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PREFACE


For the process of writing this book, I spent the latter part of 2021 and early 2022 flying to and from Portugal to rub shoulders with the surfers of Nazaré for their big-wave season.


With each visit came ever-changing Covid restrictions and testing requirements, adding a level of bureaucracy beyond simply poring over the cheapest flights in and out of Portugal’s capital, Lisbon.


Nevertheless, every time my flight landed at Lisbon Airport and I prepared to drive up to Nazaré, it was always with a mixture of excitement and trepidation.


The antics performed in the waves by the surfers are both awe inspiring and addictive, watching people do something seemingly impossible day after day, often with what looks like remarkable ease.


But always in the back of my mind was that nagging sensation that things could go horribly wrong at any given moment. Surfing waves up to and over 80 feet is understandably precarious, and lives have been lost at big-wave surfing spots around the globe.


Death is, understandably, not a subject the surfing community talk to each other about with any regularity, nor is there exactly an omertà over the subject. Whenever asked about the prospect of tragedy, the surfers are all honest enough to admit it exists in their thinking patterns, all with the realisation that one day it may happen.


All season long, I had a perpetual fear of such a fate befalling those who took to the waters but especially the main characters of this book – Andrew Cotton, Nic von Rupp, Maya Gabeira, Sebastian Steudtner and Sérgio Cosme – who were kind enough to let me into their eye-catching but unusual world.


Undertaking this, there was always the very real concern that tragedy might unfold before my own eyes. At one point relatively early in the season, I genuinely thought I was witnessing the death of one particular surfer only for him and his rescuers to pull off what seemed like the unlikeliest of escapes.


When the 2021–22 season drew to a close, there was almost an anti-climax that my time as a voyeur of these extreme sportsmen and women had drawn to a close. But there was also a palpable sense of relief that, amid all the wipeouts, hospitalisations and inevitable rehabilitations, everyone had ended the season with their lives intact.


Nazaré is a newcomer to the big-wave surfing scene, and one of its great claims – aside from producing some of the most consistent big waves – is the fact that no surfer had ever died in its waters. At the end of the 2021–22 season that was still the case. Tragically, since finishing this book, that is no longer the situation.


Marcio Freire was a 47-year-old Brazilian surfer. He was perhaps best known from the 2016 documentary Mad Dogs, which featured him and his fellow surfers Danilo Couto and Yuri Soledade’s attempts to paddle surf the big waves at Jaws in Hawaii.


Freire was on a family trip to Portugal when he took to the water on a relatively innocuous January day by Nazaré’s standards, the waves topping out at a maximum height of about 20 feet. During his career, he had surfed waves three times that size.


But he came unstuck on one particular wave, which knocked him off his board. He was pounded by three successive waves and underwater for what onlookers believed was about 40 seconds.


By the time he was rescued by his fellow Brazilian Lucas Chumbo, he was no longer breathing. Cardiopulmonary resuscitation (CPR) was performed on him on the beach but he was pronounced dead at the scene.


It resulted in a lost father, a lost son, a lost husband and a lost friend to many in Nazaré and the wider big-wave surfing community.


Tributes have flooded in about the popular Freire ever since. Von Rupp, also in Nazaré’s waters on that day, spoke of Freire surfing all day with a smile on his face.


The incident has understandably left those in the water and those watching from the clifftops traumatised by this tragic denouement. And in the days afterwards, many of them gathered in a circle on their jetskis, holding hands in memory of one of their tribe on top of the very waters where he had lost his life.


The exact details of what unfolded will become clear in time, but Nazaré has finally, as many predicted, experienced its first loss of life. Sadly, the reality is that Freire won’t be the last, such is the dangerous nature of the waters these surfers choose to enter during the course of the big-wave season.


While Freire was by no means a Nazaré regular, his loss has been keenly felt. And it comes not long after Jorge Leal, one of the key figures in the town’s origin story in big-wave surfing, was hospitalised and left unable to speak after a massive stroke just as the 2022–23 season was getting under way.


Leal, often referred to as Jesus on account of his long hair and beard, features in the pages of this book, and was the original cameraman and photographer on the clifftop for the first big waves ever surfed in this spot. Now, the clifftop is littered with those behind a camera lens – amateur and professional – but Leal was very much the forefather of that particular filming movement.


Universally liked within Nazaré’s surfing community, he faces a lengthy period of rehabilitation and recovery, the outcome of which is unknown. And such is the tight-knit nature of the big-wave surfers that its best-known names have tried to rally round to raise funds to pay medical bills of €15,000 a month for treatment they estimate could last up to a year.


Freire and Leal remain in many people’s daily thoughts but, even amid such awful moments, life in Nazaré goes on. Day after day, they still pull out of the harbour on their jetskis to surf one of the most dangerous stretches of water in the world.


Some have no doubt questioned their own existence in this unique corner of the planet – as they often do when things go wrong – and yet they remain there willing to risk it all.


Safety is a perpetual work in progress in Nazaré and wider big-wave surfing. There will no doubt be lessons learned from this particular tragedy, and further improvements made to ensure such a perilous pastime and profession can be as safe as humanly possible.


For many, Freire’s passing will be the defining moment of the 2022–23 season, which in its early part has been relatively quiet in terms of the big swells compared to the season before. The one thing that Nazaré had tried so hard to avoid has finally happened.






Prologue


A FIGHT FOR SURVIVAL


One minute, Andrew Cotton is reclining in the December sunshine, the next, fighting for his life, a lone black blob teetering in Nazaré’s death zone.


Whitewash surrounds him and for two and a half minutes – a time frame that feels infinitely longer for his girlfriend Justine White, friends and teammates watching on the clifftop above – his life hangs in the balance.


Things tend to go wrong quickly in Nazaré. One minute, he is being picked up on the back of a jet ski after riding a latest wave. As his rescuer Alemão de Maresias hits the throttle to surpass the crest of the next wave, the lip of it juts up just that bit higher than either anticipates.


The rescue vehicle lands heavily back on the water’s surface. Cotty, as he is better known to everyone, shakes the water from his eyes only to realise, as his vision returns, that his rescuer has been knocked clean off.


He quickly shifts himself into the driver’s seat and hits full gas to try to evade the next breaking wave – only to be sideswiped and sent battering towards the rocks on which the Fort of São Miguel Arcanjo stands.


Those looking out for him on the walkie-talkies, the so-called spotters, are unsighted on the clifftop – their view blocked by the fort – and unable to help. Others on the fort wolf-whistle to the jet skis surrounding the rock as their drivers try to spot him and find a safe passage to rescue. The level of panic from the helpless above to the even more helpless in the water rapidly grows and reaches a crescendo.


Cotton is thrown against the two standalone rocks that jut out of the water’s surface between the fort and the open expanse of the Atlantic Ocean. They spit him out perilously close to the jagged caves below the fort, in which certain death awaits. One more big wave and he will be battered and shattered against the cliff face, and will most likely end up dead. One of his peers, the Portuguese surfer Nic von Rupp, later estimates the chance of survival at this stage and in that position is about 10 per cent.


But, momentarily, the size of the waves offers some brief respite. The current whips him out to safety and his marine walk with death is at an end, 150 seconds of mayhem over. Cotton – by this point relatively breathless, battered and bruised – is finally picked up by a jet-ski driver.


For those standing on the clifftop, that two and a half minutes feels markedly longer, and also lengthy enough for Cotton himself to consider a potential endgame.


“I remember thinking, This is about as bad as it gets,” he says, showered off and changed just hours after the incident. “I thought, If the next wave gets me, it could be a really horrible, painful and slow death. There’s some gnarly caves, the rocks are super sharp and seaweedy. If you’re pushed down there, it would be horrible. Sometimes you watch the waves and they regularly break where I was. This time, for whatever the reason, they didn’t. It’s the roll of the dice, isn’t it?”


Cotton had previously decided not to go out on this particular day. With windy conditions and bumpy waves, it was an unnecessary risk just two days out from a competition.


Now that he is in his forties, there is no longer the burning desire, the aching need to surf every wave, to be immersed in every single swell he once had. But even now, when all his sensibilities say something else, he sometimes just can’t help himself.


Cotton’s instinct is to sit it out in the coastline home he is renting during the big-wave season in Nazaré. But on days like this, the strength of the villa’s location can also be its curse. There is something in the waves that, on such days, drags even a noncommittal surfer in and stokes a fear of missing out, as jet skis bob in and out of the water and surfers catch the occasional clean wave only a few hundred metres in front of him.


Nazaré’s big-wave surfers have a propensity to shake off the near disasters – they have to, in order to mentally get themselves back in the water.


The surfer from North Devon is not the first one to find himself stranded in big-wave surfing’s no man’s land. Others have been in the same watery limbo between life and death.


Garrett McNamara, the first man to surf Nazaré on its big days, ended up there moments after breaking the world record in 2011 for what was then the biggest wave ever surfed – a 78-footer. Such is the speed with which moments of celebration can nearly end in tragedy along this stretch of the Portuguese coast.


Even years later, the Hawaiian McNamara’s wife Nicole likes to imagine she can locate a spot in those caves where he can improbably find himself a safe haven and where she could winch down food to him should he ever find himself stuck in there, confident he could see it out safely until the waves have died down. In Nazaré, family-and-friend onlookers tell themselves all manner of things to reassure themselves, as they helplessly stand a couple of hundred metres above and avoid acknowledging that their loved ones might one day meet with tragedy.


Up until this point – the start of the 2021–22 surfing season in the Portuguese fishing village – remarkably, no one has died in its perilous waters. And yet there is a foreboding for all those working in and out of the water of such an eventuality on any given day. This is the nature of the surfers’ dangerous undertaking. The reality is it might even happen this season.


For Cotton, his own dice with death is a bad one but, he argues somewhat unbelievably, for those watching, there have been infinitely worse. For his girlfriend, it is her first time witnessing him in real trouble. Turned white, she is virtually muted, her walkie-talkie, normally used to communicate with those in the water, snatched from her by one of the spotters in an initially vain attempt to launch a rescue mission, which is only achieved thanks to the changing current of forgiving seas rather than all manner of safety operations in place on land and sea.


Cotton, Britain’s leading big-wave surfer, has broken his back and torn his anterior cruciate ligament (ACL) in Nazaré’s stormy seas on previous outings. Of his latest brush with the rocks, he says almost nonchalantly:


“It’s not as bad as the back-breaker, and it’s more traumatic for anyone watching than for anyone going through it. But there was a moment where I thought, I’ve really fucked it here, this is really going to be it. But I’ve thought that a few times before. The nightmare is to get pushed into one of those caves – you’d never get out – so I’d definitely put it in my top five worst, maybe higher.”


Everyone has their Nazaré stories: knocked unconscious and face down in the water; the elbow dislocated at its socket and the arm pointing in the wrong direction on exiting the water; the handlebars of the jet ski knocking out a pair of front teeth; an earlobe ripped clean off. The list goes on.


And yet they still return, big wave after big wave, swell after swell, near tragedy after near tragedy, for that ultimate adrenaline rush and that perfect wave – if such a thing exists or is capable of quenching their surfing thirst.
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SURFING’S MOUNT EVEREST


Nazaré is the pinnacle of big-wave surfing – its Mecca, its Mount Everest, its Holy Grail. It is consistently the biggest wave in the world and perhaps its most visually spectacular. While other big-wave spots might have more stunning barrels and blue skies, none can match the backdrop of Nazaré. Stand well back from the clifftop, with the fort and its small red lighthouse on top, and you see its full majesty and ferocity. Photographs from there almost give a false perspective, as though the wave is fronting up entirely facing that fort, ready to batter a stricken surfer into the rock face. Within it, surfers still look like a mere dot as they are towed in by the jet skis and fight to stay on their boards and for survival.


The place has an inexplicable pull. It brings adrenaline junkies from all over the planet. There are the regulars, those that dip in and out during the season, and even those who come for a one-off visit simply to see what all the hype is about and never come back. Others, meanwhile, call it home for the season or even for a lifetime. None are the same but they all share the same vested interest: to surf the biggest wave in history and stay alive while doing so.


Andrew Cotton, a former plumber and one of the first to surf Nazaré, hails from North Devon in the United Kingdom. At times, he acts a little bemused that he is still here – or that he ever made it here at all. He has given much of his life to the place, and it has given him much in return. Despite his 42 years, in a community that skews young, he has no plans to slow down or pack up, the desire still there to surf the big waves, although he does pick his moments now. From October to March – the length of a typical big-wave season in Portugal – Nazaré is predominantly his home. Each year that home can vary, from his current villa overlooking the waves to a camper van or else CAR Surf, a high-performance centre cut out of a forest, with bunk rooms where the surfers can stay. Often the accommodation choice depends on the budget for that season, and the money he has conjured up from various sponsors.


Wherever he rests his head at the end of the day, he’s been coming here long enough to earn himself Portuguese citizenship. For six months, it serves as his main base, although he likes to escape the madness of it all on occasion. Nazaré can be exhausting and all-consuming – not just Mother Nature, but the forces of personality with which he vies on a daily basis. So he will dart back to the south-west of England, where his two children live with his ex-wife. Or else he might head to the west coast of Ireland, where he first established himself as a big-wave surfer and which remains a quieter haven to explore his passion, and almost strip it back to the basics. Another home from home is the French Alps, where his girlfriend lives.


In contrast, for Maya Gabeira, who resides here full-time, this is home – and it may always be. A trailblazer for women surfers, the Brazilian was the first female big-wave surfer of note anywhere on the planet. She was battered by the elements and by some of her peers, experiencing sexism and verbal abuse, but found her own pathway through and smashed the door down for future women surfers to come up through the ranks. That the likes of Justine Dupont are matching anything the men can do here today is testament to the trials and tribulations Gabeira went through to get to this point. That she is even alive is no mean feat, having come within a whisker of losing her life in the waters of Nazaré. But rather than be put off, she returned – after years battling with the physical and mental demons of a broken back and brush with death – to tackle it once more. For her, there is almost an inexplicably magical hold that Nazaré has on her, enough to leave her tight-knit family behind in her native Brazil and buy a house – a paradise in the hillside 10 minutes’ drive from the harbour where the surfers head out on jet skis to surf the waves. She lives there in relative solitude with her two dogs, two goats and the occasional stray cats, who prefer the trees just outside the gates to her home.


On paper, her long-time partnership in the water with German surfer Sebastian Steudtner shouldn’t work, but does. They aren’t quite chalk and cheese, but their approaches are entirely different. Gabeira is neither laissez-faire in her approach nor is she quite as methodical as the German, but she is a yin to his yang in the water, and somehow it is a relationship that thrives. They are poles apart in some ways, but have in common a propensity to often operate alone – a shared partnership in having occasionally been outsiders in Nazaré.


The German is the surfing scientist. Whereas for many, it is just surfer and board against the elements, Steudtner leaves no stone unturned in a perpetual quest to improve. He has use of a wind tunnel at one of his sponsors Porsche’s headquarters back in his homeland. With help from his technology partner Siemens, he had a full-body cast made to better understand every nuance of his body on top of the board as it was faced with the elements. Hailing from Nuremberg, a landlocked city miles away from any expanse of open water, he is innovative in a way that is different to that of any of his peers – from the cutting-edge science he embraces to employing a military doctor more used to treating patients in a different type of war zone. And Steudtner has done more than any other surfer to improve safety in these Portuguese waters. He won’t admit it, but there are surfers alive because of him and the measures he has pushed to improve safety. He is also one of the benchmarks for the big-wave movement, riding some of the biggest waves in the world with the toughest lines. And yet there are times he can occasionally, like Gabeira, seem an alien within this relatively small community.


Nic von Rupp carries the weight of expectation for home hopes. Born and brought up a few miles down the west coast of Portugal, he is one of big-wave surfing’s home-grown talents and has marked himself out not just as the best from within the country, but also one of the very best globally. He is fiercely proud of his roots and of putting his country on the map as a big-wave surfing Mecca, working with the country’s tourism board to continue to promote Portugal and lure more people to watch him and his peers in action. Originally a paddle surfer – those who simply paddle themselves into big waves – he initially fought against embracing tow-in surfing, which has enabled big-wave surfers to tackle the really monstrous waves. He likens the difference in styles between paddle and tow-in surfing to doing the Tour de France on a bicycle and on a motorbike.


Nowadays, he switches between the two, paddling on the smaller days, and towing in and out on the bigger days – with the acceptance that the truly monstrous, record-breaking waves are only possible to catch with a jet ski to drag you in. It is an unbroken record that pushes him on, he and his rivals driven by the mythical 100-foot wave which no one believes has ever been surfed, and yet is both the aim and expectation for the season ahead. Cameras follow his moves, along with those of Cotton and others, for the HBO documentary of the same name, 100 Foot Wave, based around the first man to surf Nazaré on the big days but, going from one season to the next, focusing on other athletes’ roles within the big-wave surfing movement, Von Rupp included.


In Nazaré, surfers work in teams. To get into a really big wave, paddling face down on a surfboard becomes an impossibility after a certain height, so jet skis become a necessary evil. It brings additional danger to the water, with so many heavy vehicles and engines churning away underneath the surface, dodging both the big waves and the surfers immersed in them. Working together, surfers and drivers chop and change, taking turns to tow each other into the waves with a tow rope attached to the back and then taking their turn to surf. Von Rupp’s ever-present partner in that regard is Sérgio Cosme. At times, they can bicker and bristle but others have learned to accept that this is just their way, and there is a respect and brotherly love between the pair.


Cosme is Portuguese and surfs big waves too – although to a lesser degree these days, partly because of injury, partly because his other skill is the most sought-after within this band of brothers. These days, he is better known as one of the best jet-ski drivers in Nazaré, both in terms of towing in surfers like Von Rupp and also in rescuing their lives when things go awry. As with Steudtner, there are many that owe their lives to him as the guardian angel of Nazaré’s waters, and he knows it. But the prospect of tragedy is one that constantly hangs over him, the thought that one day he might not be able to swoop in to save the life of one of his motley crew. And yet he approaches each day with an optimism that is infectious, an adrenaline junkie as happy riding his array of motorbikes as he is with altogether different horsepower under him in the water.


My own gateway into Nazaré’s big waves begins with Von Rupp. We met while I was on a family holiday in a rented house that sat in the grounds of his parents’ Portuguese home. It was Von Rupp who drove me to witness the monster waves for the first time and introduced me to some of the sport’s leading characters. It is a community with an open-door policy. For all their own commitments, everyone is willing to take the time to talk about a passion and pastime that looks like madness to most but, at the same time, has a sort of magnetic pull over even its spectators. For the 2021–22 season, I had the good fortune to be one – welcomed into that community, driven out on a jet ski into the big waves, allowed into their homes and often wined and dined by them – to try to understand what makes them all tick.


The quintet I followed over a single season in Nazaré are but five stars in a town with many – albeit ones all at the heartbeat of a community trying to stay afloat, literally and financially, and, more crucially, stay alive from one day to the next. Their lives intertwine throughout the season, both good and bad.
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WELCOME TO NAZARÉ


A simple black sign hangs over a crumbling tarmac road, closed off from most traffic by a small red and white automatic barrier. In white text, it bears the Portuguese greeting “Bem-vindo às maiores ondas do mundo” – simply translated, “Welcome to the biggest waves in the world”.


On both sides of the barrier, from first light until last, people of all nationalities – from 120 countries, according to the last count from the visitors’ book at the fort – amble to the landmark fort, which has stood in the same spot since 1577, built by King Sebastian I to protect the town’s fishing and shipbuilding enterprises from rising pirate attacks.


The sense of excitement for day trippers is palpable, as they hope to catch a glimpse of the thrill-seekers below who are daring enough to brave the waves on those big days. The volume of footfall makes any newcomer to the town quickly realise this is the right spot.


For those who have taken this same walk hundreds of times during the course of the season, it sometimes feels like the place and the people are almost caught in a loop of the exact same moment in time. Claudio Teixeira, better known by his performing name Zuko Nature, is usually there playing out his slightly haunting melodies, with echoes of the sea in the background, from his grassy stage at the top of the road. The same few sellers and their stalls offer surfboard key rings, Nazaré T-shirts and jewellery to the tourists day after day.


Just 100 metres further up the road, a homeless man is enthusiastically directing traffic into the few parking spaces available, in the hope of some loose change from the visiting tourists. Around him, women in the traditional seven skirts are selling nuts from the stalls of Sitio da Nazaré’s main square, trying to catch the attention of passers-by. Surrounding these women on the cobblestone square are the paint-eroded walls of the buildings, impacted by the relentless nature of the salty sea air.


Each hour, on the hour, the bell tolls at Santuário de Nossa Senhora da Nazaré, the Catholic church which was built in the fourteenth century at the behest of another Portuguese king, Ferdinand, as part of a pilgrimage.


But while the everyday sights and sounds are familiar in the walk down to the lighthouse, what awaits in the water below is never the same.


On the calm days – when the lines of people still venture up and down, unaware of the lack of action in the water – it is impossible to think the big waves that have put Nazaré on the map could even exist, the sun glinting off the still blue waters of Praia do Norte, the town’s north beach.


And just as the sea can be utterly calm on some days, on others it brews up an unimaginable storm which acts as the perfect marine adventure playground to a small but ever-increasing number of surfers from around the globe – from Portugal to Brazil and from the North Devon coast to the northern shores of Hawaii.


As an onlooker, every part of the experience emanates a feel of organised chaos. Either side of the tarmac road – up and down which a tuk-tuk service now takes the less active day trippers – are the red clay clifftops. There is no designated seating and no viewing platform, bar the roof of the fort. Instead, there is an increasingly eroded clifftop which, on the big days, becomes littered with people. The rudimentary nature of the set-up is perhaps in keeping with the natural phenomenon of the waves taking place in the waterscape below. In fact, simplicity permeates Nazaré, a town that bizarrely – particularly given the hordes of cars that flock here in the hot summer months and, more recently, its wintry water explorers – does not contain a single traffic light. And well behind the crumbling clifftop stand wind turbines harvesting the often blistering gales on nearly the most western point of Europe.


In the water, act after virtual act is performed as a sort of ballet between surfer and jet-ski driver as they mirror each other’s moves through the waves, the jet ski acting as a tow-in and then rescue, all of this dance choreographed by a spotter on a radio further along the clifftop from the spectators. There is an order of sorts. The surfers, clothed in a wetsuit with an inflatable vest, a hood and boots to deal with the cold climate of the Atlantic, and jet-ski drivers bob up and down at the back of the wave queuing for their turn.


Inexplicably, the waves drag everyone in – literally, in the case of the surfers, and visibly, for those watching time and again. With each visit, there is a feeling of excitement to be returning, an uncertainty of what that day might bring, and a sense of awe at this natural phenomenon – and at the motley crew gathering from around the world to indulge in a collective obsession.


There is a pantomime element to it too: great cheers as a big wave is caught; “ooh”s and “ahh”s at the waves gone wrong, the moments the surfers are enveloped by the monstrous white water; and cheers when they finally remerge and are rescued. In the 2021–22 season, the surfers have taken to gathering below the clifftop to wave their goodbyes at the end of a session and offer thanks to those watching the water, much like modern-day gladiators.


Some surfers make it back to the safety of the harbour on a jet ski, while others are driven away in an ambulance to hospital and yet others get spat out on the big expanse of sand on the north beach, all too often an eventual safe haven for the breathless surfers devoured and thrown out by the big waves.


On the big days, it is incomprehensible that they perform this daily dance. On dry land, the ground shakes as in the midst of a small earthquake, the roar of the water audible around much of Nazaré, the spray of water powerful enough to batter you in the face even well away from the edge.


Welcome to Nazaré.
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THE DANGERS OF THE OCEAN


Before the surfers came here, the only men of the sea in Nazaré were its fishermen. A proud collective remains, patrolling its waters with their trawlers today. The first records in Nazaré’s history of fishing date back to 1643. Where much of the town of Nazaré stands, along the main beach, was once coastal sand dunes on which the population eventually settled. There are reminders of the importance of the sea dotted all over town, from its various statues to the restaurants and the many murals across town. On the main beach stand a row of colourful old fishing vessels. Throughout the twentieth century, fishing was the livelihood of almost all residents within the town, despite its inherent dangers. Where once, workers would drag their fishing vessels in and out of the water on to beach – in often inclement conditions and at great personal risk – the creation of a harbour in the 1980s has given them a safer haven and a heavily diminished risk of death.


But the harbour was a necessity for the economy too. Without it, profitability was low and fishermen would often relocate to another coastal town – some a few miles along the coast to Peniche, others much further afield to Canada for the potential riches offered by the cod fishing of Newfoundland. For those who stayed behind, it was a struggle both to make money and to stay alive. 


Even today, there is a nod to the past dangers faced by the Nazarene population. Some of the older women of the town still dress head to toe in black, as a way of mourning a husband or son lost to the perilous seas. And on the beach, some of the refurbished boats look back at tragedy. One vessel, Sol da Vida, was donated by the family of José Manuel Limpinho Salsinha to the town hall. Born in 1946, he joined, at a young age, the ranks of those fishing for cod before branching out to other fish. Some would call him “the king of sea bass”. But he lost his life in 2011 at the age of 64 when another ship he was on, Bruna, turned over out at sea. Next to Sol da Vida stand the lifeboats. Perhaps the most famous is Our Lady of the Desperate, which served the town for 65 years from 1912. When 21 fishermen were stranded at sea in 1914, thanks to the lifeboat’s crew just two of them died. On the promenade, just in front of the lifeboats, is a statue of Mãe Nazarena (Mother of Nazaré). She holds one child in her arms while another leans at her side; on her head is a physical representation of the cliffs and town. It is a nod to her role looking over both the sea and the town’s children.


The fishermen would dress in tartan shirts and trousers with a black waistband. On festival occasions, that traditional dress occasionally reappears. The traditional dress for women was known as the seven skirts, a series of petticoats covered with one heavily embroidered outer layer. It it still worn by those at their stalls in Sitio or else on the main beach. The story of how the seven skirts became a part of Nazaré’s traditions is muddled. Some say it marks the colours of the rainbow, the days of the week, or even seven big waves at Nazaré before the flat water arrived. The skirts were also supposedly designed to keep them warm in the inclement winter fishing weather and to cover them modestly while their husbands were away at sea.


Fish is the culinary lifeblood of Nazaré. On sunny days, all year round, sun-dried fish lie on wooden-framed metal grills: sardines and mackerel, in particular. This traditional delicacy gives off a pungent aroma and is typically sold by the older women of the town, who are usually in traditional dress. The sun-drying process involves several steps now carried out on the beach and previously done in the neighbouring fish market, which has since been transformed into a museum. Fresh fish is gutted and washed in salt water before being cut in half. It is then placed in brine for varying times. The fish are then laid out on racks to dry in the sun, some for just three hours and others for three days. Traditionally, this was a process carried out by the women of the town and passed down from one generation to the next.


Inside the many restaurants on the main beach waterfront and the meandering streets of the town, there are all manner of traditional fish dishes on offer. Most common perhaps is caldeirada (a fish stew), or a fish soup with noodles known as massada de peixe. Whole grilled fish caught in the neighbouring waters are commonplace on most menus, so too is shellfish rice (arroz de marisco) and monkfish rice (arroz de tamboril).


The number of fishermen is dwindling in Portugal. In 2010, it stood as high as 16,920, but by 2019, it had dropped to 14,617. Nazaré has felt the effects too. Joaquim Zarro is one of those still standing – or sitting, in fact, inside garage No. 86 at the harbour, fishermen and surfers acting as neighbours in the warehouses on either side of him. With the sardine season over for this year, he is tending to his nets with members of his crew, including his adopted son Joshua.


The radio plays in the background inside a workplace stacked high with netting. On the walls hang a series of pictures: of Zarro’s mother and father (himself a fisherman), Jesus at the Last Supper and the other thing Zarro worships (for his sins), Benfica football team. An ebullient man, he once appeared on a Gordon Ramsay television show, Uncharted, taking the British chef out to fish and subsequently cooking their catch.


The names of the two boats Zarro owns, Companheiro de Deus (Companion of God) and Deus e Pesca (God and Fishing), which rest quietly in the harbour a mere 50 metres away, are in keeping with the rest of the boats in the harbour, highlighting the importance of religion to the fishing community in Nazaré. He jokes that all the fishermen are Catholic as “they have to believe in something” to go out in the stormy seas day after day. 


Despite the name and the Portuguese look, Zarro speaks near-perfect English with an unlikely, thick Bolton accent, a nod to his time in the north-west of England, running pubs including the Lever Arms. His life has always been synonymous with the sea. Fishing is in his blood. His great-grandfather died at sea, an all too common occurrence in Nazaré before its harbour was built. But Zarro left his home town for a different marine adventure with Princess Cruises, the company for which he worked for five and a half years. “I did everything from cleaning the toilets,” he recalls proudly, “to being a waiter.”


It was there that he met, as he calls her, “a girl, a bartender from Bolton”, Andrea, and the two immediately hit it off. They did three cruises together before deciding to open a bar and settle in Portugal. When that didn’t work, he thought, Oh crap, what do I do now? “We were in the middle of the town and I go to the girl, look, I’m up for a challenge. Let’s go to England.” Andrea’s response was: “Are you crazy?” His first trip to England was going to be for 10 days, to see what it was like and whether he might be able to settle there. Within two days, he informed his girlfriend he was returning home, the primary problem being the accent.


“I always listened to Americans in the movies and they speak very clearly – and then I came to Bolton,” he says, wide-eyed, amused and chuckling at the recollection. “I said, ‘I’m going back to Portugal tomorrow.’ I’d said I’d stay 10 days, but that was before I’d heard them talking! So, she had to speak to her family and ask them ‘Can you please speak proper English?’ Now, I speak the same way!” he says, laughing even more loudly.


In the pub trade, Zarro’s job was sort of as a problem-solver for four of Tetley’s watering holes. But the call of Nazaré’s waters, which has a hypnotic effect on so many, once again dragged him back home, where he and Andrea set up a pub-restaurant. But being close to and serving the fare from the sea wasn’t quite enough, and he found himself being lured back to being a fisherman – “It’s in my blood, all my family are fishermen.” The couple talked excitedly about his ambition to buy a fishing boat.


Barely a few months into their time in Nazaré, they were walking along the town’s main beach in the early hours of a Sunday morning when a freak wave swept Andrea out to sea. He dived in to save her.


“She loved the sea and the sand, and that time, the sea was just like this,” he points to the ground, suggesting it was innocuous and flat. “But it came from nowhere, lifted up and the sea took her off. There’s a saying in Portugal that anything the sea wants, the sea will get, no matter what.” He tried, in vain, to rescue her. Her body washed up 10 days later, 15 miles down the coast towards Peniche, another well-known surf spot.


“That changed me,” Zarro says, with tears welling up in his eyes. “The restaurant was ours. I’d spent a fortune, so then lost a fortune by closing down, but I thought, I don’t care anymore. At the time, I was already thinking about buying a fishing boat. One morning soon afterwards, I woke up and bought a boat.”


Today, he has a crew of 12 working for him, ranging in age from Joshua, aged 21, to a 73-year-old who fell overboard last year and has since understandably ended his seafaring fishing career after the close shave, and now only works on dry land.


Sardines, mackerel and anchovies are Zarro’s staples from the sea, and he feels the burden of catching enough to pay the families of his crew members. The financial spoils are shared out between the 12 of them at the end of the fishing week.


Despite the pressures and obvious perils, he says, “I do love it. Not many people say this, but I love my work. I do. And it’s not just being the captain – I love to be at sea. It’s the same with my son. If he could make a house on the sea, he’d do it right now!


“But it’s hard. Sometimes people will look at the fish on their plate and say ‘wow’, but they don’t realise the trouble it has given the fisherman. It’s the same with the waves. That guy McNamara, I take my hat off to him because he was the first one to do it when the waves had been there a long time. He’s made it here, he’s playing and it’s scary. I have respect for him. I’m not scared of the sea but I have respect.”


Joe, as Zarro was known back in Bolton, insists fishermen like him and surfers like McNamara get on well. Often their interaction is little more than saying a cursory hello or briefly lending out some tools for a quick jet-ski repair. And yet there is an element of disbelief in what they do, in a town that has seen more than its fair share of tragedy in the water.


“We all – surfers and fishermen – have got to respect the sea. It can be calm, it can be rough, but the sea is the sea and it always needs respect. I know what the sea can do. These guys are mental, because they go and play with the waves. You can fall and break your neck or your spine – and they don’t care.”


Joshua once swapped places with a surfer – trading his nets for a surfboard for a one-off coffee advert in Portugal. Asked if he would be tempted to head out in the waves again, his answer is an unequivocal shake of the head.


But the Zarro family’s story of tragedy is just one of a countless number from Nazaré’s seas. Generations have lost loved ones to these ferocious tides, be that the fishermen or the hordes of holidaymakers in the summer months. Countless families in the town have been affected by marine tragedy.
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THE BIRTH OF NAZARÉ


No one ever used to surf Nazaré on its monstrous days. Local surfers and bodyboarders knew where the tipping point was for dicing with death. They would still walk down the road to the lighthouse on those days and look at the feral nature of the water. But bar the fishermen further out to sea, the waters stayed empty on such occasions. Being out there was unthinkable, the risk simply too great.


Big-wave surfing spots have long been on the map. There is Mavericks, off the north California coast, where the break is caused by the formation of the rocks under the water’s surface. Its name is taken from Maverick, a pet German Shepherd owned by surfer Alex Matienzo’s roommate. The dog tried to swim out to join Matienzo and his friends as they attempted to surf the spot in the late 1960s. Jeff Clark put it on the map in 1975 when, aged 17, he surfed waves of nearly 25 feet. It was also at Mavericks two days before Christmas in 1994 that Mark Foo lost his life. His body was found two hours later. He had a small injury to his head, and the popular belief is he drowned when the leash attaching his foot to the board got caught on the reef.


There is Pe’ahi, off the north shore of Maui, Hawaii, better known in surfing circles as Jaws – so named by a group of surfers in 1975, the same year the Steven Spielberg film about a man-eating shark came out. They likened the speed with which the wave changed to a shark attack. Pe’ahi is the scene of some the biggest and most picturesque waves in history. Also in Hawaii stands Waimea Bay, first surfed on its bigger days as far back as 1957.


In Tahiti, French Polynesia, the standout surfing spot has long been Teahupo’o, which has attracted surfers globally since the 1960s. Teahupo’o literally means “pile of heads”. Its name supposedly comes from the son of a murdered Polynesian king, who ate the brain of the man responsible for killing his father. It is seen by many as having the heaviest wave in the world. It is also the competition location selected by organisers of the 2024 Paris Olympics for only the second iteration of surfing at the Games.


In contrast, big-wave surfing is still in its infancy in Nazaré, dating back to just 2010. Back then, the area was deemed something of an upstart, frowned upon by the traditional surf crews of California, Hawaii and Tahiti. In its initial years, its fledgling community had to fight for both recognition and acceptance.


The first man to surf the monsters here was the Hawaiian-based Garrett McNamara. The shortened version of the story often told in articles is that McNamara was sent a picture of the wave via email by local surfer and town hall worker Dino Casmiro, and immediately packed up to come and surf Nazaré. He then went on to break the world record there. As with most good stories, its truth is a bit more nuanced and long-winded in its path to fruition, and involves infinitely more characters.


McNamara remains the father of the wave, as the first man bold enough to go out in such conditions. Today, he is the town’s No. 1 celebrity. Spend any time in his company walking around town, and you will see he is usually accosted – by the local elderly women, in particular. He is undeniably the central act in putting Nazaré on the map, his early exploits key in making it a year-round destination and, in doing so, boosting the economy of a once poor fishing community. But he also owes his place in big-wave surfing folklore, as does the town, to a group of Portuguese friends, who had stumbled over ways to put Nazaré on the map – and make it a tourist attraction beyond simply a picturesque summer holiday destination.


At the start, in and around the water, the team assembled to achieve that goal was a small, close-knit group originating from within the town hall, all with a shared goal and a formulated plan to get Nazaré and its waves known by the wider world. They were given the thumbs-up by then-Mayor Jorge Barroso to somehow use the waves to make a name for Nazaré, as long as it didn’t involve dipping into the town hall coffers. There were the two Paulos. Paulo Caldeira was the ideas man, brought in as an expert with a major events company in Porto. Paulo Salvador, whom McNamara nicknamed “Pitbull” early on (which has stuck within the surf community), was responsible for sport at the town hall and remains the official safety officer on the bigger days. There was the aforementioned Dino Casmiro, who had set up a local surf club with Pitbull, and was in charge of forecasting for the event. Adding his skills to the group was Jorge Leal, the photographer and cameraman who ensured the necessary footage – still and moving – was captured for all eternity.


It was as a teenage bodyboarder that Caldeira first heard of the “fucking crazy waves” of Nazaré. The first time he pulled up, aged 18, at a deserted lighthouse, so inclement were the conditions on land and sea that he was too nervous to even get out of the car. Only on the smaller days would he go out in the water. But long before Caldeira and his friends joined forces, Nazaré as a competition locale made its first small ripples in a European bodyboarding contest in 2001, and two years later six bodyboarders were invited to compete at a one-off event in Nazaré, Bodyboard Special Edition. Caldeira later worked on subsequent editions of the event in 2005, 2007 and 2009. The problem was that bodyboarding didn’t resonate with the wider public in Portugal, making few splashes outside of its own community. Sponsors were hard to come by. To put Nazaré centre stage, a new approach was needed. 

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
LIFE AND DEATH
WITH THE BIG
WAVE SURFERS





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
NAZARE

LIFE AND DEATH WITH
THE BIG-WAVE SURFERS

Matt Majendie

W

WELBECK





