felt it pick me up.




    To my amazement, I found myself standing high up on the face. It was an entirely new sensation, like being halfway up a ladder against a sea-green wall: there’s more to climb, but you’re still a long way up. It was a moment of magnificent thrill. I didn’t have to do anything – just enjoy the moment and not fall off. As I marvelled, I caught a glimpse of the rocks. They looked a lot closer than they should have been. And they were speeding towards me. I panicked and lurched into an abrupt turn, desperate to get away. Hopeless. Rather than the graceful carving arc I should have etched into the dark green face, I must have caught a rail. The board came to an abrupt halt and bucked me off, mid-turn. I went flying, flat on my back, into the pit of the wave. I was winded with the sudden shock and jarring disappointment. So much for the magnificent thrill.




    I paddled out, determined to try again, finding it harder and harder to hold my position with tiring arms. A wave came. Another left. I turned and paddled, a little late. I took off just behind the peak as it broke, struggling to keep my balance in the breaking whitewash, and surfed down the face amid the jostling foam. I managed to get through it, still balanced and with plenty of momentum to drive me on.




    Without thinking about what I was doing, I was somehow in the right place, in the right position, knees flexed for a bottom turn. I looked up and was greeted by the most spectacular sight of my surfing life so far: a perfect, dark green wall of water stretched out ahead of me, its lip somewhere above my line of sight. Clean, crisp and powerful. It was the first time I had found myself in control on a clean wave as high as this and it was an exhilarating sight, impressive, almost majestic, with all its power and force bearing down on me.




    This time I wasn’t going to be distracted by distant rocks or dismal balance. I surfed along it, almost overawed by the situation, full of reverence for the majesty of the wave but alive with ecstasy and glee. Even when it crumbled and collapsed, I didn’t want to let go. This had been my wave. My shoulders ached and I knew I wasn’t going to get another, so I held on to the whitewash, surfing all the way to shore, exhilarated and very happy. Even when I got there, I was half-tempted to go back for more. But I knew this wave had been special. I didn’t want to ruin it. I waded out and up the beach in a cloud of sheer delight.




    As I returned to the van, a local surfer was just leaving. He was suitably dour and not impressed to find a foreigner surfing his patch. ‘I haven’t seen anything worth surfing,’ he said with a scowl, and drove off. I didn’t tell him I had just had the wave of my life.




    By now I was following The Shipping Forecast religiously. With gale-force winds forecast, I drove to Lochmaddy, to meet up with two intrepid friends, Becca and Anne, who were cycling up the Hebrides. Their idea of a rest day was hiking out to the beach at Sollas in a 50mph wind, and as surfing was out of the question, I felt obliged to join them.




    Driving rain drenched us as we walked, paused long enough for the screaming wind to dry us out, then drenched us again on the way back. Violent waves with crests trailing like comets flashed against the storm-dark sky and crashed onto the wide, white moonscape of the beach. Banshees howled and snakes of sand slithered at our ankles, while wind-dried flotsam bowled and cart-wheeled headlong past. It was hellish and exhilarating, and certainly no day for surfing.




    By morning, the wind had dropped. I had a ferry to catch, but first I wanted to see the stone circle at Beinn Langais. Not to be missed, apparently. Although neither was the ferry.




    I’ve always had a thing for standing stones. I vividly remember visiting Stonehenge as a child, in the days when you were still allowed to touch them – and as a five-year-old, clamber over them. Later I spent an idyllic teenage summer working on a campsite in Brittany, cleaning tents by day, and by night spending angst-filled hours alone among the menhirs. I could feel their energy as I watched for shooting stars against the glittering sky, and forlornly missed the then love of my life with the pain only a teenager can feel who has just mislaid his first girlfriend.




    Driving up South Uist a few days earlier I had hiked up to the single stone above Staionebrig. It was overlooked by a phone mast and surrounded by discarded building material, which compromised its majesty. But when I put my ear to its weathered face, shaggy with lichen, I could have sworn I heard a distant battle cry. A passing seabird, perhaps, its call carried on the wind. But the effect was electric.




    The stones at Beinn Langais are small and rough, almost indistinguishable from the rocks lying nearby. It’s their alignment that marks them out, their unspoilt location that makes them special. Having misread the map, I approached from above, striding breathlessly across wild moorland in the sunshine to find the stones garlanded in bright heather, with the loch shining below, deep blue. I walked around them, savouring the calm and beauty of the place, enjoying the grass beneath my feet and the wind on my face, trying to take in the magnitude of their existence. Their age makes a mockery of human endeavour, their endurance underlines our transience. Whoever put them there, whatever their beliefs and struggles, their happiness and pain, they’re gone, leaving no trace but this. Just as we’ll be gone, our existence similarly unmarked against the immensity of time.




    I reached out and touched the main stone, and felt its power. It was strangely reassuring. Almost like receiving the blessing of the island and being granted permission to continue with the trip. In the long run, it’s all pointless anyway, so go ahead and pursue your little project, if it means so much to you. It’s worth no more or less than anything else, so why not? I left feeling reassured, empowered, calm. As if I had just glimpsed the infinite and not been overwhelmed. Taking their blessing for the road ahead.




    WAVE 6 : Scarasta, Harris




    As if cycling up the Hebrides wasn’t exercise enough, Becca also wanted to get a surf in. I had two boards and two wetsuits, and when we got off the ferry, the beach at Scarasta, a few miles beyond Leverburgh, seemed the ideal opportunity. What I didn’t have, I now discovered, was a spare leash. While Becca happily floundered in the shallows catching plenty of broken waves, I headed further out, full of confidence and swagger after my triumph at Traigh Stir. My swagger was short-lived.




    Surfing without a leash is an interesting experience. In the early days of surfing, you had no option, so you were always at risk of losing your board. Even today, lots of people surf without a leash in certain conditions. I’m not one of those people. Without a leash, you’re constantly worried what’s going to happen to your board if you fall off, so you only go for waves you think you can catch and ride safely. You become tense and wary, and your surfing suffers.




    Even so, the waves seemed reasonable: shoulder high, fairly powerful, but buffeted by a strong wind that was sneaking round the hill to the south. And there was the small matter of several lines of white-water to negotiate. I got through the first thirty metres reasonably quickly, but after that, progress was impossible. No matter how hard I tried, there were always several more lines of crashing foam between me and the open sea. I paddled and duck-dived and recovered and paddled and duck-dived and still I was no further out. My optimism soon turned to despair.




    Eventually I called a temporary truce. Was it my imagination or were the waves easier further down the beach? I caught a miserable rag of whitewash back to the shore, collected Becca, who was doing fine in the shallows, and we walked down the beach.




    Immediately things changed. This often happens. If you’re trying and failing, instead of wasting energy in a struggle you’re not going to win, it’s better to get out, have a rest and take a good look at what the waves are doing. Now at least I was able to get through the white-water to where the waves were breaking.




    The problem was what happened next. My smaller board felt as insubstantial as a nail file and without a leash, I couldn’t commit. I just didn’t want to let go of the board, because I knew it would end up in the shallows without me and I would be faced with a demoralising slog to get back out again.




    Finally I admitted defeat. Becca had got out and was sitting on the beach. It was time to reclaim the larger board. The difference was instant. If nothing else, I had no excuses. I had to go for it. But the tide had dropped, and the waves were steep and hollow. Once again I found myself staring down the abyss of a gaping beach break. I duly went over the falls a few times – though at least now my board wasn’t hauled away and hurled onto the beach. Eventually, with despair and exhaustion struggling for control over my now-battered body, I made one final attempt to actually surf. I put my remaining energy into one last paddle. I caught the wave. Leapt to my feet. I did it - I was up! The wave hollowed out and I plunged straight down the face, no time to turn. The nose dived deep into the water and I was catapulted off. Enough. I could paddle no more, and disconsolately called it a day.




    WAVE 7 : Clach Steinigidh, Harris




    After this debacle, I needed to regain my confidence. It was the start of a pattern I would come to recognise and repeat with depressing regularity: a great surf followed by a crushingly terrible surf, followed by the determination to erase the disappointment and grab at least an average surf, even if it meant going back to basics.




    Between Scarasta and Seilebost were four or five tiny beaches nestling between the rocks. One looked promising, below a standing stone guarded by four doe-eyed highland cows. Waves were breaking about twenty metres out, opening up just enough for a quick ride, while in the shallows the storm had brought in a bank of kelp and seaweed, which was being churned around like dirty washing.




    My arms were tired after the previous day’s fruitless battle, but at least here it was easy enough to get out – you could wade most of the way, then paddle a few strokes into the line-up. When it came to catching the waves, though, either I didn’t have the speed or they didn’t have the power. Eventually we met halfway, on a chest-high wave with a clean face. It was going right, not too hollow, but not flat and formless either. I angled my board, paddled hard and caught it before it could get away. It was a decent drop down the face, but this time, with the slight angle, I was able to make it comfortably without plunging to the sea bed. I kept low, instinctively grabbing my rail and tucking into the curve of the wave. The shore was close, and the ride only lasted a few seconds. But a ride it was. A couple more followed, almost identical to the first: the weightless bliss of the drop, part hope, part fear, followed by the fleeting instant of electricity and awareness as you align yourself with the ocean; then the early, uncontrollable end as the wave explodes into a million droplets of water, each hurling themselves at the shore. Brief but blissful, an addictive injection of adrenaline, infinitely satisfying, yet immediately leaving you wanting another.




    Exhausted but with honour restored, I drove up the barren east side of Harris, a bleak, beautiful, rock-strewn landscape punctuated by tiny coves; then on to Lewis, where I picked up a hitch-hiker at a bus-stop. Lennie was a retired fencer with hair as wild as heather and a face as weathered as the surrounding hills. English was his second language after Gaelic, and his sonorous voice, full of peat and whisky, was pure delight. As we drove, he pointed to a hotel just off the main road.




    ‘Can you stop here?’ he instructed. ‘I have to cash a cheque.’ I waited as Lennie hobbled into the hotel. A few minutes later he hobbled back. ‘They wouldn’t cash my cheque,’ he grumbled. ‘They’ve already cashed two today.’




    A mile down the road, I noticed him taking surreptitious glances at me. ‘Do you mind if I have a dram?’ he eventually asked. He pulled out a hipflask and took a discreet nip. A few miles further on, he got it out again. ‘Would you like a dram?’ he offered. I was expecting some hellish firewater, but it was decent whisky, and we drove on in companionable silence.




    The following morning, I met Lennie again. He had flagged a car down and was asking for a lift. The instant he saw me, he abruptly abandoned negotiations and shuffled over. My passenger door didn’t unlock from the inside, so I had to get out and open it for him. I felt more like his chauffeur than a passing stranger. It was early, and this time his hip-flask didn’t appear. Or maybe he had drunk it dry and was going to Stornoway for a refill.




    WAVE 8 : Bru, Lewis




    Up to now, every beach had been sandy and picturesque. Bru was different. Bru wasn’t sandy and it certainly wasnt picturesque: a grey band of rocks and boulders strewn with fisherman’s jetsam, below a scrubby fringe of harsh grass. Low clouds threatened violence against a bleak sky. At the water’s edge, the stones rumbled ominously in the undertow and as I dived in, I heard the ugly grind of fins scraping on stone. It was an eerie, uncomfortable place, with a sense of danger lurking nearby. The sea was shark-skin grey, shark-skin rough. Beneath me, everything was shark-eye black.




    I surfed below my best, catching just one clean, powerful left with a good drop and a brief, shoulder-high wall. But fear and foreboding tugged at my feet or tipped me over, and as time went on, I got colder and less confident. Miserable, almost.




    Even getting out was tricky. Strong breakers lashed round the large boulders that skulked in the shallows, slippery with seaweed. I stumbled and slipped and scrabbled, trying to protect my board from the stones that stubbed my toes. They rumbled vague threats as I fumbled around, until eventually I managed to escape, bruised and dissatisfied.




    I returned the next day, determined to do better. Conditions were worse. Much worse. It looked decidedly ugly, with a big swell, strong wind and huge, swirling waves. After a good long look I decided I had to go in anyway. Honour demanded it. I had to put the beach’s demons to rest.




    As I walked back to get my board, I was relieved to see a van appear. I wouldn’t have to surf the monster alone. Stevie, a rugged Daniel Craig lookalike, wound down his window. ‘It’s the best you’ll find today,’ he said, with a rueful smile. We changed and I followed him into the water, trying to take the same line through the shallows and out into the howling mess.




    It was atrocious out there, a dark, heaving maelstrom splashed with white, as huge waves thundered down on us from out of a darkened sky. I’m not sure I would have managed it alone, but Stevie seemed relaxed and confident, and his presence calmed me slightly.




    The sky darkened further. A squall of rain swept through. The roiling ocean pounded and pummelled us, bouncing us around like ants on a blanket, and we had to paddle constantly against the wind.




    Stevie was catching outrageous waves with nonchalance and ease, taking off late, right under the lip, as the wave started to curl over his head. He would fly down the impossibly steep face into a dramatic bottom turn, then carve expertly along a violent, thundering wall of water that propelled him towards the shore, hidden from my sight by the exploding chaos. I was sitting further down the line, perfectly positioned to see the size of these monsters as he caught them. I would guess Stevie is around 5’8’’. When he stood, the waves were twice as tall as he was.




    Overawed – and frankly terrified – by my surroundings, I couldn’t catch a thing. I paddled too early, or stood up too soon or pulled back just in time, or baled out as I went over the falls. Classic mistakes of the unconfident. Or incompetent. Or plain cowardly. A couple of times I got caught beneath a large wave and held down in the cold black depths for what seemed like forever. As the waves continued to pound down on us, I grew increasingly frustrated and annoyed by my cowardice, my inability to launch myself into certain disaster.




    Stevie didn’t seem to mind. When we weren’t paddling against wind and current, we chatted like old friends. It was rough, he acknowledged, and the wave was breaking all over the place. But you just need time in the water, he advised. It didn’t make me feel any better, though I appreciated the surfer solidarity. He could have just ignored me. I was careful to stay out of his way, though, knowing I wasn’t likely to get anything anyway, and not wanting to prevent him catching anything. If I thought he might go for a wave, I didn’t even paddle.




    He probably sensed this. Or perhaps he was throwing me a lifeline. Either way, I am immensely grateful. As we sat, a wave started to bear down on us. Alone, I would have certainly ignored it, and more probably paddled towards it, to get through it before it broke.




    ‘You can have this one if you want it,’ he said casually. I looked up to see an ugly wall of water snarling as it raced towards us. He was offering me a wave. I couldn’t turn it down. Without thinking twice, I turned and paddled as hard as I could.




    At first, nothing seemed to happen. I paddled even harder. This time I felt the gentle lift as the wave took hold of me, and I scrabbled to my feet, barely aware what I was doing. Barely time to register fear. Nothing else mattered, I just had to surf this wave.




    I seemed to be on a high plateau of rough water, with a sharp drop somewhere ahead. There was a slight push as the wave started to propel me. I pressed down on my front foot, bringing my weight forward to seize its momentum. With a sudden burst of exhilarating acceleration, suddenly weightless, I was off, riding down the rough face of an immense wall of water, heading left. Spray was flying everywhere, shooting from the rails of my board. I was desperate to keep my balance on the choppy surface, aware of the struggle but somehow in control. I seemed to drop forever, speeding down an endless slope of seething water. There was a sudden bump and I felt the board take to the air, landing with a jolt a second later and continuing to speed on. Somehow, it failed to buck me off, and I held my balance.




    The wave powered forward, taking me with it. I was on my forehand, face towards the wave, desperate to cling on as it thundered and rolled. It towered above me, well overhead as it surged on. It was utterly exhilarating, enthralling, amazing, a thrilling explosion of adrenaline and fear and elation rolled into a violent, unfurling vortex of water. I could barely believe I was surfing it, so different was it to anything I had ever surfed before. Or even experienced before.




    Ahead of me, the wall started to break. I powered on and managed to get round the collapsing wall, back on to the rough green face, still immense as it sped towards the shore. I was hanging on desperately, thrilled and exhilarated and elated, unable to take it all in, instinctively and unconsciously calling on every ounce of experience I could possibly muster to stay upright and in control. It was sublime and astonishing, and it went on forever.




    Ahead of me, the wall started to close down, falling more steeply away before exploding with a final crash of energy. I was concerned I would be caught under it and swept closer to shore, where the rocks lurked beneath the surface. Just before it collapsed, still tall and powerful, I made a desperate dive up and over the low wall, aware it was about to take me out in a mass of crashing foam. I landed in black water and came up, elated, electricity coursing through my body. A hundred metres away, Stevie was watching. He saw me reappear, and gave me the raised fist, the surfers salute. I had done it!




    WAVE 9 : Eoropie, Lewis




    Saturday night in Stornoway is a great place for a whisky crawl. Every bar has live music and a selection of single malts, and Becca, Anne and I celebrated our Hebridean adventure like locals. Sunday is a different matter. They take their Sabbath seriously on Lewis. Nothing is open, nothing moves. As I drove the deserted road out to Eoropie, I passed church after sombre church humming with hymns, but not a soul in sight.




    I was exhausted, my body limp and relaxed, with the luxurious looseness that comes with long, tiring sessions in the water. It was my last day on Lewis; I barely had the energy for a final session but I really wanted to surf the northern tip of the Hebrides.




    On the way, I had a quick look at Bru, just in case. Fortunately it wasn’t breaking. Neither was Barvas, a reef on the far side of the bay. Instead, Eoropie was perfect. It’s a long, wide, gently-shelving beach surrounded by rolling dunes and lush meadows leaping with rabbits. The storm had passed, leaving chest-high waves that rolled lazily to shore in the late afternoon sunshine. Perfect for an exhausted surfer’s elegiac final session.




    After the drama and violence of Bru, this was paradise. Almost immediately I caught a fabulous right that opened slowly, allowing me to follow the curl in a controlled crouch, feeling the unhurried power of the ocean as it pushed onwards, clean and smooth. The contrast to the panic and nerves of the last few days was vast. This was bliss. I made a fat cut-back and stuck to the pocket as the wave unfurled, rolling on and on, not like the speeding express train at Bru; more like a free-wheeling bicycle. It felt like a bigger, longer, more powerful bookend to the first wave I had caught, back on Tiree: the same insouciant ease, the same relaxed power and slow, steady advance, the same pleasure and surprise.




    Eventually I dragged myself up the beach and went to investigate the very tip of the island. Gannets wheeled and plunged into the clear water like darts, emerging a few seconds later like broken umbrellas struggling to reassemble themselves, before flapping off to try again.




    As I drove back to Stornoway, the churches were still humming in the gathering dusk, their windows bright with God and electricity. I felt like a heretic. But a happy one.




    The following morning I caught the early ferry back to the mainland. Ullapool was resplendent. A row of white houses lined the quayside to greet us, gleaming in the bright sunshine. I couldn’t bring myself to leave, and spent a melancholy hour wandering the foreshore, where huge jellyfish, stranded by the tide, oozed like iridescent dinner plates.




    A few hundred metres out of town I came to a T-junction with a stark choice: north or south. I desperately wanted to continue north. That’s where my journey lay. But there were two things I had to do first, both important, both to the south. It was too soon to be interrupting my journey, but I had no choice. Reluctantly, I turned right. South.
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