
      
      [image: Cover: Kook, by Peter Heller]

      

      

Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.




ALSO BY PETER HELLER

The Whale Warriors: The Battle at the Bottom of the World to Save the Planet’s Largest Mammals

Hell or High Water: Surviving Tibet’s Tsangpo River

Set Free in China: Sojourns on the Edge


[image: image]


 

[image: image]

Free Press
A Division of Simon & Schuster, Inc.
1230 Avenue of the Americas
New York, NY 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com.

Copyright © 2010 by Peter Heller

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever. For information address Free Press Subsidiary Rights Department, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020

First Free Press trade paperback edition July 2010

FREE PRESS and colophon are trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

For information about special discounts for bulk purchases, please contact Simon & Schuster Special Sales at 1-866-506-1949 or business@simonandschuster.com

The Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau can bring authors to your live event.

For more information or to book an event contact the Simon & Schuster Speakers
 Bureau at 1-866-248-3049 or visit our website at www.simonspeakers.com.

Designed by Carla Jayne Jones

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Heller, Peter
   Kook: what surfing taught me about love, life, and catching the perfect wave / Peter Heller.
        p. cm.
1. Surfing. 2. Heller, Peter 3. Surfers—Anecdotes. I. Title.
GV840.S8H44 2010
797.3'2092—dc22
[B]                              2009045508

ISBN 978-0-7432-9420-1
ISBN 978-1-4391-7181-3 (ebook)

 

TO KIM 

 


For He hath founded it upon the seas, and established it upon the floods.

Genesis

“Somebody help the chicken!”

Surf’s Up



 


The story in these pages actually happened. Some of the geography, however, you will never find on any map. I have changed the names of some people and places for everyone’s protection, especially my own. 





WITNESS
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I had watched the seal catch two waves. Now his head popped up beside me where I sat on my board. I almost fell off in surprise. “Hi,” I stammered. He blinked, unafraid and curious. Oh, man, I thought, he wants to be my friend. “Right?” I proffered. The seal didn’t seem to be into conversation. He turned his head toward the open ocean, just like a surfer looking for a set. Wow. These are the kind of moments we dream about. He had position on me. I mean that, technically, he was closer to the peak where the waves broke and so the next wave belonged to him. But no rule of surf etiquette said I had to yield to a pinniped. I’m going, I thought. Next good wave is mine. You can catch waves all day long.

He turned his sleek head and looked at me with such frank and kindly condescension that I winced. What on earth are you doing in my house? he seemed to say. You are such a kook.

Kook means “beginner surfer.” It is not a neutral term; it carries a slug of derision, a brand for the clueless, for those without hope, without grace, without rhythm. To be a kook is to be consigned to a kind of beginner’s hell. The seal disappeared in a swirl of green water. Good. I always messed up when someone was watching. I needed a little alone time.

I sat on the board and focused on the horizon. My ocean-sharpened eyes were hunting set waves—the distinctly bigger, more powerful swells that came like big fat birthday presents out of the Pacific. One was bound to have my name on it.

Was that one? Way, way out? Yes! I turned the board and lay down. Ready!

Surfers, people who actually knew how to surf, spun their boards just under the wave and took off. Not me. I needed a lot of lead time. I started paddling. My wave might not get here for a while, but I’d have some momentum.

The seal’s head popped up, not ten feet away. Now he was about to burst with glee. Evidently he thought I was hilarious. He kept his head half turned, eyes unblinking and locked on mine as he effortlessly cruised beside me on my right. Go ahead, laugh! I thought. You won’t be the first, but I’m getting this wave. I already suspected he could read my mind, so I added, Big shot.

I looked once over my shoulder. Oh, man, there it was, the building wall, barreling in just behind, steepening, lifting. This was it. The wave picked up my tail and shot me forward. Yes! Okay, okay, pop up!

In the split second it took to attempt the most crucial move in surfing—from passenger-prone to standing and in control—two thoughts flashed: Anything is possible. And: What the hell am I doing here?



THE CALL
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I was in the middle of my life. I had just finished a book on a dangerous expedition through Tibet’s deepest gorge, a chasm with tigers in the bottom and raging twenty-five-thousand-foot peaks on top. I had clung to the side of the canyon, struggled over high passes in the middle of the Himalayan winter. The two-month expedition was so strenuous that when I got home I slept for two weeks. Now, after completing a book about it, I was exhausted in a different way. I sat on my porch in Denver and watched spring snows sweep over the mountains to the west. I drank coffee and listened to the crows argue in the big maple across the street. Sometimes a solitary corvid would cry a single rising note that hung in the air, and it sounded to me like a question thrown against the sky.

How does one make a life?

I had done a Big Thing. Now what was I supposed to do? Was I supposed to do another Big Thing? Or could I do some small things for a while? Was it enough to string together things of any size until I died? Did it matter, as long as I had friends, family, a community?

I had always sought solace and meaning in wild places. I loved exploring rivers in a kayak, which is a very versatile little craft, and I had found a way to write about these trips and make a living and keep going back. But more and more, wherever I traveled, I could see that we were degrading these places as fast as we could. It drove me crazy. Sometimes I imagined God blowing His whistle and saying to all of us, Everybody out of the pool! I entrusted you with this paradise and look what you’ve done.

And what about love? I mean romantic love. Wasn’t that supposed to help define everything? I hadn’t done so well in that category. I had loved several women deeply, but I was always traveling and when I came back I was on deadline and I never could fully commit. I was a moving target. I pushed the patience of my lovers to the breaking point and then I was heartbroken when they left. I was a fool. Now I was with a truly lovely woman named Kim, but the Tibet trip and my inability to promise anything had strained us, and everything seemed up in the air.

I had this idea that maybe my job here was just to pay attention. I liked that. Very simple. But then I wasn’t sure what to pay attention to. Is it enough to listen to other people who are as lost as I am? Or to the wind, which pours through the trees in a language I cannot decipher? Or these crows, who seem talkative but restless?

At this point in his life, Dante met Virgil and went on a long vacation to hell. It was the mother of all midlife crises. I got a call from Huntington Beach, Surf City USA.

BOYS

The call came from a friend’s wife. Andy had been one of my closest buddies since college. He had grown up on the wrong side of the tracks in Camden, South Carolina. His father died very young and his mother did all the mechanic work on their old station wagon. In college, he took law school entrance exams and scored so high that he ended up with a full scholarship to Columbia. He didn’t really want to be a lawyer, but the offer was too good to refuse, so off he went. He aced school, despite not studying much, and went through a series of jobs at private law firms where he didn’t fit in. Finally he landed at the legal department of a giant manufacturing company, where he began to thrive. He moved with his family into an old house on a tree-lined street in a midwestern city, got as comfortable as he’d ever been, and promptly got transferred to Orange County, California.

When his wife called me, she sounded desperate. She said that Andy was having a tough year. He’d been brought in to clean up the legal department of a subsidiary, and he was emphatically not a disciplinarian. When he had to call some cowboy lawyer on the carpet, his natural inclination was to tell him a long parable about bass fishing. He hated the constant conflict of the job and he wasn’t sleeping. He had a vacation coming up, he had wanted to learn to surf, would I come out and learn with him?

Definitely, yes. I’d seen the Gidget movies and The Endless Summer. I booked a ticket and in early April I flew into John Wayne Airport, Orange County, California.

Andy picked me up wearing a Hawaiian shirt with surfboards all over it. We drove with the windows down. I was excited, he was excited. We were going to be boys, have an adventure. The first thing we needed to do was get me a board.

My first surfboard was an egg; that’s the name of a classic design. They are ideal for beginners because they are usually forgiving. This one was not prepossessing. Neither longboard nor shortboard, it was eight feet long and as oval as a platter. It did not edge a straight line or turn particularly fast. It was not nimble and not stable. The shaper who made it must have been a genius, as it is almost impossible to make a surfboard that is not every desirable quality. It didn’t do anything well, really, except hatch my career as a surfer.

It was an old board, pre-owned, covered in tiny vines—a hand-painted tangle of no plant that ever lived on earth. Most graphics on surfboards are laid down under the fiberglass so that the board is smooth to the touch: no matter how exuberant or violent the picture or color, close your eyes and your hand passes over the deck of the board like it was polished bone. Not the Egg. This was paint dabbed atop the gel coat—the first owner paying tribute to her most modest egg, or maybe an attempt to gussy it up after it surfed like a brick.

I guess Skip at Board ’n Bean would have felt bad charging me for a week with the board. He ran the last true surf shack in Huntington Beach, part board shop, part café, part betting parlor (I think), part other stuff. It sat on the Pacific Coast Highway beside a cluster of trashy palms, and it caught my eye as Andy and I drove past. There was a rack of brightly colored old boards out front with a sign that said big sale.

“Nah, just take it,” Skip said, handing me the egg. “Put me in an article. Hey, what size are you? You’re gonna need this.” He threw me an orange full-length wetsuit. He was wearing a sleeveless T and his arms were like anvils.

“Got a leash?”

I shook my head. There was a muffled roar from the two TVs in the shop. Skip glanced up at the one mounted above the doorway to his new board room. “Fucking Dodgers. If I wanted to watch The Simpsons—know what I mean, Domino?”

Domino? No one had ever called me that. I liked it.

“Here.” He unhooked a leash from a peg. I took it. Something in the way I looked at it as he handed it to me made him laugh and wince up his bloodshot blue eyes. He lifted his trucker’s cap and his bleached blond hair spilled to his shoulders. The cap had a pair of the naked mud-flap girls on the brim.

“You don’t know how to put it on, do you? Dude, you are a kook. Here.”

He shook out the eight feet of plastic cable, ripped apart the Velcro tab, and attached it to the little loop of cord at the tail of the board.

“Hey, you need some wax. Got wax?” He tossed me two little bricks.

“Use the board for a week. When you decide you want to get your own, I’ve got one for you. No plastic, though, Domino, cash only. Cool?” He was hoping I would; there were some Lakers games later in the week he wanted to cover.

There’s a feeling I will always remember: walking out of the shop with my first surfboard under my arm. This was cool. I bet the people in the cars passing on the Pacific Coast Highway thought I was a real surfer. I felt like a real surfer. I had a board, wax, a wetsuit. The whole Pacific Ocean in front of me.

A NOTE ON WAX

A standard modern surfboard is made of lightweight, rigid, porous foam shaped as need and art require, then skinned with layers of fiberglass. The result is a platform that’s smooth as bone, slippery when wet. The early surfers in the U.S. and Australia dripped paraffin on their boards for traction. When push came to shove, the droplets of hardened wax didn’t stay on very well. Various companies in both countries experimented with softening the wax and marketing it for surfers, but it was two outfits in 1972 that swept the surfing world: Mr. Zog’s Sex Wax and Wax Research. Sex Wax came in round bricks a little bigger than a hockey puck. An old surfer told me that this was because the first production runs were poured into tuna tins—lucky they added perfume. Before a session a surfer rubbed the bar over the deck of his board, everywhere his feet might land. Sometimes he waxed the rails up front, a hand’s-width patch where, when paddling out and confronted with a wave breaking in front of him, he would grab the board for a duck-dive.

Genius name, Sex Wax. Cool, edgy, adolescent, which strikes to the heart of surf culture. The ritual: squatting, shortboard over knee, waxing the tapered weapon. Or the pro pose, in transit to the water: little board cocked on hip, flexing the knee up for support, reaching across, and waxing quickly with the free hand. Leftover crumb of wax stuffed back in pocket. Or a longboard: laying it on the ground, moving along its length, addressing it with the wax, rubbing and rubbing, tip to tail. Is there anything more sexy except sex? It’s preparing the rigid phallus for the act, or it is the act, I haven’t decided.

In ’92, Wax Research introduced Sticky Bumps, which sounds more like the yucky disease you might get if you didn’t properly protect while using Sex Wax. But wildly popular to this day because it works. It comes in little square bricks with a deep groove down the middle so you can break it in two and shove one half in the pocket of your board shorts. Rub it on lightly and small deckles adhere; rub more, careful not to be too firm, and voilà!, little bumps. That are pretty sticky. You may pop up, miss your timing and get clobbered, driven to the rock reef, knocked in the teeth by your tumbling board, but it won’t be because your feet slipped.

Wax sometimes, especially in the Third World, is hard to get. Or you left it back in the car, or the $1.25 a brick is more than you can afford because you have no job and you are crashing on your cousin’s couch in Huntington and you’d rather spend that money on beer. Or the guy at Dukes on the Pier hasn’t called you back about the busboy job, and you are living on peanut butter sandwiches and surfing your brains, what’s left of them, out every morning north of the pier, and the guy in the parking lot cut you dead when you said, “Hey, bro, could I get a hit of wax?,” just turned away, and you have, really, about a year’s-worth of wax on your board already, but it gets flattened and smooth and greasy with time, then what do you do?

You use a wax comb.

My first pair of board shorts came with one looped into the pocket. Here’s the funny thing about buying board shorts in Huntington Beach. You mostly can’t wear them surfing. The water, for all but a couple of months of the year, is too cold to wear anything but a wetsuit. Thick, long-sleeve, and long-leg neoprene suits in the winter, short and light in the spring and summer. So unless you’re one of the kids who take pride in trunking it, in being that tough, you’re gonna be surfing in a wetsuit all year. So why buy board shorts? The shorts that tie at the waist and hang down past my knee and make me look like an elf?

Because they’re cool. Period. What’s wrong with you?

The wax comb is slick because it is another tool, multiuse, you can use to tune up your board. Just what it says: a two- or three-inch-wide plastic comb you rub hitch-hatch over the wax on your board to give it new grip. The back side of the comb is usually plastic-knife sharp, usually straight, for scraping off old wax. If it’s really sophisticated, one side of the scraper is curved inward for running the wax off the rounded rails. My first pair of board shorts were tan and blue Quicksilver with the sturdiness of canvas, but a soft nap almost like suede. It had a surprise wax comb tied into the pocket on a loop of elastic cord, like a toy in a Cracker Jack box. Inspection revealed not only the translucent, heavy-duty comb, but also a fin key that slotted into it. A fin key is a very small Allen wrench that turns the screws that hold the removable fins in the tail of your board into their slots. How cool was this? Not only did you get hip shorts, you got a comb, a scraper, a fin key. With your board and a wave, you had all you needed.

FIRST BLOOD

From Board ’n Bean, Andy and I drove south a few blocks to the parking lot of the Huntington Beach Pier. This pier, according to my contact Nathan Myers at Surfing magazine, had made and broken more surfing careers than anyplace on earth. It was tall; the heavy pilings lifted the deck some twenty feet off the water. The waves thundered white through the posts like an avalanche. Out over deep water beyond the break, a line of fishermen dropped their lines over the rails. On the sand a few towels, a few sunbathers, not many. It was a Monday in April.

We teetered the boards off the rack of Andy’s minivan. Stretched on our wetsuits, helped each other zip up the backs, lay our boards on the pavement of the parking lot, and waxed them, didn’t know how, just rubbed hard and caked it on. This was already fun. Neither of us had ever used a surfboard before. The smart thing would have been to take a lesson, but we had both taught ourselves to kayak in college, picking up tips haphazardly from friends, and we figured surfing was a lot less complicated. I mean, there were no hydraulics, eddies, eddy lines, strainers, ledges, haystacks, horizon lines, or box canyons. There were just waves. We blinked at the bright water and surveyed them. They were about as tall as charging water buffalo. Over by the pilings was a bunch of surfers.

“Okay,” Andy said. “Let’s stay away from those dudes.” To us, all surfers were dudes, which term we found out was about a decade out of date. He took a deep breath. “Try not to drown.”

“Got it.”

We jogged to the water on the south side of the pier. I was knee-deep in heavy wave wash before I had a plan; all I knew was that I was going surfing now. I had body-surfed all through my childhood. I understood that you positioned yourself, faced the beach, and when a wave came you paddled to get launched. Then I figured you stood up. Simple.

I waded until I was waist-deep, then pushed the board into the onrushing foam and bellied onto it. The foam spun me sideways and dumped me. Okay, no problem. I waded deeper, waited for the next surge to pass, then jumped on, spread my legs wide for stability, and paddled like a fool. Exactly like a fool. Windmilling arms, big splashes.

Phew. Somehow made it past the main break and into smooth water. Andy was already here. First triumph. I looked at the knot of younger shortboarders over near the pier and figured they must know something we didn’t.

“C’mon, Andy, that’s where the waves are!”

“Don’t go over there.”

“Why not? C’mon!”

I didn’t want to get in their way, so I paddled over to them, but not too close. They sat on their tiny boards, which were so small they barely floated. I could do that, sit in the lineup like a pro.

I wriggled up on the egg and straddled it, wobbled, and capsized. Whoops, tippy damn thing.

I came up and blinked the water out of my eyes. Nobody had seen it. The surfer dudes weren’t paying me any attention. They were looking seaward, quietly, or talking among themselves. Phew. I decided to just lie on the board and wait for a wave. It came, as waves do, in a few seconds. Humped up, rolled in.

Here was the wall. I paddled like a maniac, got picked up, bucked, yelled, stood up, sort of, a fraction of a second. Pitched forward, flew in air, then foam. The wave shoved me to the bottom. I flailed for sunlight and hit my head on the underside of the egg. When I finally cleared water and breathed, there was a long-haired kid five feet away yelling at me. Mid-twenties. He had a snake tattoo running down the side of his neck, and right then the snake was negotiating extruding corded tendons, throbbing arteries. His eyes were wild. Jeez, dude, calm down.

“You fucking Goddamn KOOK! Get the fuck out of the water!”

“What? I was way out of your way—”

“Fuck! Move the fuck down there!” He waved his arm. “Way the fuck down. See you here again I’ll fuck you up!”

He shook his head, disgusted, and paddled off. As he went I noticed how fast his board moved, how he paddled way up on the front with his back arched, his chest way off the deck and his legs pinned together. He was an asshole, but he sure looked competent.

Smarting, I paddled over to Andy, who was already way south, sitting on his board, watching.

“You see that?”

“Yeah.”

“What’d I do?”

“You cut him off. Cold, dude. Dropped in on him. I thought he was going to kill you.”

“Me, too.”

“You gotta watch. Thought that was the end of the line for my buddy.” Andy pointed to the wave breaking just this side of the pier and explained to me how good waves don’t just dump but begin breaking at a peak, and continue collapsing in a traveling line that moves sideways along the shore.

“See?” he said. “The peak, where it starts breaking, is over there by the pier. That’s why those guys are there. They hop on it just as it begins to break and then they travel kind of sideways all the way down the face.” He explained that that was why a surfer who jumped on near the pier and stayed just ahead of the white pocket could end up way down here in my lap.

I stared. “There’s a whole bunch there. How do they know who gets the wave? Or do they just yell, Get the hell out of my way?”

“The surfer just closest to the peak where the wave starts breaking has priority. See?” Andy explained that everybody had to get out of his way as he zoomed and turned across the face. He said that a “left” means a wave that is moving left from the surfer’s point of view as he’s surfing it, a “right” means he’s surfing along to his right.

“Oh,” I said.

We wrestled with the foam for two hours. I felt less like a surfer than ammo in a human slingshot. I was so tired I couldn’t lift my arms to paddle. We’d stood up for a combined cumulative time of four seconds. I thought I’d understood what Andy had said about the peak and the surfer with priority, but when I finally got out past the break I couldn’t figure out where the peak was. I didn’t know how far away from the other surfers was safe to sit, and I must have gotten it wrong, because another dude collided with me and asked me if I was born on Planet Kook. That really hurt my feelings. Andy and I crawled out onto the sand and went for a late breakfast at the Sugar Shack, a block and a half from the pier on Main. It was always packed. Working people, tourists, surfers. We squeezed into a table against the wall, an arm’s-length from the backs of the guys at the counter, and I ordered eggs over easy with bacon and coffee. Andy asked for poached eggs on dry toast. The brisk young gal in a black Shack T-shirt snagged a pen from behind her ear, blew away a wisp of ponytail, and asked us how the waves were. How did she know? The tangled hair? My osprey eyes? I was thrilled. She had broad shoulders and strong forearms.

“Waist-high, kinda mushy,” I said, repeating something I’d heard in the parking lot.

The walls were covered in surfing photos. We sat under a framed cover from Surfer magazine: a guy standing straight up and relaxed, like he was waiting for a bus, in the middle of a barrel about as big as the Holland Tunnel. Above that was a signed blowup photo of someone riding a giant, and next to it were two local Shack-sponsored kids’ surf teams and a framed memorial to a young surfer who had died somehow. He must have been sixteen. Below his head shot, very blond and forthright, were the words:


Whenever you are riding,

We hope the waves are forever

glassy and hollow



The guy in the tube was Timmy Turner. Timmy was behind the counter punching orders into the register. Timmy was twenty-six, and he’d been surfing for twenty years. He wore a black T, and it hung loosely on his wide shoulders and he seemed thin, almost slight, for being one of the most hard-core surfers around. His mom, Michelle, had bought the Shack twenty-five years before from her own parents and was known for feeding full meals to homeless people, and for sponsoring local school-age surfers. The kids got one free meal a week, salad through milkshake. I loved the place right away. The generosity of spirit, the rock-solid values of decency and civil duty, seemed to permeate the whole restaurant. It was there in the respectful way the young waitresses talked to the broken-down beachcomber at the end of the counter, the way everyone who passed asked if we needed more coffee.

Andy burst the yolk of his egg over his single piece of butterless bread.

“I love surfing,” I confided.

Andy sipped his coffee and studied me over his cup, through his round gold wire-rims. “How do you know?” he said.

“Well …”

He smiled. “Maybe tomorrow we should try Bolsa Chica. It’ll probably be closed out, but it won’t matter. We need some time in the whitewater.”

That sounded good. I didn’t know what “closed out” meant, but I liked the idea of giving it all another go, maybe miles from any tatted-up dudes who kept saying fuck when talking to me.

Bolsa Chica State Park begins two and a half miles north of the Huntington Beach Pier. It is three miles of wide sand beach along a lightly curving southwest-facing coast. At the southern end, the Bolsa Chica estuary runs out through a cut in the beach. A rich tidal wetland, the estuary is one of the great American success stories of grassroots conservation and surfer activism. Once one of the largest oil-drilling fields in the world, the estuary and much of the beach were slated in the nineties for development as a mega-marina. The critical habitat would have gone the way of the rest of Southern California’s 75 to 90 percent of coastal wetlands lost to development. This single lagoon was so important because the Pacific Flyway is one of the largest north-south bird migration routes on the planet, and many species are forced to skip much of Southern California because the tidal marshes where they used to stop over have been destroyed in order to build ports, marinas, and houses. The marina at Bolsa Chica would also have probably wrecked a favorite local surfing spot. A consortium of environmental groups led by the Surfrider Foundation stopped the project, and in 1997 got the state to put up $91 million to restore the marsh and to widen a cut through the beach to increase crucial tidal flow. At 880 acres, it has been one of the biggest and most successful coastal wetland restoration projects in the country, and has reestablished a stepping-stone in the flyway for migrating waterfowl. Now, every day, a few hundred yards from scores of surfers, bird-watchers can be seen walking the wood-plank trails in the marsh with their binoculars. Endangered birds such as the light-footed clapper rail are nesting there again. And outraged surfers led the charge. Go figure. The Surfrider Foundation is mostly made up of surfers, and today it has over fifty thousand members in the U.S. In ’91 they won the second largest Clean Water Act lawsuit in American history, against two pulp mills in Humboldt County. More recently, they have worked with Laguna Beach to mitigate coastal water pollution from runoff, and they stopped Orange County from dumping 240 million gallons per day of partially treated sewage into the sea. Why should it surprise me? Surfers are an intense bunch and they love their coast the way they love their mothers.

We pulled up to the beach in a stiff offshore wind. Numbered lifeguard towers sat at two-hundred-yard intervals along the sand; the numbers went up as the towers marched northward. We would find out later that the towers served as landmarks for surfers—a few friends might decide to meet at Tower 21, or if it’s too crowded or the waves are dumping, they’d go south to 18.

Bolsa Chica was pretty, but it was no picnic. We trotted out to an empty part of the beach and jogged into the surf. As soon as we stepped off the sand it was like walking into a swift river. We got swept south by the strong riptide. When I did manage to get through the surf to calm water, I was beat, but happy to be way past where any waves were breaking. I looked out to sea and blinked, transfixed like a highway deer. What the hell was that? That was a set wave. Bigger than anything yet and breaking much farther out. I got squashed.

Having learned my lesson, I paddled way, way out. No set wave would catch me inside again. Out here, it was pretty but it wasn’t surfing. I clambered onto my board to sit—which in itself was a tenuous operation. I breathed, gut hollow with exhaustion, arms and back burning with lactic acid, and looked around. Relief to be out of the crashing mayhem. Just easy rolling swell. Phew. Three dolphins swam lazily by, heading north, their backs glossy and dark. Now, this was the life. But no waves broke so far out, so I edged back in. And then another wave, much larger than the others, walled up and broke on my head. It tumbled me back inshore, right into the impact zone, which is where the brunt of the waves collapse. It was also the worst part of the riptide, and I got trundled south, and the first wave’s posse clobbered me one after another.

Was this fun? Two-foot waves were turning me into Play Doh. On the fifth wave, I managed to crawl up and stand and just as fast flew through the air like a catapulted cow. I know now that with the waves dumping the way they were, and the length of our boards and our skill level, we didn’t stand a chance. Once, in sheer frustration, I rode the egg in on my belly, just to feel some speed. I got off it in ankle-deep water, and turned and lifted the heavy board. I carried it back into the white foam in front of me and across my body and got slammed by the next sweep of whitewater, and the egg leveled me like a snowplow. I unpeeled myself from the sand inch by inch the way Wile E. Coyote detaches himself from the pavement after Road Runner drives over him with a cement mixer.

I took a breather on the beach. Then, on the wet sand, carelessly attaching the Velcro of the leash to my ankle, I let the egg wallow in two inches of wash, and the next surge sent it sideways into me and nearly broke my legs. It could have snapped them like dry sticks had my feet been set.

If two inches of afterthought from a waist-high wave could do that to me, what would a real wave do? The forces a surfer deals with are beyond reckoning.

That night, covered with bruises, aching everywhere, I lay on Andy’s fold-out couch in the library. I revisited the last two days and winced. I was such a kook. In surf slang, kook doesn’t just mean beginner; it means outrageous, awkward, clueless novice who cuts people off on waves, thrashes around speaking to other surfers like it’s a cocktail party, hollers rebel yells when he does manage to stand up for a split second, has no tact, no respect for the finely tuned protocol of surf, and is dangerous to boot, because when he drops in on a wave without looking, boards and bodies collide. That was me. I had called my girlfriend Kim and she was sympathetic to a point. She was getting sick of me being away all the time. She did not demand that I change, but she pointed out that it was hard to stay close. Ouch. It dawned on me that kook also perfectly described my aptitude with women.

I was unwilling to turn out the light and let sleep claim me before I had salvaged something of the day. Andy’s old shepherd Cody lay on my legs and watched me with a concerned expression. I had known him for years. Now he seemed to sense that I was wrestling with powerful forces: vanity, pride, surf.

I rubbed his forehead with my fist and slid a notebook off the side table. I glanced up at the bookcase that occupied the entire wall opposite. A thousand spines, a thousand reverberating names, the best efforts of the truest minds. I scanned across the modern canon and their antecedents. Eliot, Coleridge, Proust, Stein, Dickinson, Brecht, W. C. Williams, Plato, Faulkner, Homer, Rilke, Cervantes. Waves of their own, waves that broke over reefs of readers and worked their own geologic power. I felt small. What the hell was I doing here? I had hoped to write some fiction and I was setting that aside for the moment to take up a new sport that everybody said was consuming. Why do that to myself at forty-five? Why take the risk? If I was going to get any good writing done, I needed every minute I could get. I knew myself—the king of distraction.

The last title that popped out made me laugh. When I did, Cody lifted and cocked his head.

“It’s nothing,” I said. “Don Quixote. I’d read it to you, but it would drive a dog like you nuts.”

I opened the notebook and wrote at the top of a page: SURFING, then What I Learned Today.


Set waves break farther out than you think and then you’re screwed.

Do not get the surfboard between you and the wave. Keep it beside or down-wave from you.

Set waves are not alone. They come in … sets. D’oh!



Now we were getting somewhere. I closed the notebook and went to sleep.

We woke up just at first light on the third day. I eased my feet out from under the weight of Cody and found my shorts. The air coming through the open windows was brisk. I put on a thick sweatshirt. People think of Southern California as hot, but it’s not, at least not by the water. Everything on my body hurt. My shins were bruised; my head was tender from the knock the first morning; my shoulders and back were stiff and sore. We made instant coffee in the kitchen while Andy’s family slept. We each ate a bowl of cornflakes. We took the bottle of Advil out of the cabinet with the coffee mugs and each ate four. As the salty gray air lightened, we gathered our heavy wetsuits from their pegs without much enthusiasm.

We were sluggish, and I know my body was tired through and through. It’s exhausting getting battered. Demoralizing getting yelled at. I think now that if we’d had another day of surfing like the first two, we might just have hung it up.

Then again, I doubt it. Most sports, at first entry, balance the initial strangeness and difficulty with some immediate rewards. In kayaking, you launch down your first riffling whitewater, take the first little waves over your bow, feel the speed like a revelation as the current tongues into a smooth V between rocks. You may dump and swim but you’ve had that rush. Skiing is the same; the bunny slope gives you that first alien and wonderful sense of slide and acceleration, though you may not know how to stop or turn.

Everything works this way except surfing.

Surfing is one of the only pursuits on earth that can drub you into numb exhaustion and blunt trauma time and again and give you nothing in return; nothing but sand in your crotch, salt-stung eyes, banged temple, chipped tooth, screaming back, and sunburned ears—gives you all of this and not a single stand-up ride. Time and again. Day after day. Gives you nothing back but tumbles, wipeouts, thumpings, scares. And you return. You are glad to do it. In fact, you can think of nothing you’d rather do.

WHAT WE THINK ABOUT WHEN WE THINK ABOUT SURF

Have you seen Beach Blanket Bingo?

The Endless Summer? Step into Liquid? Riding Giants? Point Break? Baywatch?

When we imagine surfing we probably see images from these classics. Maybe in another dream there are old woody station wagons pulled up to the beach and some guys playing ukuleles. Maybe there’s a leaned-over surf shack covered in bougainvillea and an empty curve of Mexican beach with perfect combers breaking white along the bay. A bucket of sweating Corona. Maybe there are three happy-go-lucky Endless Summer kids trading waves and you can hear their whoops on the wind. Maybe there are lifeguard towers every quarter mile and Pamela Anderson is driving a pickup, and maybe the beach is Malibu and there are five surfers hanging ten all together on one wave. Or maybe we are the rare dreamer and we see one giant mountain of water, some Jaws rogue wave, and there’s a lone figure, small as a swallow, arcing down its face.

Either way, scientists and anthropologists agree that for 95 percent of us our fantasy will involve eight standard components:


1. A beautiful setting, invigorated by the wild nature of the sea.

2. Beautiful chicks, bikinis, the promise of sex in the air like the smell of hibiscus—hibiscuses—hibisci—

3. Aloha spirit—a generous, blissed-out bonhomie, on the waves and off.

4. Hair-raising prowess on the wave—muscled and graceful.

5. Machismo: the only possible result when combining numbers 2 and 4.

6. A party, lots of booze and pot.

7. Happy, danceable music in the background.

8. The wave itself. The lead character. However you conceive it. Like God.



What we have just concocted without realizing it is the Garden before the Fall. Maybe surfing was like this once. Maybe, after the red heifer and the Antichrist and a Great Fire, it will be so again.

But for now, let’s review and correct.


1. The raw power of the sea is beautiful. Even at Orange County river mouths where you are sitting on your board and look down and see what can only be strands of feces and undissolved toilet paper floating by your vulnerable toes. Even in Mexican bays where they have yanked out the last significant stands of bird-flocked, fish-breeding mangroves and replaced them with box hotels built by greed-sick developers from Denver. (This is true, in Baja—I know the guy—and in thousands of other places, too.) Even off of beaches where there used to be mackerel and tuna runs and now there are none, because they have all been fished out. Even then—and sometimes all these things are happening at once—the ocean heaves her inexorable breath and you feel humbled and renewed.

2. Sometimes there are foxy chicks. They sit on a towel with a camera with a huge honking lens and take pictures of their semipro man who has been snaking your waves all morning; because he can. Lucky if they even nod as you walk by.

3. Which brings us to Aloha Spirit, the greatest draw and the greatest misconception about surfing.

Surfing is one of the fastest-growing sports in the world. Thousands of neophytes join the ranks of new American surfers every year. Worldwide, including surfwear and fashion, surfing is a billion-dollar industry. The cachet, the attraction, seems to be all about youth, strength, and that generous aloha spirit. The idea is that surfers have an easygoing, hang-loose relationship with violent hydraulic power and other people. Nothing much ruffles the laid-back surfer.

The problem is that the aloha spirit is generally a myth—surfers have always been aggressive, driven, and territorial. You have to be, temperamentally, to deal with waves of any size and to jostle for position with others. All the eager new surfers crowding the waves are exacerbating tensions and shortening fuses. Some California counties have actually enacted anti-surf-rage ordinances that ban aggressors from their local waves as part of the punishment for surf-related assaults.

4. The prowess and grace are real. I wanted some of that.

5. The machismo is real, too. As you shall see.

6. Party—well, yeah. Not like beach blankets and campfires and volleyball, though that happens in rare fits of collective nostalgia, especially at big competitions. Especially in Mexico. Usually, though, it’s a quick joint in the front seat of the car before bailing out into the dawn chill.

7. Happy music: of course. Sometimes it’s just in your head. One of the things I love most about surfing is all the time you have to yourself—long paddle-outs with the schooling fish and birds and breaking sets; sitting on your board away from the others with the whole ocean in front of you, looking for your own peak; catching that one long ride, when the music is acceleration, speed, thunder, and glide.

8. The wave itself. It is the one thing that no one can exaggerate. As poetic as you wax, as thick as you lay it on, as much as you magnify, you can never, ever encompass or describe the greatness of the wave. The wave that can be named is not the real Wave.



Nobody can be blamed for having all these wrong ideas about surfing. You read about how surfing started way back in the Polynesian kingdom of Hawaii, the first account recorded by British Lieutenant James King in 1779, who tacked into Kealakekua Bay on the Kona Coast of the North Island and witnessed the oddest thing: dozens of men riding wooden planks down the waves. You can see an artist’s rendition in an engraving from the period: four Hawaiians dropping in on the same wave on what look like chunks of six-by lumber. Others show island women perched on boards, breasts bared, hair flowing behind them as they shred. One sailor reported that when a good swell came in, whole villages would abandon whatever they were doing and run down to the shore and surf. That was another version of Surf Eden. All myth is based on a rock foundation of truth. It is true that surfing began in the Pacific, probably in Hawaii or Tahiti, and that it sprang from a culture who lived in a place of such beauty and bounty that its people had generous bumpers of leisure time and an inclination toward laughter and play.

And maybe then there really was aloha spirit. Maybe the crowds of Hawaiians didn’t get in each other’s way on the wave, maybe they did not collide and crack each other’s wiliwili-wood planks. Just maybe they didn’t come up yelling, bruised, or lose control of their leaden, loglike boards, which then maybe didn’t accelerate toward a whole clutch of little kids and mow them over like tenpins. Maybe they just stood on the front of their plank with the wave curlicuing behind and over them, feet together, hair flowing behind, perfectly balanced, perfectly spaced apart on the waves as in the engraving, Adonises and Aphrodites of Kealakekua, and the only thing you would hear from the beach aside from the sift and crash of surf was laughter and cries of innocent joy.

P.S.—WHY WE NEED STUFF LIKE SURFING

We are not a graceful species. We spend all day falling forward from one precarious step to the next; we bump, bumble, and teeter. Think of John and Jane Everyhuman walking down the street, chatting, sipping their Starbucks on the way to work. Think of them swiveling their bulbous heads on the stalks of their necks to look at something that catches an eye, their raw, hairless faces like blunt semaphores in the sunlight. Think of them stepping off a curb, wading to the other side, lifting their knees with some effort to gain the sidewalk, jostling Jocelyn Everyhuman, whose head is craned into her cell phone as she passes. Now think of a single minnow. Minnie. She turns like a bead of mercury. She is as at home in her firmament as an element. Water gains definition by her fluidity. Lightning can teach her nothing about moving from one place to another. When she idles, holding herself steady with a minute wavering of her tail, an invisible flutter of a fin, she is incomparable in her stillness, as poised with the potential for explosive movement as any loaded gun. She looks like she is thinking.

That’s just one minnow. Look into the water off any seaside dock, and if the water is green and clear, you see a hundred minnows, a thousand, moving in liquid concert like a single thought, flashing back sunlight in a sudden turn as precise and effortless as a single swallow, as synchronized as a wave of wind moving through tall grass. That’s minnows. We haven’t even mentioned a big cat flowing down through rocks. Don’t get me started.

We need surf—or dance or yoga—because it reconnects us with our animal bodies. For a little while we practice moving through the world with rhythm, with an intention of efficiency and power. Without it, we become just a bunch of walking heads.



THE SAINT


[image: image]

On that third day, our first stop was Huntington Surf and Sport, the large surf shop on the corner of Main Street and the PCH, just across the road from the pier. They served good coffee and blueberry muffins before anyone else in town. I loved coming in there when the cavernous store was empty and the few other cars on the street had boards on the roof. All surf shops smell the same—a fragrance of epoxy resin offgassing from the racks of surfboards, new neoprene, perfumed surf wax.

The dense overcast of the marine layer was burning off and the day was turning fine and warm. We got in the Chrysler van and rolled to the T of the Pacific Coast Highway. Across it I could see fast waves breaking either side of the pier. I winced. I turned to Andy.

“Maybe we could go someplace that’s a little more gentle.”

“We could try Seal Beach. It’s only like fifteen minutes north.”

We rolled up past the Cliffs, where there were already clusters of surfers floating off the bluff. From the hill we could see the low waves breaking all along the length of Bolsa Chica. We passed the big empty parking lots and drove through the strip of Sunset Beach, a tawdry jumble of fish restaurants and tattoo shops. Then the wasteland of the Navy ammo dump, miles of bunkers on flats of dead grass, ending at water’s edge where a windowless destroyer was tied up to the dock waiting to be fed her load of torpedoes and shells.

Then quaint little Seal Beach. Palm trees and bungalows. Another tall pier, a curve of white beach. Away off to the northwest was the port of Long Beach, derricks and buildings. We pulled into the parking lot with a shirr of tires over sand, cut the engine, and while the engine ticked and the offshore breeze rattled the palms behind us, we drank our coffee, looked through the windshield at the beach, and tried to get stoked.

I was forty-five. Andy was a year younger, but he had been a responsible corporate breadwinner and family man for many years and he was almost bald, so naturally I thought of him as a big brother. Also he had those little wire-rimmed glasses that made him seem at least twice as smart.

“Are we having a midlife crisis?” I said.

“Definitely.”

“Is this what we are supposed to do?”

“That’s not clear to me.”

“It’s cheaper than a Ferrari or a divorce, right?”

“You’re not married.”

“I’m just saying.”

“Well, a lot of guys just build a shack in the backyard and then write a book about it. It’s a genre of its own. I don’t know exactly how much that would cost.”

“Hmm.”

We watched a pair of lanky teen boys head for the water with shortboards tucked under their arms. Heading for a before-school session. They were loose-jointed and carried the boards with the ease of Masai with their spears. I felt a twinge of envy. What if I had begun surfing when I was just a boy? Instead of the poker games and stoopball of my childhood in Brooklyn. I certainly wouldn’t have had to wait until my seventeenth birthday to get laid.

Never too late, right? Wrong. You can’t redo your first anything. Was this surfing thing about going backward or forward? Forward = brave, backward = pathetic. No, this surfing project would need to be about growth, about connecting with the earth and growing older with grace. I was thinking all this as I was trying to get my foot through the leg of the wetsuit and hopping along the side of the car and feeling every sore muscle. Just as I was teetering, a beat-up white van pulled in beside us.

A man of indeterminate age, with sun-bleached blond hair past his shoulders and a big round belly, got out of the driver’s side. He saw us and smiled. He beamed beneficence, like some holy man. He stretched the wetsuit way up over his pink gut and reached back and pulled the zipper ribbon with a practiced grunt. Then he hobbled to the back—kind of shuffled over the pavement—and yanked open the rusty doors. He reminded me of someone. Santa Claus! Belly like a bowl full of jelly. He was pulling surfboards out of the back when a pretty surfer walked from her car and gave him a hug. Then a hulking blond guy with a handlebar mustache did the same thing. Santa couldn’t get any work done; surfers kept angling over to give him a hug. Or rather receive one. There was something about the interaction that suggested bestowal. “Love you, too,” I heard the man say in a hoarse, emphatic mumble.

I blinked. This was not the surf culture I’d witnessed so far. I don’t think I’d heard a single surfer at Huntington Beach tell another he loved him. “Fuck you, too” was about as warm as it got.

The man’s smile was beatific, broad. But there was something bullish and tough about him, too.

“Hey,” I said to a freshly hugged mother in a wetsuit. “Who is that guy?”

“Don’t you know? That’s the Saint. The Saint of Seal Beach. Bless his heart.”

Was I dreaming?

As if this weren’t all strange enough, the driver’s door popped open and out stepped a woman with bleached blond hair down over her shoulders and a round belly over which she, too, stretched a wetsuit. She was short, and looked something like a scale model of the man. A not-so-mini-me. She began to pull piles of wetsuits out of the side, while he hauled the big blue foam surfboards out of the back. I noticed that the dashboard of the van was covered—no, smothered—with plastic surf kitsch. Spring-loaded surfing Santas, hula girls, tiny woody station wagons. When the man had unloaded about fifteen soft boards, he unstrapped the high stack on the roof rack and slid them off and passed them out, too, to a gathering crowd of what appeared to be young mothers, teenage boys, pretty nurses, retired baseball players, and grandmothers. The whole gamut. The side of the van was painted with a Joe Cool pelican in shades holding a surfboard and the words M&M SURFING SCHOOL.

We watched all of this with growing interest. Then, at the same time, a lightning bolt of apprehension. We looked at each other with a wild surmise:

Surf school!

D’oh!

Why hadn’t we thought of it?
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