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Introduction

Our goal in writing this book is to provide surfers with an accurate and helpful travel guide to the numerous breaks on the coast of California. Although the sport has become extremely popular on the West Coast, you don’t need to take a two-week vacation, spend your life’s savings, and travel thousands of miles to find good surf with no one around. There are still isolated spots that rarely get surfed right here in beautiful California. The perception is that the Golden State’s coast is overdeveloped and overpopulated, with few worthwhile surf spots that aren’t filled with people. To the contrary: California is a huge state with an abundance of pristine coastline. Once you get away from the major coastal cities, there are quality, empty breaks just waiting to be explored and enjoyed.



The History of Surfing in California

Surfing is a magical sport dating back to before AD 1500, when it’s believed that royalty in the Sandwich Isles surfed on wooden boards as long as 18 feet and weighing as much as 150 pounds. In 1778 Captain Cook reported finding Hawaiian natives surfing. In the 1800s, however, the white settlers of Hawaii considered surfing heathen; the sport was nearly extinct by the end of the century. From 1903 to 1908 the Waikiki area of Oahu was the center of surfing for the few still enjoying the sport, and the revival of surfing began during this time.


The sport arrived in California in 1907. Surfer George Freeth, of Hawaiian and Irish heritage, was brought from Waikiki to Redondo Beach to surf as a publicity stunt promoting the opening of the Redondo-Los Angeles railroad. Freeth stayed in California where he used his water skills to lay down the foundation for the LA lifeguard services and is credited with teaching the first Californians to ride waves.


In 1915 Duke Kahanamoku gave a surfing exhibition while in Australia for a swimming competition. He also impressed spectators in California, New York, and New Jersey. Duke went on to make movies in Hollywood and is considered the father of modern surfing.


In the 1920s surfing became very popular in Southern California in part due to the lighter boards produced by Tom Blake. In 1935 Blake put a small fin on the rear of a surfboard, making it more maneuverable. And in 1946 Preston “Pete” Peterson built a fiberglass-and-foam surfboard.


In the 1950s board manufacturing became completely commercialized and surfing morphed from a pastime to a multimillion-dollar industry. In 1952 Jack O’Neill sold the first wet suit in Northern California, prolonging surf sessions at cold-water breaks considerably. And in 1953 Southern Californians Dave Velzy and Hap Jacobs began making the only commercially available balsa boards.
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California dream days. Two local blokes, who apparently have had enough of a good thing, turn their backs and walk casually away from firing, October Santa Ana southern hemi barrels on the south side of Huntington Pier. Chris Sardelis




Hobie Alter and Gordon Clark created the first foam surfboard blanks in 1958. These blanks were easily shaped and accelerated surfboard design into the 1960s. In that decade surf movies flourished, as did surfing. California was considered the sport’s capital, and boards were being made smaller and lighter.


The years from the 1970s until now have seen numerous innovations in surfing equipment, style, and competitions. The sport that originated and was enjoyed more than 500 years ago by Polynesian royalty has now become established, with surfers found all over the globe. And California is recognized for having some of the best and most consistent breaks anywhere on earth.





How Waves Are Formed

Unsurprisingly, the most common source of waves is wind action in the open ocean. Earthquakes and volcanic eruptions beneath the ocean can cause seismic sea waves, but these are rare occurrences. Storms in the open ocean, on the other hand, are quite common, and they result in variations in air pressure to force gusty winds upon the ocean’s surface. If the wind is strong and steady enough, it will form chop over a large area, which is referred to as a “sea.” As these wind waves are blown downwind, they become longer, smoother, and more organized, taking the form of what is known as a “swell.” A swell is what we recognize as the marching lines of energy that travel across the open ocean. Swells can travel for thousands of miles without losing much energy at all until they hit the shallow water on our shores to form a breaking wave.


California’s surf is a result of north, northwest, west, southwest, south, and wind swells. North and northwest swells are produced by storms in the North Pacific in the winter months and are the largest and most powerful. West swells are created by storms in the West Pacific and are most common in fall and spring. South and southwest swells are generated by storms in the South Pacific in our summer months and can also result in strong and good-size waves.


Wind swell is a term used to refer to less consistent and usually smaller waves that are produced by storms or strong winds within a couple of hundred miles of our coast. Waves generated by the wind may range in height from less than an inch to as much as 60 feet. The size of ocean waves is determined by wind velocity, the size of the area affected by the wind, and the length of time the wind blows. Big surf is made by large, long-lasting storms with strong winds far out at sea. Surf forecasters today can precisely determine when large waves will hit a particular spot on the coast by using weather data and computer models.



Wave Parts

The highest part of a wave is called the crest or peak. The lowest part is called the trough or pit. The front of the wave is called the face, while the back is generally referred to as simply the back. The “curl” is the part of the wave that’s breaking. The “lip” is a term used to describe the very tip of a cresting wave that curls or plunges down. The “wall” is a general term used to refer to the area of the face that has yet to break. A “section” is a portion or an area of a wave. The “pocket” is the section of the wall just ahead of the curl; it’s usually the steepest part of the wave and the most desirable place to surf. The “shoulder,” or “flats,” is the less steep section of the wave face away from the breaking part.





Wave Measurement

Some folks measure waves from the face of the wave, while others, especially in Hawaii, measure from the back. Waves are dynamic and change in width, height, and shape as they approach shore. To complicate things further, wave size differs depending on the angle of the observer.


Regardless of your choice of measurement while in the water, it’s important to understand how it’s done in surf predictions. Satellites, ocean buoys, vessel reports, and meteorological data have become very accurate at predicting surf. These surf reports usually describe what direction the swell is traveling, the time interval between waves, and the wave height. Wave height is determined by measuring the vertical distance between the crest and trough. Wavelength is the distance between two successive wave crests.





Wave Shape

Wave shape can vary drastically from day to day at the same spot. Swell size, speed, and direction; tides; currents; curve and shape of the shore; and kelp and wind conditions affect shape. Every surf spot has a unique set of variables that affect wave shape.


Areas with long, gradual rises from deep to shallow water usually result in what’s known as a peeling wave. A peeling wave breaks easily down the face or front side of the wave, spilling or toppling over. It appears to crumble or peel along its length and is generally the most forgiving type of wave.


Breaks with a more abrupt change from deep to shallow water usually result in what’s called a tubing wave. A tubing wave breaks from top to bottom as the swell peaks more quickly and pitches the crest down the wave face. This type of wave creates a hollow tube or barrel section. The term hollow is used to describe this concave and steep wave-face shape. The term “sucky” is also used to describe wave conditions that are hollow and breaking in shallow water. And when waves break all at once along their entire face, they are referred to as closed out.







Tides

Tides are related to the moon’s cycles and occur in all bodies of water, but they’re most prominent along the coast. In most places the tide rises and falls twice a day. The maximum and minimum levels of the rise and fall are called high and low tide, respectively. It takes roughly 6 hours for rising water to reach high tide and approximately another 6 to reach low tide again. This sequence is called the tidal cycle and is repeated every 12 hours, 25 minutes. The amount of change in the water level during the cycle is known as the tidal range. During the first and last quarter of the moon’s cycle, called a neap tide, there is minimal difference between high and low tides. When there’s a full or new moon cycle, known as a spring tide, there’s a bigger difference between high and low tides.


Most surf shops provide a book listing the times that high and low tide will occur each day for the entire year. This can help you plan your surfing sessions, as changes in water depth at the points where waves break can significantly alter the shape of the wave. For example, if the tide is too high and a significant swell isn’t on the way, the waves are likely to be small and have little power. When the tide is too low, on the other hand, waves may close out with a large swell. A spot that has a lot of kelp might also be difficult to surf at lower tides, because less water results in the kelp being thicker at the surface.





Wind Conditions

The direction the wind is blowing can greatly affect wave shape. In the morning or evening, there tends to be little or no wind, and the surf is more likely to be glassy. This refers to the incredibly smooth appearance of the water.


An onshore wind is one that blows from the ocean and is usually the least favorable direction. Strong onshore winds often result in blown-out surf—waves that have been made bumpy or flattened by the wind. This type of surf is also referred to as mush.


A side-shore wind blows across the swell. Although it’s better than an onshore wind, it can also lead to deteriorating conditions.


An offshore wind blows from the shore into the surf and can enhance wave shape. An offshore wind helps hold up the incoming waves, giving them cleaner faces to ride.





Types of Breaks

Surf spots are also called breaks, referring to an area where surfable waves form. Wave energy will break differently depending on the tide, the swell direction, and—just as important—the characteristics of the shore bottom.


Beach breaks are areas where waves are breaking very close to shore. Often such breaks are very steep and hollow and are difficult to surf.


Sand breaks are areas where waves break over a sandbar. These breaks can be altered, because sand shifts and can look very different from time to time. Sand breaks are usually found relatively close to shore.


Reef breaks are areas where waves break over a coral or rocky reef. Coral reef breaks tend to occur in shallow water and can create some of the most spectacular barrels in the world. The majority of the famous island breaks in the world are coral reef breaks. California’s rock reef breaks can also be incredible.


Point breaks are areas where waves break at a part of the shore that extends outward. These breaks tend to be larger and more consistent than other breaks because they’re the first areas of shallow water that the swell hits. Often a swell will wrap around a point.


Outside breaks are areas of somewhat shallow water where waves break farther from shore. These breaks can create some of the largest and most powerful waves. Because the water is deeper than inside breaks, outside breaks usually require a deeper groundswell for waves to form.


"Lefts" are waves that break from the peak to the surfer’s left. “Rights” are waves that break from the peak to the surfer’s right.





The 10 Commandments of SUP Etiquette

Since the time this surf guide was first published in 2005, the California coast has been witness to a sharp rise in the use of standup paddleboards—also known as SUP. To many surfers, the emergence of standup paddleboarding has been alarming as beginner and experienced SUPistas have further complicated the already complex equation of etiquette in crowded lineups.


At worst, a beginning SUP surfer can be like a bull in a china shop. Where beginning surfers are usually timid and stay off to the side and out of trouble, beginning standup paddlers will often wobble into the middle of an already grumpy pack. The line of sight from standing on a SUP, combined with the paddling speed, gives even a beginning standup paddler a huge advantage over traditional paddlers. A beginning standup paddler riding waves can be very dangerous, as the boards are big, thick, and heavy, like rolling logs when loose on a wave.


Beginning SUP riders often don’t know the etiquette of surfing and will shatter the vibe of a lineup by taking too many waves, dropping in on other surfers, or wiping out and taking out nearby surfers.


Beginners are dangerous, but there are also SUP riders who use standup paddle-boards unfairly, as a tool for domination. A SUP under the wrong feet is also an undefeatable tool for catching waves. Being a wave hog on a SUP is the easiest thing in the world, and there are standup paddlers out there who aren’t afraid to use their advantage to snag every wave in sight—and that has been causing unrest.


The California coast offers a wide variety of opportunities for people to have a lot of fun on a standup paddleboard, not just in the surf zone, but also lakes, harbors, rivers, and other waterways. Any body of water is fair game to a SUP, and SUP can make even the most mundane body of water a lot more fun.


This surf guide has been updated to include SUP opportunities from Oregon to Mexico—places that a lot of standup paddlers have been wanting to check off their “SUPit lists.” So while this book encourages standup paddlers to get out there and stroke their way to fun, it also implores them to behave themselves when they are in the surf zone.


By following the commandments described below, a standup paddler can help everyone get along in the surf, and not add to the continued chaos as this new species of surfer enters already crowded lineups.



	Use SUP to find waves to yourself. Standup paddleboards can turn a crummy, 2-foot day into the challenge of a lifetime. Just about any wave is fun on a SUP, so try to find waves that have been discarded or overlooked by other surfers. Use the SUP to stay away from other surfers, and everyone will be happy.

	Paddling into a crowded lineup on a SUP can be intimidating: People either look away in fear or give you stinkeye. To them, you are a threat to their fun. Instead, share a wave and make a friend. If you are in a crowded lineup, you can make yourself more welcome by using your SUP advantages to help others get waves. You can see what’s coming better than traditional surfers, so tell surfers that sets are coming, where waves are shifting. Help surfers get better waves, and they will love you.

	Don’t be a wave hog. On a paddleboard it’s easy to catch any wave you want, but resist the temptation to grab every wave you can. Your advantage over other surfers is complete, so be kind: Don’t take the first wave of a set. Don’t take two waves in the same set. Use the SUP to catch inside waves. Sit outside, wait for a set to clear out the crowd, and then go.

	You are responsible for everyone inside of you. When taking off on a SUP, you can usually see everything that is going on between you and the beach. You need to be situationally aware of people paddling out, potential drop-ins—everything. Even if you know what you’re doing, if someone else does something stupid in front of you, you both are going to pay. And because you are a SUP rider, you will be blamed. When in doubt, don’t go.

	Never, ever drop in on another surfer while riding a SUP. This is the worst offense. You have a huge advantage over other surfers, so be wise with it. Wait your turn. Let others go, then take the waves they can’t see coming.

	Keep mobile. Standup paddleboards give you a range that prone paddlers would never consider. Thinking in terms of Santa Cruz, on a SUP you can launch at Capitola and surf your way up the coast, spending a little time at Trees, then Private’s, then Inside Sharks, then Shark Cove. Maybe snag one or two waves at the Hook if it’s not too packed, then paddle up to Pleasure Point and spend a little time catching waves at Insides, then Second Peak, First Peak, etc. That’s the way to do it. Don’t spend too much time at any one spot.

	Pro surfer and writer/director Sam George offers a few more tips. He says, “Don’t learn to paddle in the surf line. Until you can paddle and balance comfortably enough to perform a tail spin-around ‘jibe’ turn, stick to flat water.”

	George says: “Control your board and paddle at all times. Meaning: Don’t bail your board while surfing, nor paddling out. If you absolutely have to bail off your board paddling out, look around and behind you before doing so. If there are other surfers in the way, grab your rails and take the pounding.”

	“After riding a wave never paddle straight back out through the lineup. Take a wider course and take your time,” George says.

	And lastly, George recommends: “Never stand looming over conventional surfers. Give everyone a bit of space. And sit down to chat.”






How to Use This Guide

For your convenience, all the surf spots in this book—both featured spots and secondary spots—are arranged in geographical order from north to south. We’ve divided the state into ten regions that take you from surf spots in the north near Crescent City to spots in the south near San Diego.


Each section of the book begins with a regional introduction followed by a regional map, a discussion of the surf by season, and average air and water temperatures by month.


The featured surf spots are indicated by boldface type in the table of contents and on the regional maps. They are given full write-ups within the interior of each section. These write-ups contain driving directions, detailed information, and surf descriptions, as well as surfer ratings for novice, intermediate, and advanced surfers. The featured spots also include brief listings of nearby surf shops, places to stay, and places to eat.


The secondary surf spots are indicated by regular type in the table of contents and on the regional maps. Throughout the book they are boxed and include thumbnail photos. These secondary spot listings contain short descriptions and useful facts.


To drive to many of the surf destinations included in this book, you will travel primarily along US Highway 101, California Highway 1, and Interstates 5 and 405. For the purposes of this book, US Highway 101 will appear in the driving directions simply as “US 101.” California Highway 1—also known as the “Pacific Coast Highway,” “Cabrillo Highway,” “El Camino Real,” and the “Coast Highway” in local areas—will appear simply as “CA 1” in driving directions. However, local street names for these routes have been retained in the addresses for surf shops, places to stay, and places to eat. In this book Interstate 5 will appear as “I-5,” Interstate 405 as “I-405.”


Finally, you will find a map legend at the end of the introduction explaining the symbols used on the maps in this book. Elevations shown are for land elevation, not for the depth of the water.


We hope you find this travel guide helpful and informative. Any surfer who has the opportunity to visit the endless miles of amazing coastline and excellent surf spots in California is truly fortunate. Travel safely, and may all your surf sessions be enjoyable!














	Map Legend
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Double barrel over-under, somewhere along the Humboldt coast Chris Burkard




REGION 1: CRESCENT CITY TO EUREKA

It’s hard to believe this green, lush, underpopulated rural California is in the same state as dry, dusty, overpopulated southern California. This part of the California coast is not stereotypical California. It’s also referred to as the Redwood Coast due to the groves of 300-foot-tall redwood trees found here. This region is home to numerous state parks as well as the Redwood National Park, making it one of the most picturesque and undeveloped sections of coast in the state.

The weather and scenery feel and look more like Oregon than California. The trees are mossy, and the frequent rain keeps the hillsides lush and green. If you’re fond of the climate and mellow vibe of the Pacific Northwest, you’ll feel right at home in this part of California. And if you haven’t spent much time in this area of the United States, it’s a great place to experience. If you have the right attitude and enjoy exploring coastline without crowds, you’ll have a great time.

There are long stretches of beach between the Oregon state line and Crescent City, and sheer cliffs line the coast from Crescent City all the way down to the Prairie Creek Redwoods State Park. As you travel south from the old-growth redwoods down to Areata, you’ll find miles of lagoons, lineups surrounded by large boulders, endless sand dunes, and cows grazing in ocean-view pastures. Pacific storms can be relentless and harsh in this northernmost region of California, and they can last for weeks. As a result, the weather can be unpredictable and not very welcoming at certain times of the year.


Overall Surf Description

The surf along the Redwood Coast can be temperamental. An entire month can go by in which the reef breaks are funky, the sandbars shifty, and the big-wave spots 20 feet and junky. If you’re motivated and adventurous, however, the Redwood Coast is definitely worth visiting. To increase your odds of having an enjoyable surf trip to northernmost California, you’ll need to bring some patience, endurance, strength, rain gear, a thick wet suit, and an arsenal of boards. There are some great spots up here if you know where to look and aren’t a fair-weather surfer. The Redwood Coast definitely isn’t for everyone, but the people are friendly, the views are incredible, and you might possibly enjoy some of the best waves of your life—all by yourself!



Fall Surf


Fall is generally the best season for good swell and weather to get together. Water temperatures are usually bearable, the wind dies down, and the sun can be seen on most days. This is a good time of year to experience glassy waves all day with clean, organized, longer interval swell.




Winter Surf

Winter can be challenging up here. You’re bound to encounter huge swell, heavy rain, and strong winds. Unfortunately, the days when the surf is poor tend to outnumber the days when it’s good. If you’re looking for surf several times overhead, winter is the season to head north. However, these months can be the worst for fun-size surf. The majority of winter surfing in this region is done at a few spots that can handle the size. The spots that face northwest are the best, as south-southeast winds prevail December through March.




Spring Surf

Spring tends to be windy, sunny, and cold. North winds of 40 to 50 knots are not rare. The surf gets big in spring, but there’s also usually less swell activity from the Gulf of Alaska. The south-facing spots are best this time of year.




Summer Surf

Summer definitely isn’t the best season to visit this section of coast. The surf tends to be small and junky due to onshore winds. The water is still relatively cold, and the skies are foggy.


Average Temperatures for Region
(Crescent City to Eureka)




	
	Air (Crescent City)
	Water (Crescent City)





	Jan
	55
	50



	Feb
	56
	51



	Mar
	57
	51



	Apr
	58
	52



	May
	61
	53



	June
	63
	55



	July
	65
	57



	Aug
	66
	59



	Sept
	66
	57



	Oct
	64
	54



	Nov
	56
	53



	Dec
	55
	51








Point Saint George

This is a rocky shelf, reef, and point break that produces numerous quality peaks.

Best tide: Low

Best swell direction: Any

Best wave size: Chest to head high

Bottom: Rock

Type of break: Right and left reef

Skill level: Intermediate to advanced

Best boards: Shortboard, funshape

Best season: Winter

Crowds: Not crowded

Water quality: Clean

Hazards: Sharks

Fees and permits: None








Finding the Break

From Crescent City: Go north on US 101. Turn left onto Northcrest Drive, then left again onto Washington Boulevard. Point Saint George is at the end of Washington Boulevard roughly 2 miles from Northcrest Drive. Park at the end of Washington Boulevard, and follow the dirt path down to the beach. GPS: N41 46.732 / W124 15.201




Surf Description

Point Saint George is one of the best breaks in the area. You can find waves here even when nearby spots are virtually flat. This point is positioned to capture swell from any direction and can be especially good in the winter months when northwest swells roll into town. The reef at Point Saint George can deliver fast, large, and well-shaped surf. The rides can be long, and the waves can get hollow at lower tides.


This is a great break to score waves all by yourself. And there is a nice hostel close to the beach.



Point Saint George is one of those surf spots that can be relaxing and invigorating at the same time. The area is beautiful and feels far removed from nearby Crescent City. As you walk down the dirt trail from where you park, you’ll get the sense that very few people ever visit this beach. The area is pristine and undeveloped. The only sounds you’re likely to hear are those of the pounding surf and perhaps a few birds chirping on the hillside. And even if it’s not raining when you visit, you’ll quickly find evidence of how much rain this place receives. The ground will probably be saturated with water, and even in summer the plants and shrubs will appear healthy and green. The serenity of the area coupled with the quality of this break are sure to lead to a memorable surf session.


[image: chpt_fig_002.jpg]
Point Saint George sticks out into the Pacific Ocean and is exposed to a lot of swell, a lot of wind, and a lot of weather so it has ever-changing moods. This is Point Saint George showing a sunnier disposition on a spring day, before the northwest winds started to howl. Chris Burkard



If you look out to sea on a clear day, you can see a lighthouse far in the distance. This is the St. George Reef Lighthouse, located a few miles from shore. It was built in response to a terrible accident a century and a half ago. In July 1865 a coastal steamer named Brother Jonathon sank on this offshore reef and more than 150 lives were lost.

The St. George Reef Lighthouse has been called America’s most expensive lighthouse. Construction began in 1882; the light took ten years and over $700,000 to build. It’s built on a rock that’s a mere 17 feet above sea level. Imagine the punishment


SUPDATE: DEL NORTE COUNTY

There is a lot of water up here in farthest Northern California: water falling from the sky, condensed water in the form of fog, water flowing from the mountains from cute creeks to mighty rivers. Lakes, lagoons, harbors, and, of course, the mighty Pacific. All that water in various forms make Del Norte SUP heaven. If you have ever wanted to shoot a river on a SUP, the Smith is the perfect river for that. Most of the time it’s a gentle flow with not-too-hairy rapids, and it’s also a beautiful little river all the way down to the lagoon, which empties into the ocean. The Klamath River is also a fun place to go SUP touring—from the mouth and lagoon, upriver as far as you want to go. People in NorCal are generally pretty friendly, but they will not suffer fools who come blundering into their surf spots on SUPs and shatter the vibe. Point Saint George and Garth’s Reef would be fun on a SUP, but there are miles and miles of empty beaches up here that an adventurous standup paddleboarder can get to and get some with no one knowing they were ever there. Crescent City Harbor is infamous for being a tsunami magnet, but it’s also fun for cruising around on a SUP, saying “what’s up” to the fishermen and maybe buying some crab or salmon in season. Just outside of Crescent City Harbor, there’s about 3.5 miles of beach break from Crescent City South Beach to Endert’s Beach. Surely you can find a wave to yourself along there. And if you really, really want some solitude, try a 20-mile downwinder from Crescent City down to the Klamath River mouth.



this building has taken from winter storms and wave action over the years! It was constructed from hundreds of large granite blocks that were brought to the reef by steamer. The lighthouse was in operation until 1975, and four keepers were killed over the years while on duty there. A not-for-profit organization has launched an effort to preserve the St. George Reef Lighthouse and, with it, a part of this area’s history.




Other Information

Local Surf Shops: South Beach Outfitters, 128 Anchor Way, Crescent City; (707) 464-2963; southbeachoutfitters.com. Rhyn Noll Surf Shop, 275 L St. #A, Crescent City; (707) 465-4400.



[image: chpt_fig_003.jpg]
Garth’s Reef is a right point break just north of Crescent City off US 101. There’s an outer rock reef here that generates a thick wave that re-forms and breaks over a shallow rock shelf. This break can capture swell from any direction but works best at low tide when it’s chest to head high. You’re likely to find the best surf at Garth’s Reef during winter.



Places to Stay: Oceanfront Lodge, 100 A St., Crescent City; (707) 465-5400. Crescent Beach Motel, 1455 US 101 S., Crescent City; (707) 464-5436. Mill Creek Campground, call for directions; (707) 464-6101 or (800) 444-7275.

Places to Eat: Jefferson State Brewery, 400 Front St., Crescent City; (707) 464-1139. Beachcomber Restaurant, 1400 US 101 S., Crescent City; (707) 464-2205. Taco Man, 530 L St., Crescent City; (707) 464-3013.101 Hawaiian BBQ (legendary surfer Greg “Da Bull” Noll’s favorite), 1270 Front St. #C, Crescent City.


Pebble Beach

This is a fun and consistent beach break that can produce left and right barrels.

Best tides: Low to medium

Best swell direction: Any

Best wave size: Waist to head high

Bottom: Sand and rock

Type of break: Left and right beach break

Skill level: Intermediate to advanced

Best board: Short

Best season: Winter

Crowds: Not crowded

Water quality: Clean

Hazards: Sharks, floating logs at high tide

Fees and permits: None
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A clean, green day at Pebble Beach in the northlands. Chris Burkard









Finding the Break


From Crescent City: Take US 101 north. Turn left onto Front Street to Pebble Beach Drive. Follow Pebble Beach Drive north along the coast and look for the sign for Pebble Beach. Park along the side of Pebble Beach Drive and walk a few steps to the beach. GPS: N41 45.101 / W124 12.786




Surf Description

Pebble Beach is a mostly west-facing beach protected by some small rock outcroppings. The waves here are generally thin and friendly, with easy takeoffs. In a strong swell the waves can be fast and the tube rides plentiful. At higher tides Pebble Beach cannot be surfed. At lower tides, however, this can be a fun and relatively safe place to ride some medium-size waves.

The weather in this region can be fickle. Dense fog, strong winds, and heavy rain are all common in this part of California. The air and water temperatures are generally both on the colder side. You’re technically in California, but Oregon weather has a strong influence here. Still, if you can brave the conditions, you’ll more than likely be rewarded by getting to surf a quality break with very few other surfers around. In fact, if it wasn’t for the invention of a little thing called the wet suit, it’s unlikely that many surfers would venture out into these waters at all.


This is a great beach to hang out on when the weather is nice.



Surfing originated in the warm waters of the South Pacific where staying warm isn’t a concern. And in the early days, California surfing was more or less limited to the southern part of the state, where the water is still relatively warm. However, as surfers began exploring the breaks in the northern half of the state, they began looking for ways to handle the frigid waters. Some would dance around fires before sessions. Others would surf with wool sweaters or even the bulky and cumbersome scuba suits of the time. Overall, if you surfed in cold water back then, you probably surfed fora relatively short period of time, and you surfed conservatively so as to spend as little time as possible in the water.

Then along came a window salesman from San Francisco who began experimenting with various materials that would allow surfers to prolong sessions in colder water. One day while traveling on a DC-3 passenger plane, he noticed a strange rubberlike material that lined the aisles. The substance was neoprene, and the window salesman was Jack O’Neill. In 1952 O’Neill opened San Francisco’s first surf shop and began selling wet suits. Since then wet suits have undergone various modifications to improve durability, mobility, warmth, and performance. You can find wet suits of varying thicknesses, styles, and colors. And there are now numerous manufacturers attempting to improve upon the original innovation. But those of us who surf in cold water owe our relative comfort to the man who started it all, Jack O’Neill.




[image: chpt_fig_005.jpg]
Whaler’s Island is located just south of Pebble Beach. This is a good place to surf during a big swell when all the nearby spots are closed out. The best peak is a right near the island. The waves here peel over a shallow rock ledge and are best at lower tides. Whaler’s Island isn’t a very consistent break, but it just might be your only option under certain conditions.




[image: chpt_fig_006.jpg]
South Beach is just south of the jetty in Crescent City. This is a beach break with several peaks. It’s positioned to catch south swells and works best when it’s waist to chest high. South Beach is most fun in the summer and fall but can also produce some small winter surf. Rhyn Noll hosts an annual long-boarding contest on this beach the first weekend in October.









Other Information


Local Surf Shops: South Beach Outfitters, 128 Anchor Way, Crescent City; (707) 464-2963; southbeachoutfitters.com. Rhyn Noll Surf Shop, 275 L St. #A, Crescent City; (707) 465-4400.

Places to Stay: Oceanfront Lodge, 100 A St., Crescent City; (707) 465-5400. Crescent Beach Motel, 1455 US 101 S., Crescent City; (707) 464-5436. Mill Creek Campground, call for directions; (707) 464-6101 or (800) 444-7275.

Places to Eat: Jefferson State Brewery, 400 Front St., Crescent City; (707) 464-1139. Beachcomber Restaurant, 1400 US 101 S., Crescent City; (707) 464-2205. Taco Man, 530 L St., Crescent City; (707) 464-3013.101 Hawaiian BBQ (legendary surfer Greg “Da Bull” Noll’s favorite), 1270 Front St. #C, Crescent City.


Crescent Beach

This is a long stretch of sandy beach with numerous right and left peaks.

Best tides: Medium to high

Best swell direction: Any

Best wave size: Waist to chest high

Bottom: Sand

Type of break: Left and right beach break

Skill level: Intermediate

Best boards: Shortboard, funshape, longboard

Best season: Fall

Crowds: Not crowded

Water quality: Clean

Hazards: Sharks

Fees and permits: None






Finding the Break

From Crescent City: Head south on US 101. Turn right onto Endert’s Beach Road; it’s marked by a sign for Crescent Beach. Follow Endert’s Beach Road for about a mile and make your first right toward the picnic area. Park at the end of the road and walk a few steps to the beach. GPS: N41 43.624 / W124 09.135





Surf Description


Crescent Beach is a large beach just south of Crescent City. Due to the size of this beach, it can work with virtually any swell direction. However, being wide open also leaves the waves here very exposed to the wind. When the conditions are right, there are numerous peaks to surf along this beach. And if the weather cooperates, Crescent Beach can be a nice place to hang out. There’s plenty of parking and very easy access to the sand, making this a great beach for family outings.

Crescent Beach is adjacent to South Beach, where Rhyn Noll holds an annual longboard contest. Rhyn is the son of Greg Noll, also known as Da Bull, a well-known big-wave surfer who now lives in Crescent City. Greg Noll was born in San Diego in 1937. When he was 3, his family moved to Manhattan Beach, where he learned how to build boards from famous shaper Dave Velzy. Velzy taught him how to shape shorter, lighter, and more maneuverable balsa boards.


[image: chpt_fig_007.jpg]
South Beach, Crescent City, on a decent day. Not too much wind, good sandbars, and not a tsunami in Sight. Chris Burkard




This is one of the longest stretches of beach in the area.



Noll became a Los Angeles County lifeguard and was one of the premier Malibu surfers of the 1950s. In high school he began making surf trips to Hawaii, where he enjoyed the challenge of surfing big waves. And in 1957 Greg was one of the first to surf Waimea Bay. Seven years later, in 1964, he surfed Third Reef Pipeline on a huge day and solidified himself as an elite big-wave surfer. He made surfing history when he rode what is said to have been the biggest wave you can paddle into at Makaha in 1969. After that monstrous wave Greg Noll quit surfing and moved to Alaska. He disappeared from the surfing scene and entered the world of commercial fishing. As the longboard became popular again, however, Noll returned to shaping.


[image: chpt_fig_008.jpg]
Endert’s Beach is a medium-size beach surrounded by large boulders that is home to several right and left outside peaks. It’s located just south of Crescent City at the end of Endert’s Beach Road. From the parking lot at the end of the road, it’s roughly a 0.5-mile walk down to the beach on a dirt path. Endert’s Beach is a little more protected from the north and northwest winds common in this region. As a result, it’s a good place to check out when Crescent Beach is blown out.



Greg Noll was involved in the surf films of the late 1950s, started a surfboard factory with Miki Dora in Hermosa Beach, and even started a surf clothing company in San Clemente. He has organized surfing events around the globe and still shapes a few boards every year out of old-growth redwood. Noll was winner of the Surf Industry Manufacturers Association (SIMA) Waterman of the Year award in 1999 and was honored on the Surfing Walk of Fame in Huntington Beach. You can learn more about Greg Noll and his contributions to the sport of surfing in his biography, Da Bull: Life Over the Edge (North Atlantic Books, 1989).




Other Information

Local Surf Shops: South Beach Outfitters, 128 Anchor Way, Crescent City; (707) 464-2963; southbeachoutfitters.com. Rhyn Noll Surf Shop, 275 L St. #A, Crescent City; (707) 465-4400.

Places to Stay: Oceanfront Lodge, 100 A St., Crescent City; (707) 465-5400. Crescent Beach Motel, 1455 US 101 S., Crescent City; (707) 464-5436. Mill Creek Campground, call for directions; (707) 464-6101 or (800) 444-7275.

Places to Eat: Jefferson State Brewery, 400 Front St., Crescent City; (707) 464-1139. Beachcomber Restaurant, 1400 US 101 S., Crescent City; (707) 464-2205. Taco Man, 530 L St., Crescent City; (707) 464-3013. 101 Hawaiian BBQ (Da Bull’s favorite), 1270 Front St. #C, Crescent City.


Wilson Creek

This is a small beach with a fun and sheltered beach break.

Best tide: Medium

Best swell direction: Southwest, west

Best wave size: Waist to chest high

Bottom: Sand and rock

Type of break: Left and right beach break

Skill level: Intermediate

Best boards: Shortboard, funshape, longboard

Best season: Spring

Crowds: Not crowded

Water quality: Clean

Hazards: Sharks

Fees and permits: None







Finding the Break


From Crescent City: Head south on US 101 for about 11 miles. Look for a small parking lot on the beach side of 101 and a sign for Wilson Creek. Park in the small lot on the side of the highway and walk a few feet to the beach. GPS: N41 36.191 / W124 06.025




Surf Description

Wilson Creek can be a fun little break. Because it’s a creek break, the waves here are influenced by the amount of water coming down from the hills. The sandbars are most developed in early spring, which results in better wave shape at this time of year. Wilson Creek is also more protected from north and northwest winds, which makes it a good spot when the breaks closer to Crescent City are blown out.


[image: chpt_fig_009.jpg]
The setup at Wilson Creek, with the surf spot, the US 101 bridge, and a choice youth hostel in view, californiacoastline.org



Great white sharks like the water temperatures in this region of California, so it’s possible that they could be patrolling these waters. There haven’t been any reported shark attacks at Wilson Creek. However, two reported great-white attacks occurred a few miles south of Wilson Creek at the mouth of the Klamath River. One attack was on August 11, 1988; the other, on August 18, 1992. Both involved surfers.


This is a great break to score waves all by yourself. And there is a nice hostel close to the beach.



Although shark attacks are very rare, there are several ways you can minimize your risk. First, since sharks tend to attack solitary individuals, avoid surfing alone. In addition to preventing attacks, the buddy system has saved the lives of a high percentage of shark-attack victims. Second, avoid surfing too far from shore. The farther from shore you wait for waves, the more susceptible you are to an attack and the longer it takes to get to safety. It’s also a good idea to avoid surfing at twilight hours, when sharks are most active, or in murky waters, where they have a sensory advantage. And since sharks can sense blood from great distances, don’t get in the water if you’re bleeding from an open wound or are menstruating. Next, avoid wearing anything too shiny, such as jewelry; the reflected light could resemble the scales of a fish. And breaks that are populated with shark bait such as large groups of seals are definitely more likely to be teeming with sharks. River and creek mouths, like the breaks at the mouths of the Klamath River and Wilson Creek, or areas with a high concentration of sewage, are also known to be favored shark-feeding spots. Breaks that are located near steep drop-offs feature increased odds of sharks lurking nearby as well. Lastly, take extra precaution in August and September—the months in which shark attacks are most common in California.

Again, your odds of being attacked by a shark while surfing are extremely low. But they are out there, and we are easy targets. Following the tips listed above just might decrease your chance of experiencing a shark encounter of your own.




Other Information

Local Surf Shops: South Beach Outfitters, 128 Anchor Way, Crescent City; (707) 464-2963; southbeachoutfitters.com. Rhyn Noll Surf Shop, 275 L St. #A, Crescent City; (707) 465-4400.

Places to Stay: Oceanfront Lodge, 100 A St., Crescent City; (707) 465-5400. Crescent Beach Motel, 1455 US 101 S., Crescent City; (707) 464-5436. Mill Creek Campground, call for directions; (707) 464-6101 or (800) 444-7275. Redwood National Park Hostel, 14480 US 101, Klamath; (707) 482-8265.

Places to Eat: Jefferson State Brewery, 400 Front St., Crescent City; (707) 464-1139. Beachcomber Restaurant, 1400 US 101 S., Crescent City; (707) 464-2205. Taco Man, 530 L St., Crescent City; (707) 464-3013. 101 Hawaiian BBQ (Da Bull’s favorite), 1270 Front St. #C, Crescent City.


Stone Lagoon

This is a long beach with multiple right and left peaks that break outside a lagoon.

Best tide: Medium

Best swell direction: Northwest, west

Best wave size: Waist high to slightly overhead

Bottom: Sand

Type of break: Right and left beach break

Skill level: Intermediate to advanced

Best boards: Shortboard, funshape

Best season: Winter

Crowds: Not crowded

Water quality: Clean

Hazards: Sharks, rip currents

Fees and permits: None






Finding the Break

From Crescent City: Head south on US 101. Stone Lagoon is between the towns of Orick and Trinidad. Look for the sign for Stone Lagoon and turn right onto the small paved road that leads to the beach. Park at the end of the road and walk a few steps to the beach. GPS: N41 15.520 / W124 05.933




Surf Description

Stone Lagoon is a picturesque beach that protects a tranquil lagoon. When you first drive down the narrow road that leads to the beach, you’ll be able to tell if the waves are breaking. The coastline here faces northwest, making this a great place to capture winter swell. There are several well-shaped right and left peaks along this sandy peninsula that can be surfed. The beach break here can get big and the waves fast with the right conditions. The sand drops off significantly from the beach toward the various breaks, making the size of the waves at Stone Lagoon somewhat deceiving from a distance. Because of the consistent wave action that has developed this drop-off, rip currents can be strong and shore poundings severe when a large winter swell rolls through. Stone Lagoon isn’t very close to the major towns of Crescent City to the north and Eureka to the south, making it a somewhat isolated spot. As a result, even when the waves are epic, there’s a good chance you’ll be surfing by yourself.

There are several lagoons in this area known collectively as the Humboldt Lagoons. If you have the time, this is a unique, serene, and beautiful area to explore. About a hundred years ago, one of the lagoons, aptly named Dry Lagoon, was drained by farmers. They attempted to grow a variety of different crops here, but none ended up worthwhile. Around the same time, several dairy ranches sprang up along the shores what’s now known as Stone Lagoon. Over time the highway was improved and a small inn and restaurant—the Little Red Hen—was established near the lagoon. It continued to house and serve visitors to the area until 1979. Today this building is home to a museum, park office, bookstore, and the Humboldt Lagoons Visitor Center.


[image: chpt_fig_010.jpg]
As seen from about a mile away along US 101: a crumbly peak along a mile of beach in front of Stone Lagoon.




This is a very unique and beautiful stretch of coast.



Now the farms and ranches are gone and this area is a protected marshland. The lagoons are habitat for numerous species of marsh plants, birds, and other animals. The Humboldt Lagoons are a great place to go hiking, boating, or fishing, or just to walk on the beach. Picnic areas are located near the visitor center and on the beach at the north end of Stone Lagoon. There’s a 3-mile trail to explore as well as prime birding and whale-watching opportunities.




Other Information

Local Surf Shops: Salty’s Surf and Tackle, 332 Main St., Trinidad; (707) 677-0300.

Places to Stay: Patrick’s Point State Park, 4150 Patrick’s Point Dr., Trinidad; (707) 677-3570. Lost Whale Inn, 3452 Patrick’s Point Dr., Trinidad; (707) 677-3425. There are also several motels along Patrick’s Point Drive.

Places to Eat: Seascape, at the pier off of Main Street in Trinidad; (707) 677-3762. Larrupin’ Cafe, 1658 Patrick’s Point Dr., Trinidad; (707) 677-0230. Ocean Grove Restaurant, 480 Patrick’s Point Dr., Trinidad; (707) 677-0394.


[image: chpt_fig_011.jpg]
Big Lagoon is a winter spot that can handle huge swell. It’s located between the towns of Orick and Trinidad, just north of Patrick’s Point, off US 101. Big Lagoon gets its name because it breaks outside a sandy peninsula that contains a large lagoon. It needs a strong northwest or west swell and can hold waves from chest high to triple overhead. Big Lagoon isn’t the most consistent spot in the area. If you’re looking for monstrous waves, however, and the conditions are favorable, it’s definitely worth visiting.




SUPDATE: KLAMATH RIVER TO HUMBOLDT HARBOR

The coastline from Klamath River down to Eureka is also loaded with SUPportunities by land and sea. Trolling for salmon on the Klamath from a SUP could be a good way to go for a Nantucket sleigh ride. Drive into Gold Bluff’s park and launch, and you will find miles and miles of empty coast that are accessible only by SUP—just remember this is great-white-shark territory. Go with friends and tell people where you are going. It would be a good day’s adventure to standup-paddle across Big Lagoon, hump your board across the sand berm on the other side, and get some waves all to yourself. Trinidad is a cool little Popeye town that would be fun for a cruise, and the lineups at Trinidad and Camel Rock look like great SUP waves: Just behave yourself, please. And from Moonstone on down is 20 miles of empty beach break. All the solitude you can handle. SUP makes this possible. If you are complaining about crowds up here, you do not understand the power of a standup paddleboard.
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