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   INTRODUCTION


In September 2011, Keala Kennelly was badly injured and nearly killed after a wipeout at Teahupoo—aka Chopes—an outer reef on the island of Tahiti that breaks with great vengeance and furious anger over unforgiving coral. Kennelly had successfully ridden giant waves during the famous Code Red swell on August 27. A few days later Kennelly was invited by Bruce Irons to surf in a special memorial heat for his brother Andy Irons during the Billabong Pro Men’s World Championship Tour Event.


SOMETHING REALLY BAD


This was not a big day at Teahupoo, but as Kennelly explained to surfermag.com, Teahupoo is dangerous at any size: “That wave is so powerful from 2 to 20 feet. You are never really safe out there. There is always the possibility of something really bad happening.”


On this day, something really bad happened. Kennelly got clipped by the lip on a just-overhead wave. Her face slammed into the reef; she came up bleeding, dazed and confused, and had to keep from panicking during a long rescue from the reef to the shore to an ambulance to the hospital in Papeete, in what must have been a very long, two-hour ride. Surgeons repaired the facial wounds, anesthetized her to remove pieces of coral embedded in her skull, and in the end placed sixty to eighty stitches in her face and ten in her skull.


This was a serious injury to a highly skilled surfer, and the shocking photos of Keala’s reef-wracked face went around the world. If Kennelly never surfed Chopes again, no one would have blamed her. But two years later her facial scars had healed, and it was time to work on the mental damage.


Kennelly was ready to get back on the dragon that mauled her.


RETURN TO CHOPES


In May 2013 Keala returned to Teahupoo. “I came back and surfed the biggest waves at Chopes up until that point and got the best barrel of my life,” Keala said in an e-mail. “I won the Women’s Performance award at the XXL Big Wave awards that next year (2014).”


Two years after that—four years after her injury—in July 2015 Kennelly was back at Teahupoo on a day algebraically bigger and meaner than the day that nearly killed her. She flew to Tahiti, landed at 5 a.m., drove to the other side of the island, loaded her tow board into a kayak, and solo-paddled to the outer reef—hoping to take a rope from one of the established tow teams.


That’s how Keala Kennelly rolls. She is gnar.


Kennelly travels on a wing and a prayer, with no set tow partner and no guarantee anyone will give her a shot. “I spent the entire day all geared up waiting for a turn with the tow rope,” Kennelly told surfermag.com. “But skis were limited and the sets were inconsistent, so it was taking a long time for guys to get waves. I waited all day. Finally, at the end of the day, Raimana [van Bastolaer, a Tahitian local] took a break and was nice enough to let me borrow his ski and driver.”


After waiting all day and watching bomb after bomb unload on the reef—with surfers flinging themselves into death or glory rides—Kennelly was eager to get a bomb of her own before the sun set or the wind got too weird. And then she got one—and made history.


SWALLOWED


She remembered the time to surfermag.com:




   I had to come into it real straight-on because when it sucks below sea level, it creates a trench that you don’t want to come at sideways. If you do, you can catch a rail. Once I got through that trench, I bottom-turned up into the barrel and stuck my line. I was pretty determined to make it out of the barrel, but the wave turned mutant. The west bowl bent back at me at a 45-degree angle right as the bottom of the wave dropped out. It just swallowed me whole.


I got pinned on my back against the reef and was held there for a while. I came up and got a breath just in time to get the next wave on the head. It slammed me on the reef with so much force it blew my helmet off. The whole left side of my body hit really hard, and I felt like I broke my elbow and my hand. But after that wave I had so much adrenaline running through me, part of me wanted to go back out and get another one, but I was bleeding and in a lot of pain.





KEALA IS GNAR


Images of Kennelly’s mutant Teahupoo wave went around the world just as the images of her smashed face did, and they caused a big sensation. She was nominated for the Pure Scot Best Barrel award of the annual World Surf League (WSL) XXL Big Wave Awards.
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And on April 23, 2016, at The Grove in Anaheim, California, Kennelly accomplished what no other woman had done before: She won an XXL award in a category open to both men and women.


WORD FOR WORD


Kennelly took the stage to a lustful roar from the respectful crowd. Her speech was so heartfelt and good that it’s worth repeating, word for word. Imagine these words, with Keala repeatedly interrupted by roars from the crowd and her own nervous, stoked giggles:


Wow. Wow. Wow, okay. This is really happening.


Well first I have to thank Raimana because he let me use his Jet Ski, and his driver.


And the good Lord knows you can’t get a wave like that on your own. So. . . . They say, oh, behind every great man there’s a great woman. But sometimes behind a great woman there’s another great woman and I have . . . I have the most amazing extraordinary woman behind me and on my side. My partner, Nikki DiSanto. What I lack in sponsorship dollars, you make up for in your undying love and support. And I want to thank the entire DiSanto family for all your love and support and airline miles, because those came in way handy. And all my friends who are here tonight and all my friends and family who are watching back home. Especially my father, who taught me how to surf when I was a little girl.


[image: Keala walking up to the podium at the 2016 XXL Big Wave Awards Photo courtesy Ben Marcus]




When I was a little girl, I didn’t really want to be a little girl. Because when I was a little girl, I kept getting told you can’t do that because you’re a girl. You can’t play football because you’re a girl. You can’t pee standing up because you’re a girl. And for the record, I can pee standing up: Aim is another story, so I’m going to give you guys that one. But I heard all these things—you can’t do this because you’re a girl. You can’t do this because you’re a woman. Women can’t surf. OK, women can surf, but women can’t get barreled, women can’t surf big waves, women can’t surf Pipeline, women can’t surf Chopes, women can’t paddle Jaws, women can’t get barreled at Jaws. So who I really, really, want to thank is everybody in my life who told me you can’t do that because you’re a woman, because that drove me to dedicate my life to proving you wrong. And it’s been so damn FUN.


It’s been so fun. Every time. A woman can’t be nominated for a men’s XXL award. A woman can’t win a man’s XXL award. I didn’t even think it was possible, so I want to thank each and every one of you for sharing this moment with me right now when the impossible became possible, because I’ve never been so proud in my life to be a woman than I am tonight.


QUEEN BEE


A solid, heartfelt speech delivered with sincerity and passion and greeted with applause as thunderous as Teahupoo roaring forth. There is no question Keala Kennelly is the queen bee of women in serious surf. That Teahupoo barrel is undoubtedly the heaviest wave any woman has had to deal with, and the courage it took to tow into that thing four years after nearly losing her face on the reef—it’s scarcely to be credited.


But Kennelly is also a poster girl for the trials and tribulations of being a woman surfer in the second decade of the twenty-first century. Keala is not sponsored by a big company, and usually she is winging it when surfing giant waves at Teahupoo, or Pe’ahi/Jaws on the island of Maui, or other big-wave spots in the Pacific and around the world. She is not in it for the money—although the $10,000 check she won for the Pure Scot Best Barrel must have made some amends.


WHAT’S WRONG WITH BEING SEXY?


Surfing is a sexy sport, but it’s also a sexist sport. The bulk of the attention, fame, and money is focused on the men in small surf and large, competition and free surfing. There is a lot of debate in the surfing world regarding women selling themselves for their looks—how they can stuff themselves into wild bikinis—as opposed to how well they surf.


Woman have always struggled for equal acceptance in the macho world of surfing, and it took a macho woman like Keala Kennelly to break the boundaries and snatch an award from the men based on courage and skill.


I want to thank each and every one of you for sharing this moment with me right now when the impossible became possible, because I’ve never been so proud in my life to be a woman than I am tonight.
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Keala’s XXL award and speech came during a time when women’s surfing is being elevated on all levels. From female-only surf schools around the world, to the women’s WSL events getting prime-time coverage on the WSL webcasts, to women like Keala Kennelly, Paige Alms, Maya Gabeira, and a couple dozen other big-wave hell women pushing the limits in giant surf around the world.


Women’s surfing has come a long way, baby, and Keala’s Teahupoo wave, XXL award, and heartfelt speech represent a milestone and sign pointing to what is coming next for women who surf.


[image: Lucia Griggi at work on assignment in the Pacific Ocean Photo: Sarah Lee]




I AM WOMAN, HEAR ME ROAR


Keala is not the only woman in this book who took, as surfers say, “dirty lickin’s” and came back stronger. Almost all the women in Women Who Surf have suffered a variety of emotional, physical, and spiritual trauma: losing an arm to a tiger shark, nearly losing her face to the reef at Teahupoo, nearly drowning in Portugal, growing up homeschooled in New Jersey and the Himalayas. Broken boards, broken heads, broken homes, broken hearts.


And that goes for some of the women who photographed the women in this book: Lucia Griggi, Sachi Cunningham, and Sarah Lee. These women have all taken their lumps physically, financially, and equipment-wise to bring back the goods.


The women in this book are tough. They are surfers. They have overcome challenges and persevered. There are more out there, but here are profiles of 17 women who represent the many facets of women’s surfing in the twenty-first century.
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ROCHELLE BALLARD


Born: February 13, 1971


Birthplace: Montebello, California










KAUAI PRIDE


FORTY FIT


Rochelle Ballard is 45 years old now. She is still passionately surfing and charging, in the water as much now as when she was on tour, but “now it’s just for the love of surfing and scoring the best waves I can on Kauai,” Rochelle said.


Known for her fitness, flexibility, and toughness as a top pro in the 1990s, Rochelle is now leading Surf Into Yoga wellness retreats, staying healthy and strong into her 40s, while showing others how to stay healthy and strong from their 20s into their 60s.


In the 1990s, Rochelle was one of the pioneers of women proving themselves in big, hollow and powerful surf. She is tiny, she paid her dues and got knocked around like a rodeo clown, but she has left a large wake, which most of the women in this book are following to some degree.


ROOTS


Born Rochelle Gordines in Montebello, California, Rochelle moved with her parents to the island of Kauai when she was 6 months old. They moved her onto a Hawaiian island that was shrouded in secrecy at the time, protected with great vengeance and furious anger by local surfers who had seen what crowding had done to the vibe on Oahu and Maui, and practiced a sometimes violent form of island vigilantism to keep the outside world out.


Kauai has some of the best surf in the world, and the island is known for evolving very talented, very daring surfers: the Irons brothers, Keala Kennelly, Titus Kinimaka, Bethany Hamilton, Laird Hamilton, the Alexander brothers.


All of these Kauai surfers are known for talent and fearlessness in dangerous and giant surf.


Rochelle Ballard grew up mentored by Margo Oberg, a Californian and four-time world surfing champion in the 1960s, who moved to Kauai in 1972. Oberg is regarded as one of the pioneering women in big surf, and she passed the torch to Rochelle.


MARGO MENTOR


Regarding Margo Oberg: “I really admired her big wave surfing,” said Rochelle in Christina Lessa’s book Women Who Win.




   She received so much respect for what she did. She took me out surfing quite a bit one year, spent time with me, gave me pointers, and encouraged me to brave larger waves. I developed a love for surfing, a love that is almost impossible to express. There’s an energy in the water that gives you every kind of feeling: peace, excitement, fear, a huge adrenaline rush, discouragement, frustration. The nature of surfing is such that you can’t control the waves. You have to flow with them and find the rhythm of the ocean in order to work with it and experience what the ocean has to offer. Surfing is an art—we draw a new line on each wave we ride. It’s also a science. You need to study the patterns of the ocean. And it’s an ongoing lesson, because every few hours, the tides completely change.





Rochelle tips her sun visor to Margo, but she says her real influences came from her friendships and mentorships with the Kauai Boys, an archipelago of rascals who encourage fearlessness in big and gnarly surf: “They taught me how to ride the barrel and how to charge when I was usually the only girl out unless Keala or Mahina Alexander came out to surf with me.”


Rochelle competed in local Kauai contests, then Hawaiian state contests, then national, and then the World Amateur Titles where she placed fourth in the World in 1988 and 1990. She turned professional in 1991 and finished 15th overall. She then married surfer and videographer Bill Ballard.


SUPER TUBER


In 1997 Rochelle won the World Qualifying Series, but it was a heat against Layne Beachley at the Billabong Pro at Burleigh Head, Queensland, that let people know the times were a-changin’. Rochelle scored two perfect 10s for riding in the barrel in her semifinal against Beachley—a record that still stands, 20 years later.


Writing in The Encyclopedia of Surfing, Matt Warshaw summed up Ballard as a competitor, but more importantly, as a charger who led the other women deeper into the barrel:




   In 1997 she won the World Qualifying Series tour, and the next year finished #4 on the world tour circuit. From 1993 to 2001 Ballard won eight circuit events; each year from 1996 to 1999 she finished runner-up to four-time world champion Lisa Andersen in the annual Surfer Magazine Readers Poll Awards





Warshaw went on to explain that Ballard’s “surf world stature had little to do with contest results and everything to do with her groundbreaking performances in the hollow, hard-breaking waves.” She dominated at places like Lance’s Rights in the Mentawais and Backdoor Pipeline in Hawaii. “The tiny but hyper-fit Ballard (5'1", 105 pounds) wasn’t the first woman surfer to ride inside the tube, but she was the first to do so habitually.”




   Always a gutsy surfer, by the late ’90s she’d added finesse and style to her repertoire, and was able to adjust her speed from behind the curl, weaving from one hollow section to the next. It was rare to see a woman riding the tube in 1995; five years later the top females were all competent, and in some cases first-rate tuberiders.





As surf journalist Gina Mackin wrote in 2000, “Ballard was the spark that touched off the women’s tube revolution.” Rochelle won the Surfer Poll Award for Most Popular Woman Surfer in 2000, 2001, and 2002, and finished the 2004 ASP World Tour season ranked second.


Three years later, at age 36, she left the tour.


BLUE CRUSHED


Rochelle starred in a long string of surf movies made by her husband Bill. But she also went Hollywood. If you saw the 2002 Hollywood “waxploitation” movie Blue Crush, that was Rochelle doubling for Kate Bosworth.


That shoot nearly ended Rochelle’s career. While filming a scene where she and Hawaiian surfer Chris Taloa rode a wave together, the two collided, and Taloa’s hard Hawaiian okole (behind) nearly paralyzed Rochelle.


“That was a heavy, heavy thing,” Ballard was quoted in The Surfer’s Journal, referring to the situation (and not Taloa’s hard butt).




   . . . went from the most excruciating pain to total numbness. My left arm went limp. They took me out on the ski and then medivaced me to the hospital, and for a while there I thought I was paralyzed and would never surf again.


I had what’s called a “stinger”: temporary paralysis and a few weeks recovery as I endured through it. I continued filming after a few days off from the set, but that just happened to be when they filmed the competition day at Pipeline with the perfect ride.
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The Price of Gas continues: “Along with nearly breaking her neck, that almost broke her heart. Rochelle was none too happy to get beached for the controlled stunt shoot at Pipeline for the final scene, where Kate Bosworth’s character surfs a Pipeline heat against Keala Kennelly. Four days after Ballard was injured, Pipeline was perfect for the Mike Stewart International Pipeline Pro 2002. When the contest ended, the movie had exactly one hour of perfect Pipeline to capture the climactic last ride of the movie where Anne Marie faces her fears and charges Pipeline for death or glory.


Ballard saw the perfect Pipeline she had been jonesing for, but discretion was the better part of valor: John Stockwell, the film’s director, and Brian Keaulana, the water safety supervisor, asked her if she could do it, but Ballard had to decline. “That was the worst feeling of my life, but I was too messed up physically to go charge giant Pipe backside.”


With their #1 stunt person sidelined, the producers put Hawaiian surfer Noah Johnson in a women’s swimsuit and a contest singlet, and he did the surfing for the finale of Blue Crush.


THE PERILS OF ROCHELLE


Rochelle was bummed to miss out on surfing perfect Pipeline with one other person (for stunt pay), and also make Hollywood history, but that incident on the set of Blue Crush was far from her only, or worst, surfing injury. When she tried tow surfing in Tahiti, weighing just 109 pounds and without the right equipment, she nearly drowned.


Rochelle seems like the kind of charging adrenaline junkie who would get into tow surfing. But while being small, super-fit and quick is an advantage in some kinds of surf, lightness is actually a drawback in tow surfing, where some heft and weight is needed to deal with the stresses of speed, wind and chops, and everything else coming at a surfer who is being whipped into a 15- to 40-foot wave at 30 miles per hour. After a couple of bad experiences, she decided, “I’d rather put my energy into riding Pipeline and really quality barrel riding as my commitment to powerful surfing.”


CHANGES


In 2004, Rochelle retired from professional surfing at age 36. Divorced from her husband, Bill, she spent most of her time on Kauai, staying fit with surfing and yoga, and leading Surf Into Yoga wellness retreats. “It seems like just a few years ago that I was on tour and in fact it has been nine years now—almost a decade.”


Retired from pro surfing for nine years, now living comfortably and working hard on Kauai, Rochelle is surrounded by the beauty of the Garden Isle and enjoys every opportunity to go surfing.


She has rediscovered the passion she felt when she first started, enjoying surfing with her friends and trying to surf the best waves on the island. “It’s more the quality of the wave than the size for me today.”


“It’s more the quality of the wave than the size for me today.”
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WRENNA DELGADO


Born: October 10, 1998


Birthplace: A hospital on the Jersey Shore








JERSEY SHORE TO NORTH SHORE


JOISEY GOIL


Many of the women in this book have suffered a variety of traumas: emotional, physical, financial, or spiritual. Wrenna Delgado grew up being homeschooled in New Jersey, but she hasn’t let it affect her performance. She has answered the siren call to ride the wild surf in Hawaii—and has never looked back. A near-death experience at Makaha in 2009 changed her approach to surfboards and safety equipment. In 2010 Wrenna paddled out at Mavericks for the first time, and in 2014 she was part of the WickrX Expression Session—a noncompetitive “expression session” that invited fifteen women to surf Mavericks and split a $55,000 purse.


Wrenna and a crew of women charged into some stormy, bumpy 15-foot surf at Mavericks—it wasn’t easy, but Mavericks isn’t supposed to be. More recently Wrenna and six other big-wave women paddled into triple-overhead surf on a North Shore outer reef for the Go Big Project—part of an ongoing video project that includes wingsuit flying, rally cars, and a lot of adrenal sports.


ROOTS


Wrenna is originally from Belmar, New Jersey, but moved about 5 miles south to Manasquan when she was 8 years old to escape a menacing neighbor. “He would clean his speargun pointed at my mom while she was breastfeeding on our porch,” Wrenna remembered. “And this, my mom could not handle. So we moved. My mom was very antiestablishment; she homeschooled us and kept us slightly on the fringe, and so I never really identified with one place as my home.”


[image: Wrenna Delgado at Waimea Bay, about to hit the accelerator Photo: Gary Miata courtesy Wrenna Delgado]




Wrenna’s father, Miguel, is from the Canary Islands, so the family vacationed there every year and visited her grandparents. The Canary Islands are to the Atlantic what the Hawaiian Islands are to the Pacific: volcanic peaks that rise abruptly from out of the sea and cause open ocean swells to break with great fury. On those trips Wrenna’s dad surfed with his friends and tried to convince her to go out with them, but as a young girl she wasn’t ready yet: “I wasn’t having it. Too scared.”


HOMESCHOOL IS COOL


Wrenna’s antiestablishment mom couldn’t see sending Wrenna to a regular public school and mixing her with the general population. Instead she homeschooled. The schools in Wrenna’s area didn’t offer sports to homeschooled kids, so she went with a group of other homeschoolers to the park to play different sports. In the summers she competed in junior lifeguarding—swim races, beach runs, paddleboard races—which she loved. “I lived for that.”


Wrenna started surfing at 15, which is a little late for a beach girl, but that’s when she got into it, encouraged by her father and older brother. Her father was the only surf hero she had growing up: “It wasn’t the fact that he surfed; I admired people who are ocean minded. People who NEED to get in the water every day. It doesn’t matter what you’re doing—surfing, swimming, diving—I love the ocean and all that it offers us.”


Her first board was a bright yellow soft top, and she took to it pretty quickly. Because she was homeschooled, she had flextime, which she spent working and surfing. She worked mornings at a flower farm and afternoons at the local library, and on weekends she babysat. She and her best friend, Stephanie, another homeschooler, rode their bikes to the beach with their surfboards every chance they got. When they weren’t surfing, they skateboarded around town “feeling free that we weren’t in school but also like total outsiders for the same reason.”


Summers are sublime along the Jersey Shore, but winters are harsh. By age 19 Wrenna had had enough of the Jersey yin and yang. She jumped on a big old jet airliner and headed west, across the continent and all the way to the Hawaiian Islands.


HERE TODAY, GONE TO OAHU


Remember that MTV video of the girl in the bee costume? She feels lonely and then sees all the other bees, runs through the gate, and dances around with them happily? That’s Wrenna Delgado, finding herself on the North Shore. “The North Shore felt like and some ways still is a big playground. The ocean is always there, pulling you to it, it was a dream come true.”


She lived in Waialua when she first got there. Make an “L” with your thumb and forefinger—palm side up. The tip of your thumb is Kaena Point, and about the middle of your thumb is Waialua, a still-quiet area that looks east, toward the North Shore. Waialua is far from the full-time hippy-groovy–tattooed–food-truck–surf–school–surf scene the North Shore has become since Y2K, and that suited Wrenna fine. She was so enamored of the freedom and beauty of the island and the culture that she was never scared or intimidated being in a new place. She threw herself into surfing, met some different people, and slowly found her groove. “I was overwhelmed by the reverence people have for the ocean and water sports. Finally, a place where the majority of people do something in the ocean and everyone respects that.”


Wrenna is 6'2", super-fit with a lot of energy, but no matter how much energy a person might possess, the North Shore will soak it up and have energy to spare. Wrenna threw herself into the ocean life of the North Shore. She loved it. “I had a boyfriend at the time who introduced me to the underground big wave scene. Bonfires on the land with a rowdy group of older guys and their seemingly ethereal significant others. The North Shore did come off as a fairly male dominant area. Funny, though, that has changed since I’ve lived here.”
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Keala walking up to the podium at the 2016 XXL Big Wave
Awards
Photo courtesy Ben Marcus
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Pauline Ado, suited up
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Sarah Lee shooting Alison Teal on assignment






OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_003.png





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_010.png





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_006.jpg
Keala dances with the dragon, tow
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