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ZED’S PLACE










It all started in Barbados. I was visiting the former British colony on a press trip and would be writing a travel piece for the Independent on Sunday. It was work, admittedly of the more miraculous kind that comes but once in a freelance hack’s life. I leapt at the opportunity with the dignity of a starving man let loose in a pizzeria, pausing only to wonder whether there was any surf in Barbados.




A quick look at volume one of the bible of overseas surfing travel, the World Stormrider guide, told me of breaks with names such as the Soup Bowl, Duppies, Maycocks and Freights. There were waves in Barbados, for sure–the Soup Bowl was ‘a powerful, hollow wave’, with conditions almost always at least head high. ‘Respect the locals,’ warned the Stormrider guide, ‘and be careful of the rocks and urchins on the inside.’ That sounded out of my league, as did Tropicana–‘a treacherous left for experts only’. Worse still was Duppies, which was not merely ‘a consistent, powerful right that suffers from strong currents’, but also a break ‘some distance offshore, reputed to be sharkey’, whose name ‘refers to malevolent spirits and ghosts’. It was not, said the writer of this section of the guide, for the faint-hearted: ‘the vibe is heavy’, was the wholly discouraging conclusion.




I was not convinced that I would be riding any Bajan waves on this particular press trip. I grew up in Exmouth, in south-east Devon, where there are often perfect windsurfing conditions but very little by way of surfing waves. I learnt to windsurf to a reasonable level, until the dislocation of my right shoulder out at sea in a force six, 4 ft swell off the Canary Island of Fuerteventura made me think that being closer to the shore might be wiser, were the shoulder ever to pop out again. In truth, it had already escaped from its socket five times, each thanks to the addictive but highly painful pursuit of skateboarding. From around the age of twenty-two, therefore, I eschewed windsurfing and skateboarding in favour of surfing. The only trouble was that by then I lived inland. My surfing would come on whenever I got a chance to practise, only for such ability as I mustered to recede as if it were of no more value than a piece of flotsam or jetsam, ambivalently bobbing in the shallows. There was, in short, no way that I would be paddling out at the Soup Bowl or Tropicana. As for Duppies, the malevolent spirits and ghosts would have to pick on someone their own size.




But the thing about surfing is that however impoverished one’s ability, the desire to surf, for the sport’s ever growing band of aficionados, is irresistible. The sight of a perfect wave, or of magnificent lines of swell sweeping inexorably to the shore, will make anyone who has ever experienced the sensation of surfing go weak at the knees, forget conventional notions of responsibility and obliterate knowledge of their own less-than-impressive ability. They will, unless conditions are clearly only for the insane, do everything possible to get into the water. And so it was that when I visited the Soup Bowl, and duly watched around twelve surfers performing a succession of superb moves on sizeable 6–8 ft waves under a grey sky, I couldn’t wait to hire a board and give it a go myself.




Not, that is, at the Soup Bowl. Even if I made the paddle-out I would be deadwood in the water, too terrified to take the vertical drop on the right-hand waves and in the way of those who knew what they were doing. No, what I needed was a mellower break. I asked one of the surfers hanging around drinking coconut juice if there was such a thing on Barbados. ‘Yeah, man,’ he drawled. ‘Half an hour down the coast. Zed’s place at Surfer’s Point. Nice and easy there.’




I set off in my hire car and with relatively few unintended detours into sugar-cane fields found Surfer’s Point, whose resident surf god is Zed Layson. Zed is a white Bajan in his mid-thirties, who runs a business called Zed’s Surfing Adventures. Boards were lined up on the lawn outside a beach house owned by Zed on the point, adjacent to which were a couple of flats that he leased out to visiting surfers. A few surfers were lounging around, watching the waves (which were not even half the size of those at the Soup Bowl) breaking to the left off the point, but they exuded the lassitude born of spending too many days in paradise. It was lunch time, hot and dry; the tide was starting to push back in, firming up the waves, and yet no one seemed to be able to find the energy to walk the fifty yards to the channel and paddle out, into the line-up, where yet another left swept off the point, pristine and unsurfed.




I found Zed and asked if I could hire a board. ‘Sure, bro, no problem,’ he said, in the same drawl as the surfer who had pointed me in his direction earlier. The Bajan accent is a curious mix of Geordie and West Country sounds, delivered unhurriedly as if there is all the time in the world. Which, in Barbados, there probably is.




None of the other surfers was tempted to join me, and so, once Zed had shown me the channel from which access to the point is gained, I had the line-up to myself. It was as near to paradise as I have found. While beachbreak surf breaks on a sandy seabed (whose bottom will vary according to swell conditions, thereby often creating variable surfing waves), point break surf carries a predictability because the waves break on to a rocky point, forcing the wave always to break to the left or right. Likewise, reef breaks, where waves emerge from deep water to hit a coral reef or rocky seabed, rising suddenly to break with precision to the left or right (and, sometimes, in both directions, as in the classic set-up at the Banzai Pipeline in Hawaii). Whether a wave breaks to the left or the right is a question of the surfer’s perspective: if he is paddling for a wave and it is breaking from right to left, as he is looking at the beach, the wave is a left. If it is breaking from left to right, it is a right. On that day in Barbados easy 2–3 ft lefts rose graciously from the point, in warm, clear water, and even the sun had come out. It was early December, and as I sat waiting for waves, I imagined what it would be like to be surfing in Britain, from which Barbados obtained independence in 1966. I knew the answer. It would, in all probability, be wet and miserable not because of immersion in the still relatively warm water, but because of the likelihood of howling gales and rainstorms. Moreover, it would be rare for one to be privy to the predictability with which these Bajan waves came off the point.




I had a few more days on the island, and whenever I got a chance I came back to Zed’s place. There were always a few people either in the water or hanging around, pre or post surf, and Zed was always friendly, never once displaying the arrogance that some surfers seem to think is as much a sine qua non of their identity as blond hair and VW camper vans. On my last day, though, there was no sign of Zed, and, as it was when I first turned up, again the line-up was empty. Despite Zed’s earlier efforts to persuade me to take up longboarding, I opted to borrow a minimal from Zed’s stack of boards and soon found myself waiting in the turquoise water. A minimal is a hybrid between a longboard and shortboard, being easier to paddle into waves than a short, performance board but more manoeuvrable than a longboard. For a few minutes, sitting on my mini-mal, I had only a turtle, bobbing in and out of view, for company. Then I was joined by a young Bajan who helped out Zed. We shared a series of lefts in a sea that was constantly changing colour. To the south, the sky was a deep black, menacingly so, suggesting that we were as likely to be struck by lightning as to enjoy the surf. But to the north round to due east was cloudless and empty, save for the bright sun. The two deeply contrasting colours made for an extraordinary interplay of light on the ocean, as if to accentuate the sense of fluidity and rhythm that seems to exist simply in being there, in the sea, and made for one of the best day’s surfing in my life.




Afterwards I talked to Zed, who had reappeared from a shopping trip to the island’s capital, Bridgetown. Born in Barbados in 1970, he started surfing when he was seven. He grew up at South Point–round the corner from which is Freights, one of the best breaks on the island–and began competing at twelve. He always made it to the finals of international events held locally; indeed, his proudest moment was coming joint first with eight-time Association of Surfing Professionals (ASP) world champion Kelly Slater when he was nineteen, in a contest held at the Soup Bowl, the most famous wave in Barbados. Zed gestured to a board standing against a wall inside his beach house. The nose had been snapped off. ‘You can’t underestimate the power of the Soup Bowl,’ he said, in his laconic Bajan way. ‘My board was broken along with twenty-seven others at the last competition held there.’ This turned out to have been just a couple of weeks earlier, in late November 2005. The swell had been up to 15 ft and the event–the Independence Pro Surfing Championships, the most prestigious surfing contest in the Caribbean–was won by a British surfer from Newcastle, Sam Lamiroy. At this, I raised my eyebrows. Brits have occasionally done well internationally and we have even had a world champion in Martin Potter (though he was not quite the real thing, having learnt his skills in South Africa, where he lived since early childhood), but ours is not a country that the world regards as synonymous with surfing. My incredulity was firmly rejected by Zed.




‘A lot of Brits come over here and surf,’ he said. ‘And a lot of them are really, really good.’




I nodded, perhaps a little unconvincingly. ‘I’m serious,’ added Zed. ‘Brits rip. Irish guys too. I see a lot of them here, tearing it up.’




To ‘rip’ is surf-speak for to ride a wave with optimum skill. It is not a verb that would often be deployed by the international surfing press–magazines like Surfer and Surfing– of British surfers. The surfing nations–the US (including Hawaii, though Hawaiian surfers have an identity that is not American), Australia and South Africa–would blanch at agreeing even that there are decent waves in the UK, let alone surfers who rip. But Zed was having none of it. ‘The Brits are as good as anyone, here or anywhere else. Sam Lamiroy was on fire at the Soup Bowl. He was the best surfer in the water by far.’




Zed cracked open a beer and we talked some more. He told me that the best wave on Barbados wasn’t the Soup Bowl but Duppies, on the north-west point of the island. I had visited it and had been struck by the way in which the layout of the reef created a whirlpool effect when just a small, two-foot swell caressed the shore. ‘It’s spooky,’ said Zed, confirming the Stormrider heads-up. ‘It holds fifteen to eighteen foot and I’ve had the best waves of my life there. Long walls of water, just incredible. But it’s heavy, there’s a rip and sharks. The name means “evil ghost” and that tells you a lot.’ I asked if anything had ever compared to surfing Duppies. In reply, Zed did not mention surfing but told me a story.




‘I was working at one of the hotels here, running watersports activities. For three days, this guy sat and stared at me, in the mornings when I’d arrive to pick up the guests and in the afternoons when I brought them back. I’d take them snorkelling or diving or waterskiing, sometimes even surfing, whatever they wanted to do. This guy, he just kept staring at me. He’d have the shakes as he did so and he started to give me the creeps.’ Zed’s tone and manner suggested already that this might be an unusual–and non-surfing–anecdote. ‘Anyway, on the fourth day he walked over to me. I thought, Jesus, what does he want? He could hardly speak to me and stuttered and jittered and asked if I would take him snorkelling up at Sandy Lane, to see the turtles.’ Sandy Lane is on the west coast of Barbados, has gentler seas and houses the island’s posh hotels and huge villas. The super-rich stay there. Almost everyone who does goes snorkelling to look at the turtles. ‘I tell this guy, “I can’t take you unless you’re in a group. It’ll cost you too much.” And I’m thinking what kind of drinker is this? Shaking like this early in the morning. What’s he after, what’s he want with me? But he says he wants to go alone, with just me, and he’ll pay whatever. I think, OK, I’ll go with it–and be careful. So I pick him up next day and we’re driving to the beach. Halfway there he says stop the car. I did and he tells me there’s something I should know. Says he’s got Parkinson’s disease and that’s why he’s shaking so badly, and asks me if I’ll keep an eye on him in the water. I say “Sure” and we head on to the beach. We swim out and find the turtles. I look at his face as he’s looking at them, and it’s just amazing. He’s beaming with delight. I’ve never seen anyone look so happy. Afterwards he asked how much he owed me. I told him nothing, the look on his face was payment enough. From that moment, I realized how lucky I am, and every day when I get up and look around and out to sea I say the same thing to myself.’




Zed wandered off to find his partner, Bettina. I fell to gazing out to sea, pondering Zed’s words. I was struck by the charm of his tale but also by his sense of British and Irish surfing. This was a man of real surfing pedigree, and so far as he was concerned, Brits ripped. I knew that Britain and Ireland have great waves, and I knew that we have some great surfers. But what I had never encountered, overseas, was this perception of British and Irish surfing ability. Formerly a great seafaring nation, has our maritime soul metamorphosed so that we now have surfers on a par with the Californians, Hawaiians, Australians and South Africans who dominate the international surfing media? What is the state of surfing on our Atlantic, English Channel and North Sea shores? Do our surfers have Zed’s sense of joy, good fortune and ease with the world by dint of episodes such as the one he related to me, or, simply, because of their involvement with the ocean?




Zed returned with Bettina and we continued talking. I told him about a break I’d read about a lot: Thurso East, in Scotland. ‘It’s one of the best right-hand reef breaks in Europe. It’s as good a wave as the Soup Bowl.’ This was a somewhat speculative assertion, given that I had only ever seen pictures of Thurso East in surf magazines and had surfed neither break, but I was feeling inspired by the scene at Surfer’s Point, my own nice, easy lefts and Zed’s uncommon joie de vivre. I was, in surf-speak, stoked.




‘Cool,’ said Zed. Bettina smiled and nodded enthusiastically.




I looked at Zed and said: ‘How would you fancy surfing it?’




Zed pretended to shiver and made a self-deprecating comment about how he would fare in the cold. Then he broke into a grin.




‘You’re on,’ he said. ‘When are you going to be there?’




The idea for the book blossomed then. I would spend up to eighteen months exploring Britain and Ireland as a surfing nation. True, Britain and Ireland are separate countries. But British and Irish surfers seemed to me to share the same, perhaps predominantly Celtic, surfing psyche. They share the same language (albeit that Gaelic is spoken in many parts of Ireland, and, indeed, the Western Isles of Scotland), and while there are inevitably cultural, historical and sociological differences among all the surfers in this book–those of England, Wales, Scotland and Ireland, north and south–there is one indisputable point of commonality. Those surfers occupy the English-speaking fringe of western Europe, and, in so doing, they form a collective that, to the outside world, is largely perceived as homogenous.




So for this book, the nations would be as one. I would start in Cornwall at the UK’s biggest surfing event, the Rip Curl Boardmasters, held annually in August, and then I would zig-zag around Britain and Ireland, generally always heading north, inching my way to Thurso in Scotland and beyond, to the Orkney and Shetland Isles. En route I would try to take in key surf-spots on British and Irish shores, with a detour to the Channel Islands somewhere along the line. It might be less Endless Summer and more Infinite Chill, but Zed liked the idea, especially as I ramped up the power and form of Thurso East. I confessed that I hadn’t been there, but described the long, walling rights that I had ogled in British surfing magazines for the past twenty years.




‘Call me just before you’re going to be there,’ said Zed, ‘I’ll come over and surf it.’ I said I would, though I had my doubts about whether Zed would leave his island paradise for anywhere in Britain or Ireland, least of all the remote and freezing tip of mainland Scotland. But regardless: I’d find out if Brits really do rip, and assess the extent to which our maritime heritage now finds expression in what, for the Hawaiians, was, and still is, the Sport of Kings.
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LOGO BEACH










Europe’s ‘biggest free lifestyle festival’ was looking good. Crowds swarmed along Headland Road, Newquay, to Fistral beach, the home–between 1 and 7 August 2005–of the Rip Curl Boardmasters, the UK’s premier surfing event. The first day was blessed with perfect weather–a positively Mediterranean 22°C, an almost cloudless sky and the diffuse luminescence peculiar to Cornwall. Light in Cornwall is ever changing but as much a tangible presence in the county as its abandoned tin mines, holy wells and quoits. As holidaymakers and surfers made their way to Fistral on the tranquil Monday morning that marked the opening day of the event, there was something else in the air, too, something inchoate and yet evident especially among the crowd milling at the top of the sharp hill at the end of Headland Road. There, just before the road dips down to Fistral’s new restaurant and shopping complex, the talk was of cutbacks, off-the-tops and aerials. This was surf talk, and its speakers oozed with the unique sense of anticipation that accompanies a large sporting event. Whether they could surf well was impossible to determine (nor did it matter); they were there to savour the Boardmasters, to live the life, to watch and learn and be part of the whole jamboree. With the weather as good as it was, and with some of the best surfers in the world due to compete at the Boardmasters, who could blame them? The scene was set for a cracking surf contest.




Except for one thing. The waves. Or, rather, the lack of waves. The weather gods had chosen to smile benignly on Cornwall in every sense but surfing. The sea was so flat that even a surf-hungry ant would have been unable to find a wave to ride. A few days earlier, tropical Storm Franklin had formed in the south Atlantic, promising swell, only to dissipate upon passing Bermuda. The organizers had no alternative but to postpone the start of the contest, but, said Anton Roberts, one of two commentators on the beach throughout the event, ‘stick around, there’s great swell forecast for Wednesday–it’s gonna be pumping.’




Any sense of disappointment at the non-existent swell was not obviously apparent on the beach. Fistral was packed with all manner of people: men with paunches playing cricket with their sons; women with tattoos and pale skin in search of a tan; prepubescent children carrying inflatable dinghies to the water’s edge; hippie chicks and dreadlocked deadbeats; teenagers cradling cans of lager; boys playing football and girls batting a ball back and forth under the midday sun. The British were getting on with their love affair with the seaside. It made little difference to the vast majority of people gathered on the beach whether the waves were ten inches or ten feet. Among them, a few professional surfers in the Boardmasters came and went. They were almost uniformly blond, often good-looking, and usually a little below average height. Well-developed upper bodies sat languidly on less impressive legs (surfers spend so much time paddling out through surf that they cannot but have strong and powerful shoulders, chests and arms; their legs are rarely worked hard enough to develop into the same athletic form). The surfers would wander to the water’s edge and peer out to the horizon. There was nothing there–at least, nothing to give them any cause for cheer. Then they would turn and make their way back to Fistral’s restaurant complex, only vaguely appraised by the crowd. To those in the know these people were heroes, but to most of Newquay’s visitors they were simply rather better looking than the men with paunches, whose cricket game had been replaced by Frisbee.




The lack of consistent summer swell in Britain is a perennial problem for an event such as the Rip Curl Boardmasters. The 2005 event was a World Qualifying Series (WQS) competition, which meant that qualifying points for the ASP World Championship Tour (WCT) were up for grabs, but many professional surfers favour other WQS destinations over the Fistral showcase because the waves, in summer, are so unpredictable. They can–as in 1981, the year international surfing came to Newquay–be perfect, but more often they are disappointing or, as at the beginning of the 2005 Boardmasters, no more than a gentle nuzzle on the shore, not even suitable for beginners. Rip Curl, the sponsors and organizers, did not let knowledge of this seasonal unreliability deter them from insistent pre-competition publicity. ‘This year’s festival will be the biggest Boardmasters yet,’ claimed a press release issued a week before the event, thanks as much to the ‘absolute confirmation of the Nokia Unleashed Music Festival’, to be held at nearby Watergate Bay, as the likelihood of good surf. Up to 130,000 people were expected for the week-long event, which would see ex-Harrow crooner James Blunt headlining at Watergate on Friday 5 August, supported by Donavon Frankenreiter, a man who, if it was down to surfing pedigree, should rightfully have been the star attraction. Born in 1972 in Downey, California, Frankenreiter grew up surfing and at thirteen secured a sponsorship deal with Billabong, one of the major global surfing brands. Billabong paid Frankenreiter as a ‘free surfer’, a role also carved out later in his career by three-time ASP World Champion Tom Curren, first with Rip Curl and later with southern California surfwear company The Realm. Both men were paid simply to surf, not in contests but in exotic locations; to be the embodiment of their sponsors’ image. Many people, not least the men with paunches, tired from their cricket and Frisbee-throwing and seeking respite from their children, might well have found this impossible to fathom.




More readily comprehensible was the financial value of the Boardmasters to its surfers. The prize pool was $125,000, split in less than politically correct fashion as follows: $100,000 to be shared among the leading men, with $25,000 for the women. The spoils and availability of qualifying points to secure their ongoing presence on the ASP men’s WCT attracted four surfers already on the 2005 WCT: Tom Whittaker, Toby Martin, Victor Ribas and Rip Curl’s own rider Darren O’Rafferty. As a Rip Curl press release had it: ‘Make sure you check these guys out as the standard will not get any better in the UK this year.’ The remaining male competitors were from the WQS tour, the under-series of events held in inconstant surfing locations such as Fistral to enable surfers to try to secure points for the WCT. Rather more WCT surfers turned up for the women’s event–up to half including luminaries in female surfing such as Mel Redman-Carr, Rebecca Woods, Rip Curl rider Jacqueline Silva, Serena Brooke, Claire Bevilacqua, Laurina McGrath, Heather Clark, Melanie Bartels and Pauline Menczer. Quite why they should be competing for a prize pool so disproportionate to that available for the men was unclear, not least considering the droves of women now taking to surfing. Press reports throughout 2005 regularly estimated that women accounted for anything between 20 per cent and 40 per cent of newcomers to surfing in Britain. The standard of women’s surfing was, as Rip Curl put it, ‘pretty darn hot’, or, as Kai Stearns, editor of SG: Snow Surf Skate Girl magazine said (rather more pertinently): ‘There are aggressive, powerful surfers [on the women’s World Championship Tour]. They’re not just trying to surf as well the guys–they’re getting their inspiration from other women now.’




At the Boardmasters, a rather more unreconstructed form of gender politics seemed in danger of prevailing, thanks largely to the ‘Bikini Babes Competition’, sponsored by Nuts magazine. ‘No hounds, only foxes need apply,’ said one of the commentators. ‘If you think you’re hot enough, go and see the guys in the Foster’s beer tent and get yourself registered.’ It seemed that fewer women than expected were rushing to enter, for the commentary team’s requests grew in frequency as the festival wore on. ‘We’re still a supermodel or two short for the Bikini Babes contest,’ said Anton, on the penultimate day, as the female surfers competed in 1–2 ft surf to reach the quarter-final stage. For good measure, he added that ‘the winner gets a night with one of the judges–but that’s unofficial’. Curiously, while it is difficult to imagine a commentary team talking in such terms at other British sporting events, Anton’s comments were imbued with an unmistakable feeling of innocence–and no little irony. It was almost as if surfing was paying homage to its macho roots, without anyone believing a word of it.




Meanwhile, women were amply catered for in the trade village, set up in the car park on Fistral beach. That is, if you agree with the view of one male surfer in his forties, who did not want to give his name: ‘The big corporates have realized that women love spending money on clothes, so there’s been a major push to get them interested in surfing. Surf-wear is now trendy and fashionable on city high streets and worn by people who have never even touched a surfboard, let alone ridden a wave. So here we’ve got a stack of shacks selling gear mainly for the girlies.’ I wasn’t sure that the balance in the trade village was quite so pronounced in favour of women, but he was right about one thing. Surfing is big business, and no longer the preserve of a minority of die-hards. At the Boardmasters, a collage of logos and flags fluttered in the gentle breeze, from the big brands and major sponsors such as Rip Curl, Fosters, Vans and Nokia to the West Cornwall Pasty Company, the Chocolate Fondue Company, the Half-Price Surf Shack and Uncle Ho, the latter selling mainly Fairtrade shoes and hats and offering the chance to win a trip to Vietnam. Women’s clothing was certainly on offer in the same quantity as men’s, and those who had been blessed with the space to set up a stall were making a killing. People came and went all day in the trade village, spending a fortune on everything from skateboards, skim-boards and surf gear to fresh fruit juice and pasties, not to mention traditional seaside fare such as buckets, spades and fishing nets. Europe’s largest free lifestyle festival was doubling up nicely as Europe’s largest free-spending binge.




There was one group, however, that appeared in a world of its own–the skateboarders. A huge half-pipe had been erected at the end of the car park hosting the trade village, and next to it was its little sister, another half-pipe but of perhaps a quarter the size. On both pipes a collection of skaters and BMX riders strutted their stuff throughout the week, apparently oblivious to the possibility of serious injury, and captivating Fistral’s visitors in a way that must have been the envy of the surfers. Against the skaters, what chance did the surfers have to inspire the crowds in waves that rose to a messy 2–3 ft in the middle of the week, only to disappear again by the weekend? In contrast, their close cousins had a $20,000 purse to contest, courtesy of the Vans ‘vert’ competition. ‘Vert’ riding takes place on the kind of mammoth half-pipe that stood overlooking the trade village, in contrast to ‘street’ skating, which takes place, unsurprisingly, on streets. Street skating can be more difficult (and just as dangerous), but the spectacle of a skater rising some 10 ft above the top of a skate ramp (which is itself already 12 ft above ground) cannot but enthral anyone lucky enough to witness such gravity-defying athleticism. Not that the skaters appeared athletic in the conventional Olympian sense of the word. Many of them smoked in between sessions, sported tattoos as much as lank hair and poor posture, and though some were billed as surfers as well as skaters, as a group they were possessed of an obvious counter-cultural animus, as if to acknowledge that the commercial world had caught up with them but that they had chosen to spurn its overtures.




At the beginning of the week, Christian Surfers International–‘we see ourselves as the bridge between the church and the beach’–had had a stall at the foot of the huge skate ramp. By Wednesday, they had moved, to be sandwiched between the Surf Shack, selling its mango, banana and coconut smoothies, and the Fruit Bowl, which dispensed similarly healthy produce. There was probably an entirely innocent explanation for the move, but I couldn’t help but think that someone had spotted the inherent disharmony between the skaters and all they stood for and the Christian Surfers. Skaters would wear the T-shirts of the Sex Pistols and Nirvana (for sale in the trade village, lest they had forgotten to bring their own) and generally appear to have embraced everything that the slogan ‘Universal Suffrage is the Counter-Revolution’ had to offer, while the Christian Surfers avowedly stood for brotherhood and selflessness. ‘There is nothing inherently evil about surfing!’ proclaims the Christian Surfers International website. ‘God made the waves, the problem is the surfer!’




Railing against a perceived notion of superiority among surfers over fellow users of watercraft, the website says it loud, and says it proud: ‘God doesn’t care what you ride, it’s his waves you ride for free, so we freely offer our activities to all regardless of ability, equipment or sex. Surfing naturally is predominantly male and youth orientated so our groups often reflect this, but don’t be put off by that!’ This blend of cosiness and evangelism, with a healthy dose of esprit de corps, sat uneasily beneath the scruffy, bruised and anarchic males flying through the air on the vert half-pipe. Call me a conspiracy theorist, but the two just didn’t go together. No wonder Christian International Surfers found a different home.




But if Christian surfers and skateboarding do not make for easy congruence, surfing and skateboarding are flipsides of the same coin. Skateboarding began in America in the 1950s as ‘sidewalk surfing’, as Californian surfers adapted the wheels from roller skates to narrow, two-ply pieces of wood. The motion required to turn a skateboard is identical to that used on a surfboard, but what started as an outlet for surfers when there were no waves soon generated a momentum of its own. By the 1970s, skateboarding had become a televised sport, with riders such as Stacy Peralta, Jay Adams and Tony Alva becoming stars in their own right. Then, as suddenly as it had blossomed in relatively mainstream Western culture, skateboarding vanished, but an underground culture had been born and never went away. Skateboarding made a comeback into the mainstream in the 1980s, when wider boards were introduced and a trick that would influence hundreds of thousands of surfers and skateboarders was invented. The ‘ollie’ is the means by which a skater kicks the back of his board on to the ground, simultaneously jumping and arching his front foot along the deck. The board follows the trajectory of the skater into the air, and the trick explains how skaters can leap over seemingly insurmountable obstacles as if they were less problematic than a piece of gravel (a piece of gravel is, of course, still as perilous as ever to a skater). Now, skateboarding remains resolutely hardcore, practised seriously only by a dedicated few, perhaps because falling–which everyone does–hurts so much. My right shoulder first popped out when I fell spinning 360s in the car park at the University of East Anglia (a campus whose architect was surely a skateboarder), then another three times in ramps and bowls, and once more doing a 180 degree ollie on to a town centre bench before its final dislocation in Fuerteventura. I wouldn’t dream of attempting an ollie now, as a dad in his forties (not least because my kids would never live down the inevitable injury), but countless surfers around the world have been influenced by the manoeuvre, using it and other tricks from skateboarding to push the limits of surfing into the realms of what, when surfing first reached mass consciousness in the 1960s, would have been regarded as impossible.




Unfortunately, though, the swell that Anton and co-commentator Nick Williams kept promising failed to materialize, leaving the majority of the crowd to wonder what all the fuss was about, or, perhaps, to ponder the irony of a reversal that now saw skateboarding, conceived as a second-rate option when there was no swell, a key component in the commercial success of a major surfing event. Alan, from Birmingham, was typical. Holidaying in Cornwall for the first time, he had brought his family along to Fistral from their nearby campsite to watch the Boardmasters. ‘I didn’t see any surfing for two days, and then I couldn’t understand it when it did start,’ he said, before glancing over to the half-pipe. ‘But those lads skateboarding! Wow! Amazing,’ he added, before heading off to the Foster’s beer tent. It was easy to see that for Alan and many like him the temptation of a lager in the beer tent (complete with huge video screen) was too great to resist. Despite the efforts of Anton and Neil, who injected their commentary with urgency, jokes and information in equal measure, there was a palpable sense that, to most of the onlookers, the action in the water was incomprehensible.




A marginal but contestable swell arrived on Wednesday morning, accompanied by a modest onshore wind that made for messy conditions. Anton exhorted ‘free surfers’ to steer clear of the competition area, as the Boardmasters finally got underway with the women’s heats. These ‘free surfers’ were not ‘free’ in the way of Tom Curren and Donavon Frankenreiter, but rather beginners–or ‘kooks’, to use the surf-speak term–who would accidentally drift into the area marked off by black flags for the Boardmasters. Anton rather kindly designated them as free surfers, but let slip his real sense of their status when telling the ‘monkey man without the wetsuit’ to move on, lest the lifeguard on a yellow jet ski be forced to come over. Later, his glee in the removal of ‘two kooks’ was undisguised. The lifeguard approached them on his jet ski and unceremoniously ushered them away after they had routinely ignored Anton’s pleas. ‘We know you can hear us, come on you two kooks, move away,’ he would say, fruitlessly, altering this to a contented ‘see ya later, boys’ once the pair of miscreants were on their way.




Meanwhile, two of the best British female surfers were competing in the lacklustre waves. Porthleven surfer Robyn Davies–five times a British national champion, sponsored by global brand O’Neill and described by those in the know as ‘a charger’ (an accolade that is far from easily acquired)–fared badly, coming last in her heat of four, while Porthtowan’s Sarah Bentley did a little better with a third. British interest continued as the first men’s heat got underway, with Bude’s Reubyn Ash prevailing over Welsh surfer Nathan Phillips, Spain’s Luca Perdomo and Matt Capel, an Australian surfer based in south Devon. The blond, wavy-haired Ash, a goofy footer (which means that he surfs with his right foot forward, as opposed to ‘natural stance’ surfers who surf with their left foot forward), looked unfeasibly young, though not quite as young as his sponsors, Rip Curl, would have it: ‘Still a young whippersnapper, Reubyn was only born in 1998,’ said Rip Curl’s web page for Ash. This would have made him seven for the Boardmasters, though the website did go on to add Ash’s correct date of birth, 1 March 1988. The seventeen-, as opposed to seven-, year-old Ash surfed superbly, ignoring yet more free surfers who had strayed into the competition area, despite Anton’s ever more exasperated imprecations: ‘Free surfers, please pay attention to the lifeguards and move to the north. PLEASE!’




Also more than capable of shutting out the distractions was 2004 British champion Alan Stokes, described, occasionally with a hint of envy, as ‘the David Beckham of British surfing’. Stokes is a Newquay local blessed with good looks and surfing talent in abundance. In fact, he does look a little like a younger, leaner David Beckham, but as I watched him walk up the beach having won his heat with some dazzling off-the-tops it struck me that when all was said and done the Rip Curl Boardmasters might not be the kind of event to which Posh would lend her yet leaner presence. There were cameras galore and video booths in the trade village, there was a large video screen on which the surfing was intercut with ads for Nokia, Rip Curl and Fosters, there was the prospect of Radio One DJ Jo Whiley hosting her show from the beach on Friday, and there was the Nokia Unleashed Festival to look forward to on the weekend, but somehow the event welded inveterate British seaside kitsch with the anarcho-cool of skateboarding and surfing in a way that didn’t seem to possess quite the jetset chic to which Mrs Beckham has become accustomed.




Perhaps, though, I am wrong. David Beckham and a number of other world-famous footballers including Roberto Carlos, Ronaldinho and Thierry Henry appeared in a Pepsi ad dubbed ‘Surf’, which was not shown on mainstream television for fear of a backlash after the tsunami catastrophe of late 2004. The ad could, however, be seen on Pepsi’s website, and opens with a group of football heroes refreshing themselves with ice-cold Pepsi on a tropical beach as they play ‘keep-up’ next to a beach volleyball net. In an allusion to the problems with localism that have beset certain surfing beaches worldwide, the footballers have strayed into an area designated by a sign as for ‘surfers only’. A surfer arrives, gestures at the sign, and duly despatches the football out to sea. He did not, however, bank on the uber-athleticism of Beckham & co, who rise to the challenge of retrieving the ball by leaping on to surfboards stacked on the beach and paddling out to the kind of fearsome reef break that would kill anyone whose surfing ability was less than expert. The surf scenes were, indeed, shot at the Fijian island of Tavarua, a place as renowned in the surfing world as Hawaii. Professional surfers were made up to look like the footballers and, in the ad, they head and volley the ball among themselves in the sea, as their surfboards fly along the tubing waves or into the air. Eventually, Beckham himself volleys the ball back on to the beach, where it hits a coconut tree, causing a coconut to fall and slam shut the players’ cool-box full of ice-cold Pepsi–just as a surfer was about to open it and seize the longed-for, and, of course, very healthy, drink.




Pepsi’s ‘Surf’ ad is an enjoyable conceit and illustrates just how far surfing has come. Its alliance with the biggest sport in the world by way of an expensive ad has yet to enter popular consciousness, but it is only a matter of time before the act and imagery of surfing are harnessed for the benefit of football again or another commercially massive sport. Beckham himself reportedly took to surfing after filming the ad, taking lessons in Morocco. The Daily Star, however, suggested that his club, Real Madrid, had banned him from pursuing his new hobby: ‘The Real Madrid star has been warned by club bosses that the risk of him being injured while having fun at the beach is too high,’ wrote Daniel Kilkelly on 15 October 2005. Kilkelly continued in classic tabloid manner with pithy observations from a ‘friend’: ‘A friend told the Daily Star, “David loves the thrill of surfing and would like to do it more often. He’s naturally very sporty, has great balance and is supremely fit–so he was always going to be good on a surfboard. He might not be Keanu Reeves in Point Break just yet, but he’s been pretty impressive riding a wave.”’ Quite how impressive Beckham as an outright beginner would be has to be open to doubt, but the friend neatly encapsulated surfing for the Beckhams: ‘He had a couple of lessons in Morocco and picked it up really quickly. But he has to be careful because of the risk of injuries. David plans to surf a lot more when he retires from football. Victoria loves it, too, because Becks looks very cool on a surfboard. She’s not as sporty, so she’s happy just to watch.’




 




‘Conditions are somewhat smaller than yesterday,’ said Anton, ‘but we’re hoping to progress all the way through the women’s finals.’ It was Saturday, the penultimate day of the Boardmasters, and once again the surfers were forced to compete in poor, dribbly waves. Thursday and Friday had seen an improvement in the swell, with overhead waves and a diminution of the disruptive onshore wind. Ideal surfing conditions occur when waves are unaffected by any wind, but if there is to be wind, surfers will hope that it is blowing lightly offshore, directly out to sea. As Tony Butt and Paul Russell explain in Surf Science, ‘The major effect of an offshore wind is to “clean up” the surf. It does this by attacking the short waves, eliminating them like weeds in a garden, and leaving the cleaner, more desirable, long waves.’ Butt and Russell’s book–written with the assistance of Hawaiian big-wave surfer and Professor of Oceanography Ricky Grigg–is a serious examination of the science of waves, as befits its authors’ pedigree: Butt is a big-wave specialist, based in the Basque country, and a post-doctoral research fellow at Plymouth University, while Russell was twice the European Surfing Champion and is now a Reader in Coastal Dynamics in the School of Earth, Ocean and Environmental Sciences, also at the University of Plymouth. In less scientific language than that which Butt and Russell would deploy, even a light onshore wind can mess up what would otherwise be good surf.




The problem with 2005’s Rip Curl Boardmasters was that when there was swell it suffered from an onshore wind. Thursday dawned with promising head-high waves but, once again, an onshore wind was doing its best to make life difficult. The waves refused to break cleanly and evenly, and white water would foam and roll down their faces rather than offer the curl–or ‘lip’–that good surfers will exploit with moves such as off-the-lips, slashes, hacks, cut-backs and aerials. The crowd continued to appear drawn more to the giant video screen on the beach than to the water’s edge, albeit that the size of the waves meant, at last, that the surfers could properly perform. Newquay local Mark Harris was unlucky to be outscored by Hawaiian Hank Gaskell, losing his heat by a mere 0.17. Surfers are allowed a maximum of fifteen waves per twenty-minute heat, in which their two highest-scoring waves are aggregated. Each wave is scored out of a maximum 10 points, divided into the following categories: 0–2.5 is a poor ride, 2.5–5.0 is a fair ride, 5.0–7.5 is a good ride and 7.5–10 is an excellent ride. Harris took an early lead in his heat with a 7.5, but it wasn’t enough, and with Ash and Stokes having earlier been knocked out, British hopes were left with Micah Lester and Josh Lewan. Both are, as it happens, Australian nationals living in south-west England, so to pin British pride on their Antipodean shoulders was perhaps a little disingenuous. Ultimately, though, it didn’t matter–the duo were eliminated by close margins in heats four and six respectively. On the same day, Brazilian Renato Galvão, the winner of the 2004 Boardmasters, was also knocked out, losing to Hawaiian Dustin Cuizon who bagged one of the highest heat totals of the contest with a 16.43.




By early evening on Thursday rain had swept in on Fistral’s high tide, creating smoother waves and providing a platform for one of the best moves of the Boardmasters. Australian Yadin Nichol won his heat with a score of 17 out of the possible 20, with one wave rated a superb 9.17 thanks to a huge ‘air’ pulled off by Nichol. An ‘air’ or ‘aerial’ occurs when a surfer propels the board up and beyond the lip of the wave. It is a manouerve that owes much to both skateboarding and windsurfing, and one which accomplished surfers now routinely execute so that they turn self and board in mid-air, to come back down on to the wave where they continue surfing. At last, conditions allowed surfers to impress those of the crowd not deterred by the rain; it was unfortunate, however, that by then there were no British entrants–even of the Australian variety–left.




Plenty of uninitiated Brits were, however, taking to the water. The restaurant and shopping complex on Fistral beach is also the home of the British Surfing Association, designated by the Sports Council as the governing body for surfing in Britain. The BSA’s head director at Fistral is forty-year old Barrie Hall, a man born in Wales who started surfing when he was six. Hall grew up in Plymouth, and had his first surfboard when he was ten. During the Boardmasters he was a very busy man, as, indeed, is the case from April to the end of October. ‘We’re solidly booked just about every day,’ he said. ‘Everyone wants to learn to surf.’ The BSA employs four full-time staff but takes on between six and eight instructors during the summer. One, Nick ‘The Disco Kid’ Tiscoe, entered the Boardmasters only to be knocked out by Alan Stokes. Tiscoe and his colleagues appeared a relaxed crew, fit, healthy-looking and patient with the scores of people wandering up to the BSA office to book surfing lessons. But for all their evident surfing cool, the BSA’s instructors have paid their dues to get where they are.




‘We run a Surfing Coach Accreditation Scheme aimed at ensuring the public are properly looked after by instructors,’ explains Hall, in the midst of taking seemingly innumerable bookings from beginners of all ages, shapes and sizes. ‘There are four levels of BSA surf coach, and each one costs £225. A level one coach, for example, is a competent surfer who can teach beginners through to intermediate surfers. It’s the bread and butter qualification for basic teaching, and is the minimum requirement of surf club coaches, teachers and anyone else who wants to teach surfing as a BSA-accredited coach. At the other end of the scale there is the level four award, which is for people into the advanced theory and practice of surf coaching–national team coaches, or coaches running advanced workshops.’ At every level, aspirant BSA coaches must also hold an acceptable beach life-saving award, which, in practice, means taking one of the six-day courses (at a cost of a further £200) run by the Royal Life Saving Society or the Surf Life Saving Association. These courses require nothing less than excellent physical fitness. The whole kaboodle–from levels one to four (and beyond–the BSA also enables surf coaches to progress to trainer and assessor standard) is, according to Hall, one of the best surf coaching programmes around. ‘The UK system rivals that of the Aussies,’ says Hall, adding that the BSA’s methodology is so well-respected that he was invited to South Africa to help develop a similar infrastructure there.




Hall moved to Newquay when he was 18, with the express intention of surfing as much as possible. He is a warm, mellow character, whose late-teen ambition has been amply fulfilled in a life that has seen surf trips to classic surfing locations such as Indonesia (‘at least fifteen times’), California, Sri Lanka and South Africa, as well as destinations closer to home that are just as good, on their day, as their more famous cousins. ‘I’ve done plenty of Euro road trips, to France, Spain and Portugal, and have surfed the Canaries and Morocco.’ Hall’s tanned face lights up as he recalls surfing in the Canaries. ‘The place is awesome, just awesome,’ he says, gazing as if at a tall, treasure-laden ship on the horizon that only he can see. Now he has settled down, marrying Mandy in Sri Lanka in 2003, with whom he has a young daughter. He still surfs almost every day, though, like many Newquay surfers, is often deterred by the endless crowds and so tends to surf other breaks than those of his home town. The BSA surf school closes at the end of October, leaving Hall with admin and paperwork until Christmas. ‘It’s good to ease off and take time out during the winter,’ he says, adding that he will take off on a surf trip in the New Year. ‘Somewhere warm,’ he says.




Outside the BSA’s office the Boardmasters hummed along. Surfers came and went, popping in to see Barrie and his colleagues at the BSA: National Director Karen Walton, Steve Berriman (membership and marketing) and Jo Hillman (coaching). Even those who had been knocked out retained an impressive equanimity, chatting amiably to the BSA staff and appearing considerably less competitive than many professional athletes, to the point where they even seemed pleased for their opponents’ success. Certainly one of the most appealingly laid-back was Robyn Davies, a surfer I had heard a lot about but never met.




‘Bad luck,’ I said, having been introduced to her by Karen.




‘One of those things,’ she said breezily, smiling as if, in fact, she was through to the next round. I explained what my book was about and asked if we could meet up for a longer conversation. ‘Sounds great!’ said Robyn, again smiling with such openness that it was impossible to believe that she had ever said a bad word about anyone. ‘Call me when you’re down here again.’ With that, Robyn was gone, but fortunately Karen gave me her email address. ‘Good luck with her!’ she said, with a wry smile the meaning of which was wholly lost on me.




On Saturday morning, once the cleaners had cleared the beach of the debris left overnight by the free-lifestyle enthusiasts, the women’s heats got underway. Watching the women trying to find rideable waves–and doing so–it occurred to me that for all that the conditions offered nothing by way of a spectacle, it was a tribute to the ability of those in the water that they were actually up and riding at all. Many people who call themselves surfers would not have been able even to begin to find a wave to surf, let alone to pump and shimmy their boards along the minuscule faces, throwing in turns and manouevres that did not seem feasible.




Again, though, the contrast between the action in the sea and that in the trade village was marked. Scores of people continued to spend hundreds of pounds, and on the vert ramp professional skaters such as Renton Miller, Jocke Olsson, Vans winner Terence Bougdour and the UK’s Pete King (not to mention eleven-year-old Newlyn ripper Sam Bosworth) were, as the saying in skateboarding goes, tearing it up. They put on a breathtaking display that saw passers-by stopping for much longer than a swift minute or two and skate fans whooping with delight. Or, as the Rip Curl website had it: ‘To huge applause and cheers the riders produced death-defying tricks as they killed the ramp as they had never done before. Going ballistic and giving frightening combinations the crowds went mental as the riders showed no mercy.’ No doubt many of the skaters’ tricks–frontside tailslides, inverts, airs to fakie, half-cabs and fakie ollies–were even more mysterious than what the surfers were doing. But the difference lay in the immutable visibility of the vert ramp: it was simply there, at the end of the car park with all its free-lifestyle stalls, offering a stable, tangible arena for the art of skateboarding and drawing everyone in–so much so that I wondered if the organizers would be better off hosting a Rip Curl Skatemasters with surfing as the sideshow. But no, this will never happen. For all that the sight of Jocke Olsson winning the highest air award with extraordinary flights above the coping (the metal lip of the ramp) was mesmerizing, surfing is where the money is.




 




Sunday, finals day, dawned much as the Boardmasters had begun. A large crowd sat or stood shoulder to shoulder on the beach under a clear, sunny sky. A small blond boy of about seven ignored everything around him as he wandered the beach with a fishing net, wearing blue jeans and a green T-shirt sporting the words ‘California Surfer 56’. Another, slightly older and tanned boy wore a bleached blond Mohican cut that suggested his parents were definitely not of middle England. The smell of marijuana wafted along the beach, blending oddly with the equally pungent aroma of Cornish pasties; girls of fourteen threw a tennis ball back and forth; small children and their parents built sandcastles; a dreadlocked dude waved poi-poi flags; a group of Manchester males played beach football, and Anton gave a plug to Surfers Against Sewage, or SAS, the environmental pressure group based in nearby St Agnes. Rip Curl, Nokia and Fosters banners fluttered everywhere along the beach, and beginners ventured forth either in BSA-led groups or on ‘foamies’ (10 ft sponge boards ideal for learning) hired for £8.00 a day from the surf-hire centre at the southern end of the restaurant and shopping complex. A text message popped up on the video screen, courtesy of ‘Shaz and Allen from Exeter–the second sexiest city in the UK’. Presumably they rated Newquay, surf city itself, as the sexiest, but not, regrettably, because of its waves. Once again the Rip Curl Boardmasters was cursed by poor surf or, as British surfing magazine writer Tim Nunn put it in Wavelength magazine: ‘Sunday, finals day, and I’ve had enough. It dribbled on in sunshine.’




Sadly, Nunn’s exasperation–outlined in an entertaining account of the Boardmasters in the longest-running surfing magazine in the UK–was well-founded. As he said, opting not to pull his punches in describing Saturday’s action but to deliver them as hard as he could: ‘The surf is piss weak, the first few heats go down. It’s dull. I’m over it. I realize that it doesn’t matter how many sideshows and branded stands and beer tents you whack on the beach, if the surfing isn’t in exciting conditions it is very boring to watch.’ And he adds: ‘It also doesn’t help British surfing that all but four of Britain’s entries got knocked out on the first day dribble fest, hardly giving them a chance to compete against the best in the world to improve.’




The best of the Rip Curl Boardmasters 2005 turned out to be, among the women, Silvana Lina of Brazil and, of the men, South African Antonio Bortoletto. The women’s final, whose title sponsor was Nokia, was held on a low tide bank and proved to be a one-sided affair. Lina’s adversary, Australian Serena Brooke, was unable to find much by way of decent surf and her poor score reflected this. In contrast, Lina surfed admirably though not quite so as to ‘destroy everything in sight’, as Rip Curl’s website had it. There simply wasn’t that much to destroy, but Lina was magnanimous in her victory: ‘I am very happy to be in England,’ she said. ‘I want to congratulate Serena and thank everyone.’ The organizers rattled through both the men’s and the women’s heats and before long the men’s semi-finals were underway, the first pitting Australian Beau Mitchell–ranked 165th on the WQS before the Boardmasters–against Bortoletto. The waves remained lacklustre but the Durban-based surfer took the heat, leaving fellow South African David Weare to battle it out against highly regarded Brazilian surfer Yuri Sodre. Weare prevailed and, surfing in a white identifying vest as opposed to his compatriot’s red, appeared to have wrapped up the final, too. He paddled into waves right in front of Bortoletto to score a creditable 7.0 and 7.27, which, with just ten minutes to go and given the parlous state of the surf, looked to have done the trick. However, even small surf can generate drama, and so it proved when Bortoletto found two waves good enough for him to score a remarkable 9.0 and 8.0. With seconds to go Bortoletto caught a small wave, heard the commentators counting down to the end of the final and knew he’d done enough. Jubilantly, just before his ride came to an end, he raised both arms to the air. Previously ranked 105th, his win saw Bortoletto shoot up to 50th on the WQS and gain invaluable points in his quest to secure a place on the ASP Tour. No wonder he looked happy, taking the applause of the thousands on the beach and a cheque for $12,000. Weare walked away with a cheque for $6,000, while the two leading women took home $4,000 and $2,000 respectively.




Back in the trade village, money continued to circulate, sans demarcation by gender. A teenager bought a T-shirt with the words ‘Better a bad day in the water than a good day at school’, and immediately donned it over his bare upper body. It was sunny and warm, so perhaps he was heeding Anton’s oft-repeated advice to avoid the sun rays, either by covering up or by a bit of ‘slip-slop-slap–especially if you’re ginger, because you guys burn more’. Women bought flip-flops, necklaces and crop-tops, men eyed the surf gear and everywhere logos shone in the Sunday sunshine. Trade was brisk despite the hangovers being nursed from the refreshment consumed either at Judge Jules’s live performance the previous evening in the Fosters’ beer tent, or at Watergate Bay, where half-British, half-Swedish chart-toppers Razorlight–the majority of whose songs chronicle a romantically seedy, booze-fuelled London life–had done their thing, supported among others by Easy Kill, a local band who, save for their lead singer Kyle (who is learning), all surf. One stall was doing especially well–that for Footprint’s Surfing Britain, a guide written by Chris Nelson and Demi Taylor. I’d always relied on the Stormrider guides, together with a supplement produced by Carve magazine at least a decade ago. I flicked through the Footprint book and, like hundreds of others at the Boardmasters who were curious about surfing or actively planning to surf our best breaks or just plain wannabes, bought a copy. Meanwhile, I heard that Caroline Steel from Leeds had bagged the Nuts Boardmasters Bikini Babe 2005 title.




In the distance, Newquay’s Headland Hotel looked down on the seething mass of people. Its Victorian architects could never have imagined how Fistral beach would look in the early twenty-first century. As I made my way towards Headland Road, I caught sight of a stall I hadn’t previously noticed. Perhaps it was its dark green canvas, a little understated compared with the other marketers and their temporary homes, or maybe it was because it was squashed to the side of an outlet for Yamaha jet skis, a form of watercraft with which the majority of surfers have, at best, an undecided relationship. Tucked just inside this modest stall stood a surfboard and on a fold-away chair next to a table sat a lean, weather-beaten man in his early forties. His name was Chris Hines, and he was at Newquay to promote the Eden Project’s ‘Eco Board’, which, if Hines had his way, would become the world’s first commercially produced wholly biodegradable surfboard. I knew of Hines through friends–he was a Porthtowan-based surfer, a founder member of Surfers Against Sewage and known for his radical environmentalism. We spoke briefly, and agreed to catch up again on my travels. Before I went, I asked him what he made of the Boardmasters.




‘What do you mean?’




‘Is it a true reflection of British surfing?’




Hines smiled. He looked at the jet skis, and the people milling everywhere, and gestured towards Fistral beach.




‘This place is incredible. On its day Fistral is one of the best beachbreaks in Europe, and this event is massive. I mean, look at the people. Twenty years ago you’d have been certified if you’d said over a hundred thousand people would come along to a UK surfing event. It’s amazing. But is it surfing? Is it British surfing?’




A fast-talking, intense man, Hines paused. He reached over to his cherished Eco Board and tapped one of its rails, then looked towards the sea, almost wholly obscured by the throng of people.




‘Is this British surfing?’ Hines shook his head. ‘I don’t know. I just don’t know.’




It was as if he’d had the answer, only to see it slip away, like a wave that promises to rise into rideable form only to bulge harmlessly towards the shore.
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