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INTRODUCTION 





A FRESH HOODOO 












So this is surfing in Britain, I mused grumpily as I walked up a slope of wet rocks and wispy beach grass, trying to keep a foothold as rain and wind both tried their utmost to send me skidding back down to the freezing beach below. Another early morning dash down to the 'finest surf spot in Wales', another eager drive over the top of the headland at Freshwater West, anticipating great springtime waves – this was supposed to be the year I made a real go of this. And yes, only to be greeted by another sea of miserable wind-blown slop instead of the spectacular surf we'd all been hoping for. Another waste of petrol, even when they still went ahead with the event, another twenty minute paddle against a rip – and for twelve more months I was doomed to kicking myself for yet again going out in the first round of the Welsh Nationals. 




  My mates were right. Why did I bother with this rigmarole, year after year? 




  Perhaps the longest and most irritating part of what was now becoming an annual tradition for me was the walk (or trudge, perhaps) back from the water pondering what a fool I was for even trying. I knew the whole process off by heart now; riding in to shore lying down, the self-flattering excuses made in the face of the fellow competitors who'd beaten you fair and square, the pointlessly optimistic thought that maybe the result wasn't going to be the way you feared after all – all culminating in that climb back up the rocks to be greeted by a row of smug friends and spectators, all thoroughly amused at my latest humiliation – which had been confirmed over the tannoy moments before I arrived within earshot. It seemed me and the Welsh Nationals just weren't meant to be. 




  This particular year, though, I'd outdone even my own spectacular reputation as the 'first-round bomber' – heading the 200 yards or so down to the water's edge at low tide, through virtual gales and driving rain to surf abysmally in what was in fact not only the first round of the event but the very first heat of that very first round. Round one, heat one – and still it got worse. A no-show from the fourth man that would normally make up the numbers for a surf heat (who had obviously seen sense and stayed in bed) had ensured that it was a three-man affair – with two going through and one getting knocked out. This meant that, once I'd come third of three, I could lay claim merely twenty minutes into this year's Welsh National Surfing Championships to not only being one of a group of first-round bombers, but the first first-round bomber. A pioneer. A failure among failures! Of all the hundreds of people heading to Freshwater West that weekend to compete in the various categories on offer, I was, for the time it took to run heat two at least, the only person so far to have been eliminated from the event. My involvement in a three-day tournament had been so brief that I could have turned around, driven straight home and been back in the living room before Saturday Kitchen had even begun on the TV. 




  It was time to take stock of my life as a surfer in Britain, and to face some home truths. 




  In the past few years I'd loved surfing. No change there – as always, it was my reason for everything – but there had been one unfortunate caveat that was now coming back to bite me. I loved surfing everywhere but the UK. The act of riding a wave was becoming perhaps too synonymous for me with foreign travel. Great if you're away on trips all the time, but sooner or later that kind of hedonism catches up with you – and you get hooked on an unsustainable regime of wild, sun-beaten beaches, remote waves and no commitments. The trouble now was that this overindulgence in exotic surf-chasing had left me low on funds for a while and bereft of the passion needed to do anything useful as a surfer back home. 




  I'd often wondered why someone concerned only with that quest for adventure hadn't just emigrated – but things would never be that simple and I knew it. No journey would be a journey, if you catch my drift, if it didn't involve returning to a home of some kind, and for a while now I'd been trying to make more of being a surfer in Wales – or rather in Britain. I'd become too much of a snob, though, and it was getting harder to figure out how to turn it around. 




  However, there was one thing I could now be sure of: if I was going to get something out of my life as a British surfer then here at the Welsh Nationals I was surely barking up the wrong tree. As a kid I used to love packing for the long May bank holiday weekend in Pembroke, and always considered my own involvement in the contest second in importance to being present at the biggest celebration of national surfing that I knew of. Until the travel bug had got a hold of me. Now it felt like a pointless routine that I went through merely to keep myself on the map – to keep my name on the heat sheet. 




  And this year I'd barely even managed that. 




  By the time I'd found my car keys again (in the coat pocket of someone at contest control), turned my competitor's jersey back in to the beach marshal and read the hard copy of the result just for myself, that second wave of shame had started to come over me. However, it is often at these moments – and you'll know what I mean if you've ever competed in something serious – that you suddenly find an honesty and self-reflection that is rarely part of your thought processes. 




  'Surfers in heat three, get ready. Your paddle-out time starts in two minutes.' The announcer's voice over the speakers dulled my internal voice, but only for a moment. 




  This attitude and planned nonchalance towards coming here, I realised, was merely a safety mechanism. If I had a nightmare at the Welsh then it didn't matter because I could pretend not to care for the event and its waves anyway. (There was a hint of self-denial in this, given the fact it was usually held in surf that was easily as challenging as the stuff you'd ride abroad. Storm conditions appeared the norm at Freshwater West in May.) 




  The speaker, only a few yards from where I'd parked, jolted my senses again. 'Heat four, you should also be getting ready. Looks like the rain will be back by the time you get changed, too. Rather you than me!' Ah, the wit of surf-contest announcers. 




  Safety mechanism. That sounded like a big idea in a freezing, washed-out car park at nine in the morning when you've already been awake for nearly four hours. But it was true – and not only of the Welsh Nationals. I'd been harbouring an unfair cynicism for everything about surfing in Britain for a while now. This was a trick I kept playing on myself – the moaning and feeling constantly underwhelmed – and it was holding me back. Perhaps I'd been doing it to try and justify that wanderlust to go away again but, even so, it was time to can that nonsense for good. I needed to get out and about a bit more. At home, though; it was time to get to know my own backyard. It made perfect sense. Something was changing in me, for the better. 




  Now, it may have been my mood, my thoughts or it may have been luck (or, God knows, even fate), but little did I realise that the opportunity to start turning over this new leaf was going to present itself in the very next person I spoke to. 




  Usually at this point my routine was to get into the car the moment I was out of my wetsuit and into my layers of clothes again – before firing up the engine and driving away without another word to anyone. (A thoroughly satisfying act – for about thirty seconds before the third wave of shame hit.) Instead, however, through a gap in the drizzle, I found myself walking towards the infamous food and drinks van at the corner of Fresh West's car park – aptly named 'Snack Attack' – for a polystyrene coffee. Sod it, I thought, why not stick around for five before doing a runner. 




  In the queue was a friend from home, Elliot, who was in fact the European longboard champ and therefore entirely unfamiliar and unsympathetic with the plight of the first-round bomber. Always prepared and obviously at home here with his thick puffer-jacket, matching sponsor-branded beanie, year-round tan and once dark but permanently sun-tinted locks of curly hair, Elliot looked nothing like the man standing next to him. This man had a winter-white face adorned with expensive angular glasses and was dressed from head to toe in neatly pressed smart-casual office clothing. For once, here was someone who seemed more out of place at the Welsh than me. He looked slightly uneasy, even uptight, as if he'd never even been to a beach, which I learned was quite likely when Elliot introduced him as being from a London-based ad agency. 




  'Look at you, hanging out with ad men, ya ponce!' I wanted to say – half out of jealousy and half out of sincerity. But I didn't. 




  'Ad agency? What brings you down here?' I asked instead. 




  'Carl's down here looking for surfers to be in an ad he's making for the Welsh Tourist Board,' Elliot replied on his behalf. 




  'Yeah,' Carl nodded, wincing at the taste of his stewed and overheated tea. 'You keen? There's a free trip involved.' 




  'Really?' At this point my ears pricked up. 




  'Yeah. To North Wales. Ever been up there?' 




  For a moment the cynic in me tried to leap out, but then I saw where this could go. 




  'No. But I'm sure there's a first for everything.' 




  Carl looked at Elliot, who nodded back. 




  'Well, I'll pencil you in then,' he confirmed, reaching into his jacket pocket for a velvet notebook – an accessory that would last about twenty seconds in the rain. 'If you give me your details, I'll get back in touch…' 




  It's not often you think something up, only to see it start to happen immediately. This had to be a great sign. It was a starting point and the chance to try and discover the thrill of the journey without needing to get on a plane first. Maybe this could be the catalyst for a new-found love of the little island in the North Atlantic that I'd lived on for nearly thirty years without really learning to appreciate (and maybe even a few of the smaller islands that surround it too). 




  Not wanting to get carried away at such an early stage in an idea, mind, it wasn't long before I was back on the road home – but this time with something missing from the usual experience – that sense of hopelessness had gone. So I bombed out in the first round again… big deal. I'd been coming here for over fifteen years anyway – since being barely old enough to put my own wetsuit on – and this time it wasn't just bravado. It wasn't that I wouldn't love to get a result down there one day – it had merely slipped into perspective among other priorities, other ideas. With each mile my life as a British surfer was suddenly regaining purpose. 




  I began remembering my other journeys home from the Welsh – and I even smirked at the times I'd sped, utterly dejected, along this stretch of road. Not since the Under 20s category nearly a decade ago had this journey been made with any silverware in hand. But did that really matter? Friends used to joke about the Nationals, bombarding me with such witticisms as, 'Off to the Welsh tomorrow, eh? I'll see you back home at lunchtime then!' 




  I wondered what positive side effects a firm plan to start wandering the British Isles might have on my surfing – perhaps it was the missing ingredient for this kind of event anyway. All about the way you approach something. The guys who did well on these weekends in the cold all loved what they were doing – that was key. They were stoked on British surfing, subscribers to every aspect of it – faithful for better or for worse. 




  In the not-too-distant future, I vowed, that would be me. I would return here one day, ready to enjoy the experience again. And to rediscover this stoke I'd go wherever I needed in the British Isles. This journey could begin in a few weeks' time, by meeting Carl and Elliot in North Wales. 











It didn't take long to realise how much fun this might turn out to be. Something you can't avoid when you decide to get out and about along Britain's coasts is the sheer unpredictability of the people you'll meet and the situations you'll end up in – and this was going to be no exception. You take it for granted abroad, but there's something special about getting out of your comfort zone and discovering the thrill of the road in your own country. 




  Two weeks later, as the first small stage of a bigger plan was coming together, I was on the phone to Carl and getting the brief. It was sounding interesting already… 




  'We'll meet you in the B & B in Pwllelli tomorrow night. The other surfers are all going to be there too. Get some sleep when you arrive, OK? We need to get to Hell's Mouth early the next morning. The director's bringing the sheep up overnight.' 




  'You what?' Had I just heard him right? 




  'The sheep,' Carl repeated. 'Your co-stars. The producer's fetching them overnight. You'll see what I mean when you get there. Hwyl fawr.' 




  And the phone clunked dead. 




  My journey through Britain and Ireland's surf cultures was getting underway with the 'North Wales Wild Sheep Chase'. A fittingly unpredictable start… 
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CHAPTER 1 





A NORTH WALES WILD SHEEP CHASE 












'Bendigedig!' 



  Surely of all the weird and wonderful words thrown up by my supposedly native tongue, this has to be my favourite. It means 'wonderful', and sounds, well… wonderful – especially when you hear it in a North Walian, or 'Gog' accent. As if Welsh wasn't already a supremely challenging language to learn, it becomes utterly indecipherable all over again when spoken by the Gogs. Except for that one word, which had just been said through a big smile by the old lady in Pwllelli who ran the B & B Carl had put me and my three other travel partners up in. 




  For me it represented a double whammy of stoke. Not only was it the first word I'd recognised since arriving in the Gog, but it was also her response to being told that tomorrow morning we planned to go surfing at first light. This statement could often be greeted with a look of disdain in many other parts of the UK, but here it seemed fine. Breakfast could be ready whenever we wanted, she explained, it made no difference to her. 




'Aha – bendigedig,' I grinned back, feeling pleased with myself, at last only a yawn away from a comfortable bed. 


After one of the most gruelling drives in living memory, we had arrived somewhere. 









You may wonder, from looking at a map of the British Isles – home of the smooth motorway and careful driver – why a distance as comparatively short as South to North Wales could take so long to drive. It does, though, I can assure you. It takes an absolute age. 




  This is partly due to the fact that the A470, Wales's version of perhaps the English M6, the French A10 or the US's I-90, turns to a winding single-lane plod over hills and farm country about thirty miles north of Cardiff – which often means spending hours at a time in a tractor-related tailback. The knock-on effect of this is the other reason it's such a tough trip: because of the A470's inadequacies, you could probably type the same destination into a satnav and get a different route each time. There is, quite simply, no official quickest way. And this means getting lost. Often. 


  Naturally, in our case, that event had befallen us before we'd even covered half of the distance north as the crow flies, which was some time not too long after midday. Not that this mattered much. It was a predicament that delighted me. Only a few hours in to this plan to rediscover the joys of surf-tripping at home and I had been joyfully reassured of something very important: at least you could get lost in Wales! 




  'Well, there are three roads heading north,' said Dan Harris, a longboarder from Aberafan and my co-pilot. Pushing a lock of blonde hair behind his right ear and unfolding a corner of his damp road atlas, he turned to the other two in the back for extra approval, 'But I couldn't tell you which one is quickest. The thickest line is the longest but the direct one looks kind of, you know, like a lane.' 




  The sun was just starting to peek out from behind a few clouds as we sat in the car park of Sainsbury's in Aberystwyth, all keen to work out whether or not we were making progress. 




  In the rear seats – assigning the boards to the roof – were the other two people Carl had booked for this seemingly unorthodox photoshoot. One was Elliot, of course, and the other his girlfriend Nia – a medical student he'd met at uni in Cardiff. Elliot (or 'Smelliot' as he was known to friends) had perhaps the best life imaginable. He was a part-time student and a part-time pro longboarder. He could opt in and out of either role as and when he fancied, or needed. When necessary, he could skip important events on the university calendar (of which there were very few anyway, as he studied French and Spanish) by simply explaining to his lecturers that he had to go to the Maldives, Taiwan, Costa Rica, South Africa, California – wherever his pro-surfer life required. Similarly, though, if a contest or photo trip was somewhere he didn't feel like going, he could play the 'unmissable exam' or 'urgent deadline' card to his sponsors. 




But for some inexplicable reason, North Wales had escaped such excuses. 


  'Got to get to know our own country, eh?' he explained. 'And also, I heard from a mate who did something with these guys and he says they're pretty wacky.' 




  As our link to Carl, the guy organising the whole thing, Elliot was supposed to be the person in the know. If he was, though, he was keeping tight-lipped about it. 




  'All he's told me is it's in Hell's Mouth and there are sheep involved.' 


  'And longboards,' I moaned. So far that was my only reservation. Dan, Elliot and Nia were all longboarders – riding boards over nine feet in length – although Dan did have a shortboard on the roof as well, for emergencies. For him, the longboard thing was quite new. He and I used to be rivals as grommets (the nickname for a kid surfer), both on shortboards, and had lined up for the Welsh junior team together. This was in the days before he discovered a knack for longboarding, and since then he had found considerable success. In fact, the only longboarder in Wales more decorated than him was, to his great annoyance, Elliot. 




  As for Nia, well, I'd never been on a surf trip of any kind with her before – but as she was also a longboarder there was already a sense that the odd one out on this trip was me. Although I didn't mind that – all it did was add to the feeling I was opening up new horizons; ones broken by the striking mountain ranges of North Wales. 




  Bendigedig! 




  The last half-hour of those mountains had passed us by at night, but I'd still been able to feel the acute turns and drops in the road. 




  Now arrived, the sea air ensured that it was with that comforting feeling of journey's end that we walked out of our B & B in search of Carl and a place to eat. 




  Over a curry, we were talked through the details of the shoot – but they were still sketchy. 




  'I don't really know what Ivan's got in mind,' he explained, a slightly vacant look on his face. 'I just organise the people. This is what I do. I'm given a list of what they need and then it's off to find the right faces.' 




  This, I learned, was what had brought him to the Welsh Nationals. 




  'For this ad it was three male surfers and one female, so I figured Fresh West for the National Championships was the best place to find that.' 




  'Gosh. You're sharp,' Dan quipped. 




  'Yeah. Tell me about it. But it wasn't as straightforward as that. There was another part to this order, which I haven't had to do before. I only specialise in people, see. But they wanted two sheepdogs and nine sheep, too.' 




  This was our chance to quiz him on the involvement of sheep. You had to be slightly worried – a London ad agency, Wales, sheep, surfers. Something gave me the feeling a few of the classic stereotypes were going to get wheeled out in the morning. 




  'You're not gonna make a bunch of knobs out of us are you?' Dan promptly asked, merely voicing what the rest of us were thinking. He nudged Elliot. 'Smelliot here has got a public image to protect, see. He wants to get into the modelling thing once he's too far over the hill for longboarding.' 




  Elliot frowned. 'Shut up, Harris.' 




  'Well that's gonna be a while,' I ventured. 'Longboarders over the hill? It's an old man's sport anyway, isn't it?' 




  Nia laughed. The others ignored me. Elliot turned back to Carl and asked the same question in a more polite tone, 'Seriously, though, d'you know why they wanted sheep?' 




  Carl drained his wine glass and shook his head. 




  'Nope. We'll have to wait until the morning. See you at breakfast. We'll need to be at the beach by eight. They need to catch it while the shoreline's backlit. That's the only other thing I know.' 




  And with that he paid the bill, and left us to it. 











If a B & B is to be judged by its breakfasts, which in the UK they often are, then this Pwllelli guest house got North Wales off to a great start the next morning. 




  Although Elliot, ever the consummate pro, took the continental option, the 'full Welsh' on offer was just perfect to line your stomach the morning after a long drive and a generous curry. In other words it was starchy, heavy and big. To top things off, it came with a gigantic pot of coffee that was so strong you got the shakes only halfway through the first mug. All in all about as inappropriate a start to a day's surfing as you could hope for – but for Dan, Nia and me it was ideal. We still didn't know to what extent the actual act of surfing would be required of us anyway – and when someone else (Carl) is paying, it's rude not to gorge yourself. 




  So full that it was hard not to fall back asleep, we set off on the fifteen-minute journey to the nearby beach at Hell's Mouth. 




  Hell's Mouth is a vast stretch of white sandy beach on the very tip of the Llyn Peninsula. It reaches out, narrow and bold, from the rest of Wales's landmass, extending tentatively towards Ireland's east coast. Lying at the northernmost extreme of the turbulent Cardigan Bay and able to pick up swells from way out in the Atlantic, it has a reputation for being wild, barren, feisty and, as South Wales marched headlong towards becoming a succession of cities and shopping malls, reassuringly hostile – which is what you'd expect from a place called Hell's Mouth. To the north are a series of deep green headlands that rise sharply out of the sea, a reminder of the mountainous nature of so much of North Wales. With crystal clear water running quickly into a horizon of imposing dark blue, the place is definitely photogenic. It presents itself as commanding and untouched by any significant human development. I could see why we were here. 




  On this particular morning, the beach was in receipt of an enormous swell. After shaking hands with Ivan, the cameraman from the ad agency, we trudged over the dunes to discover walls of white water rolling majestically towards the beach. As each row of churning, pearl-white foam bounced its way through the line-up it would simply be replaced by another. Here and there, across the four-mile-long beach, you could make out wave sections that would be incredible to surf – if you could get out there and put yourself in place for one. 




  That, however, would be a huge test. 




  With nothing but a long stretch of featureless beach each side of us, there were no rip-currents to help a surfer paddle out, and no defined sandbanks to hold peaks in place. And yet the light onshore winds were crumbling the wave faces, causing them to chop up and break with no real sequence. The waves weren't closing out (meaning they were breaking across the beach without peeling properly), and putting together any sort of show for Ivan, who was eagerly loading his camera gear onto his back, would require submitting ourselves to a workout not dissimilar to that of a heavyweight boxer in the run-up to a world-title fight. Man, or woman, against ocean. 




  Despite this, Elliot, feeling the carbs from his own high-and-mighty breakfast choice (which was now clearly an example of the wise decision-making that had helped him to the top), was mad for it. Eyes wide with the thrill of the challenge, he approached Ivan. 




  'What's the plan then? Are we in there?' 




  'Oh, yes, yes. Definitely,' came the reply the rest of us were dreading. 'How long does it take you to assemble your equipment for surfing?' 




  'Er, not long, like…' 




  'Half an hour?' 




  'Nah. We could be in there in five or ten minutes.' 




  Speak for yourself, I wanted to cut in, dopey with the weight of my breakfast. 




  'Oh, OK. Maybe wait a few minutes then. There's been a delay with the sheep.' 




  Trying to hide my relief, I wondered if Ivan could finally be the one to explain to us the nature of this project we had signed up for. 




  He could. 




  'Well, what we've got is a concept from copywriting and a bit of a sketch. It's part of that ad campaign – you know it? "Wales: The Big Country"?' 




  'Yeah, I know it.' 




  'This one's the last of the series now – we've done the other ones.' He sat against the open boot of his Volvo estate and pulled out a small plastic portfolio. 'Have a look.' 




  He opened it up and started flicking through, settling on a page somewhere towards the back. A collection of 'great outdoors'-type shots had been coupled with slogans befitting the front page of the Mirror – which was a style of writing I'd always had great reverence for. Snappy, witty, filled with puns and triple- or even quadruple meanings. 




  A photo showed two hikers at the foot of Snowdon looking upwards, with the caption 'Area of outstandingly bad mobile reception'. 




  There were other ads in there too: one of an ice cream van marooned in the middle of a beach, without a slogan as yet, and another of an aerial shot of a coastal golf course being buffeted by wind, with a scorecard containing stupidly high shot-counts – 9, 8, 9, 10, 7, 8 – and a handwritten note saying 'but loving it'. 




  And then he showed us the very back of the folder, which had the same ads but in sketch form – in light pencil, with crude pastel lines over the top. They were surprisingly accurate to the finished image – even though the sketches had obviously come first. I knew that was the mark of a great photographer; to imagine a picture and then be able to source its setting and take it as a real-life image with little change from the original plan. 




  But he was going to have his work cut out here. 




  He pulled out the sketch that was today's blueprint. For a start, the waves in his image were much smaller than the great barriers of water we'd be squaring up to today. Their idea was neat, though. A sheep was standing in the foreground, looking out to sea, while in the centre of the image a surfer raced their way across the bay. The detail was as tight as in the others. The beach was clearly Hell's Mouth. The perspectives were rigidly numbered with even lighter pencil, explaining at exactly what depth of focus each layer was to be shot. And the slogan? 




  Oh dear. 




  It read: 'Beware! The Great Woolly Whites.' 




  Nice. 




  But, unfortunately, as is the perennial problem when you marry surfing and the mainstream media, the artist's concept of the act of wave riding was skewed to the point of insult. The surfer had obviously been drawn by someone who knew nothing about it. Standing in some kind of ninja pose about a foot from the nose of a water craft resembling an ironing board, he was hanging coolly in the curl – essentially pulling what looked like a never-ending floater (a manoeuvre that involved sliding along the roof of the breaking wave – and one you'd be lucky to hold for more than a second or two). The predicament indicated in Ivan's picture was gravitationally impossible – and that's being kind. It was the kind of misconception that often happens in kids' cartoons, where SpongeBob, Lilo and Stitch, Scooby Doo et al suddenly find themselves poised perfectly in the most deadly part of a stationary wave, whooping as it moved nowhere, simply throbbing on the spot. At least they weren't hoping for any wipeouts. 




  I looked out to sea as another mountain of water burst and bludgeoned its way across the bay. I realised how small surfing's vocabulary was. I'd have just called it big and blown out. But woolly whites seemed a pretty good description – if not a little happy-go-lucky – to capture the exact nature of the ordeal we were about to go through to create an idyllic snapshot of the great Welsh outdoors. Still, I logged the term. Woolly whites. I had to try and use it again some time. 'What's the surf like, mate?' 'Two foot. Lined up. Woolly whites for sure, man.' 




  It crossed my mind for a moment that Ivan had probably never really watched the sea before. Knowing its movements and patterns was something I'd always taken for granted – having spent most of my life not much further than a few miles from a shoreline. 




  Carl's phone rang and he answered it loudly, interrupting my train of thought. 




  'Hello? Yeah. Yeah it is, mate. Yeah I know. Yeah they are. Right here. Yeah we're all ready. OK. See you in a minute.' 




  He clipped his phone shut and turned to us, shoving his hands in his pockets. 




  'They're about two minutes away. Director's worrying about the light. Wants to get as much shooting time as possible, so he's wondering if you can get ready. If you were in the water when he got here that'd be ideal. Apparently the sheep are a bit wound up, and the sheepdogs, too. They'll have never been to the beach before. They live on a farm in mid-Wales, see. Anyway, he reckons they won't have that long and if they can just release the sheep straight away with you guys in there it'd be pretty helpful.' 




  The sheep and dogs had been driven up overnight. Apparently it would minimise disruption to their owner if they could go straight onto the beach and then back in the trailer to head home again. 




  'The nearest place we could hire this kind of sheep for the shoot was St Clears in Pembroke, see,' Carl explained. 




  'What? That's by Fresh West,' I noted. 




  'Yeah, that's right. It had to be one type of sheep in particular, though. The Lleyn it's called. They're local to around here, which makes it kind of annoying that we have to bring them up from bloody south-west Wales. But that's the kind of thing that happens when you do my job. Had to be Lleyns, though. It's the one Dom had in mind when he thought of the concept.' 




  'Dom?' 




  'The director,' Ivan cut in. 'He's not here yet. He's a genius, man. Quiet guy. Won't have a lot to say himself. Leaves that to us. I'll tell you what to do.' 




  The thought of Ivan telling us how to surf made even Elliot, now halfway into his wetsuit, chuckle quietly. 




  'Did Dom come up with "woolly whites" then?' I asked. 




  'Of course, man,' Ivan beamed. 'Great, innit.' 




  Trying to ignore the kilo of egg, sausage and bacon sloshing around in my belly, I reached for my wetsuit, which was still damp as it was used far too often to dry out properly, and started getting in the mood for a real battle. This surf was going to need a lot of energy. 




  Dan was debating whether to ride his short or longboard, and decided to solicit Ivan's advice. 




  'The long one will show up better on the picture,' the now ready photographer mumbled, obviously not really having an opinion on the matter. 




  As we set off over the dunes to the desolate stretch of beach, the only surfers in sight (which with a good swell running was a clear sign that somewhere else was probably firing right now), I heard the sound of a clunking engine and barking dogs. The sheep and their entourage were arriving. This was how I imagined it to be when you are working on a film set with a demanding and tardy movie star that suddenly shows up and steals everyone's attention. Suddenly Carl, who had been walking with us, turned and ran back – instantly diverting his fickle energy to the real stars of the show. I wondered if the sheep were actually aware of how important they were today. Wales's frontline fight for tourists' cash was in their hands – sorry – hooves. 




  From their point of view, however, it was just a scary day out, getting chased around by snarling sheepdogs in a landscape of sand and salt air that might as well be the surface of Mars for all they knew. 




  We'd reached the water's edge, and I looked out to sea at ominous, towering walls of water. It was time to focus. 




  Elliot was super-keen. I could see determination in his eyes as he shook any remaining stiffness out of his shoulders, readying himself to do what he did best. Similarly, the other two were both thinking only about getting on with surfing. This, I realised, was the point where usually I would start to grumble – if only to myself – about the cold, the wind, the constant irritations of surfing in Britain. But that was something I'd come here to confront. There existed more than one way of seeing things. Sure, in front of me was a cold, uninviting sea of choppy, inconvenient surf – if I chose to see it that way. But there was also an exhilarating tussle with the powers of the North Atlantic on offer, the reward potentially being the chance to rev across some big waves at high speeds. All I had to do was drag myself a half-mile or so out to sea to be in place to catch one of them. 




  Ignore trepidations and get on with it, I ordered myself. Enjoy being out of your comfort zone. You would if you were anywhere else. 




  The water felt a little warmer than Porthcawl – part of the Gulf Stream making its way almost directly up this way. It was mid-spring, so you still felt the sharp change in temperature on your feet and hands as land turned to ocean. And then came the first duck-dive. I sunk my board and plunged downwards after it to slip under the oncoming wave, a little shiver went through my head as it too adjusted to the new surroundings. I resurfaced awake and fresh, taking a gulp of air and digging in for the paddle out. 




  Ten, twenty and then thirty duck-dives later, red-faced and shoulders filling with lactic acid, I sat up on my board. I was about halfway out – with no sign of the other three anywhere. There must have been a trough in the sandbanks below as I'd found a little patch of water that seemed not to have any breaking waves. Back on the beach I could now see several figures running around, chasing sheep and dogs in all directions. Another three people were standing on a dune, either watching passively or waiting to get involved themselves. I wondered if one was Dom, the mysterious director of the shoot. The one whose imagination had turned what was going on all around me into 'woolly whites'. 




  I needed to keep paddling for their sake as much as mine. Momentarily rested, I took aim and prepared for the final push towards the almost mythical zone of calm water that I knew existed somewhere beyond the immediate foreground of angry white water – or wool as the Welsh Tourist Board planned to soon dub it. 




  When you're in the middle of a big swell, the horizon can often be hidden by rising and breaking water – and on a particularly tough paddle-out it can be hard to gain perspective of how far you are from where you need to be. Using the beach as a marker though, I knew the end of this watery treadmill had to arrive soon. 




  Eventually a gap between sets appeared, and I dashed for it, throwing every drop of power in my shoulders towards the goal of making it to the line-up. 




  When I got there, I saw Elliot waiting, relaxed, for the right wave. 




  'Where are the others?' I asked. 




  'Dunno,' he said, dismissively. 'I think Harris just caught one. Not sure.' 




  As he said this, we both started paddling again when we saw a solid set approaching just to our south. Ahead of me, and a few seconds quicker with his paddling, I saw Elliot lock in to the first wave. He looked quickly up and down the beach both ways, working out whether to take off to the right or left. The wave lifted just as it got to him, rising up into a thick peak, and Elliot jumped to his feet and dropped in. 




  He was gone. I couldn't see what happened to him from there, other than knowing that he made the take-off. Neither could I see whether Ivan had been able to take any shots of him from the shoreline. All these things were peripheral to the fact that a second wave was also heading into the line-up within my range, if I paddled quickly enough. 




  As it neared and I kicked my feet at the water behind, I could already feel I was going to be able to catch it. There was power in this swell – that feeling of being able to surf with speed at your disposal. I jumped up and turned towards the right and onto a wide, rolling wave face. Moving this fast you could feel an instant response to any change in weight or balance. I tried to put my board on its edge – or 'rail' – as deftly as possible, using my speed to redirect back towards the steeper pocket of the wave, reaching the bottom again just as a long wall rose in front of me. At the end of it was a huge bump of white water (or wool), pouring across the unbroken part. Glancing off it, I angled back towards the left again – to see the entire wave reform and stack up all over again. I was still at least fifty yards away from the beach, and this was already a screamer of a ride. 




  When I eventually bashed my way off the last section, now only a stone's throw from the shoreline, I could see Ivan running towards me, camera in hand. He was waving frantically. Before I could respond with any kind of gesture, he suddenly turned, dropped onto his knee and aimed his camera at an oncoming trio of sheep. He fired off a load of shots as they ran past him. At the end of my ride, I sunk into the shallows and got back on to my board. Whether I'd still been riding anything as the sheep passed would be down to luck rather than any surfer photographer teamwork. 




  The second paddle out was infinitely easier, having just ridden one of my best British waves of the year so far. Where was this kind of form when I'd needed it during the Welsh a few weeks ago? 




  When I reached the line-up this time I was granted a little longer to puff and pant before a set came. I used the time to look back at the beach, where it looked as though the sheep were running riot. The dogs were nowhere to be seen and poor Ivan had dug himself into a dune, lying on his stomach with his lens trained like a sniper on the farce unfolding in front of him. The only thing missing was The Benny Hill Show theme tune for comedic effect. 




  Not my problem, I decided. My selfish surfer persona had taken hold. 




  Four waves later I was again sitting out back – by now feeling pretty pleased with myself and buzzing from the vigour of it all. Here and there I'd glimpsed the others, either paddling or riding, before eventually spotting Elliot walking up the beach. 




  I took a quick ride on a smaller wave, which only took me a little of the way in, and paddled back out to find Dan sitting where I'd just taken off. 




  'Getting a couple?' I asked. 




  'Fuckin' right. There are some steaming waves in here, man. I just had one that was like Sunset Beach, like!' 




  'What's Smelly doing?' 




  'Dunno. Might go in and see, like. They won't be taking any more pics if he's not in here. We're not good looking enough.' 




  I laughed. 




  I love the vanity of surfers. We were both right in the middle of a classic session and yet all it took to get us back on the sand was the thought that Ivan might have stopped taking our picture. As soon as Dan had said that we both took waves to the beach where Nia had also made her way up the sand and was sitting next to Ivan, who, sure enough, did appear to have packed up. 




  On seeing us making our way to the shore, he stood up slowly and began walking towards us. Convinced this apparent nonchalance was down to his having taken a million great photos of us charging across the woolly whites behind, I smiled and gave him a thumbs up and raised my eyebrows to gesture a question. 




  He didn't respond. 
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