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  PREFACE BY JOHN LONG





  What a blast working on this project with my friend Sam George. Our office was Rockreation, the local climbing gym in West LA. We’d “take a meeting” there every week or so, talk about the book for five minutes, and spend the rest of the time climbing and recounting to each other the most remote adventure stories, which we grew up on and continue to read incessantly. We both are prodigious talkers and could never get a word in edgewise. But we climbed a lot of plastic. I’m not sure how this book ever got done, considering all the other projects we had going concurrently. For most of this past year, The Big Juice stretched before me like a gracious bridge over the gray ditch of my other assignments. The Big Juice was never work, rather a passion.




  Per the stories, we’ve tried to stay close to first-person accounts with people who were physically there, embedded “in the pit,” so the writing is rooted in the iconic moments or taken from direct contact with the key players. But there is much more to the big wave milieu than just monster surf and survival stories. So we’ve sprinkled in some arcana and anecdotes that evoke the mood and atmosphere of the big wave continuum, including the equipment—as sacred as an Indian’s wampum—a few personalities for the ages, and the spirit and vibe of the whole shebang. Many are enchanted by the big juice but not the two-wave hold-downs. For those, we offer this volume.




  Yet, even here we run the risk of misrepresenting the basic allure and betting against the mystery of the sea. Big wave surfing has become increasingly popular in the last decade, but it’s nothing new, and something lasts, an enchanted slipstream you can feel reaching through these stories and through the fissures of time. To the bold and the restless, the ocean has called forever. Few have said it better than Algernon Charles Swinburne:




  I will go back to the great sweet mother,


  Mother and lover of men, the sea.


  I will go down to her, I and none other,


  Close with her, kiss her and mix her with me;


  Cling to her, strive with her, hold her fast;


  O fair white mother, in days long past


  Born without sister, born without brother,


  Set free my soul as thy soul is free.
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  A massive Jaws left—like trying to outrun chain lightning. Sebastian Steudner (above) and Yuri Soledade (below)




  PHOTO © ERIKAEDER.COM




  INTRODUCTION BY SAM GEORGE





  Shane Dorian sat high on a hill overlooking the harbor at Half Moon Bay, California. It was a late afternoon in February, the end of an unseasonably warm day along the northern California coast. Scattered around the inner harbor, behind the protective arm of the Princeton Jetties, both the commercial fishing fleet and the private yachts nestled against the quay, snug and satisfied.




  But not Shane Dorian.




  Sitting on the back deck of a friend’s hillside home, Shane gazed out on the far side of the black stone jetty to wild, open ocean, out past the jagged black sea stacks, toward the lineup of the surf break known as “Mavericks.” It was hard to imagine that within a few hours on this calm, glassy afternoon, this same lineup, so benign and indefinable from this vantage, would transform itself into a battlefield, churning under the assault of a titanic north-northwest swell and breaking waves in the 50- to 60-foot range, monster waves, some twelve hours out yet but descending relentlessly on the bay, predators from the deep.




  Dorian knows what’s coming, just as he knows what’s required of him when the waves come marching in. So he sits there, scraping wax onto the deck of the brand-new 9’8” big wave gun laid across his lap, trying not to look at the Mavericks’ lineup, trying not to think about the first time he surfed the place—the very last time he surfed the place—when he came within a half-breath of drowning.




  Dorian recounts his epic story in full on page 1. But sitting there just then, counting down the minutes to the winter’s first danger swell, Shane was speaking about anything but that episode, so I did most all the talking. I’d known Shane since he was a fourteen-year-old grommet competing in his first professional event, and even then, as now, his steely aplomb was evident; it was hard not to envy him for it.
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  Shane Dorian’s mind-bending Teahupoo barrel, 2009
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  Shane enjoys one of surfing’s most enviable careers, transitioning from hot up-and-comer to top-ranked pro to fabulously sponsored free-surfer to big wave hellman with hardly a ripple in his gunslinger’s cool. The outrageous wave in Tahiti that won Dorian the 2008 Billabong XXL Ride of the Year award epitomizes surfing’s right stuff. When, after recovering through a series of near-disasters on a 30-foot Teahupoo widowmaker, he was blown out of the humongous barrel upside down—totally cool and seemingly in control even when wiping out.




  I’ve had my own surfing career, a path that sometimes crossed Shane’s in various oceans. But watching him quietly preparing for the next day’s adventures, I told Shane that if I regretted anything about my surfer’s life, it was the big waves I hadn’t ridden and that as someone sitting on the shoulder of big wave surfing, both literally and figuratively, I wished I had on occasion pushed myself into the heavy water alongside the Shane Dorians of the world.




  “No, you don’t, Sam,” he said, looking out again toward Mavericks like an infantryman on the eve of battle. “You enjoy your surfing. You always have. This . . .”




  Shane looked down at the board on his lap, regarding its curves, pointed nose, and stiletto tail—it really did look like a weapon. “This is an obsession. And I’m really not sure how healthy it is in the long run.”




  If anyone has earned the right to make that statement, it’s Dorian. And yet he’s hardly the first.
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  Big wave surfing has always represented the obsessive nature of top-end adventure sports, though of the millions who surf worldwide, only a handful ever ride big waves, at relatively few spots across the globe, and only then on relatively rare occasions. Compared with the legions of surfers whose commitment requires daily surf regardless of conditions, work and school schedules, or relationship status, big wave riding is a tiny aspect of the surfing experience. Yet, it looms huge in the surfing world’s collective imagination, establishing the distal end of the scale of what we, as surfers, believe is possible, a benchmark against which, despite our relative comfort “on the shoulder of the big wave,” we constantly measure ourselves. And it absolutely dominates the civilian (read: the general nonsurfing public) perception of the sport. What casual observer knows the current pro circuit ratings, let alone that on a 2-foot wave some Santa Cruz surfer finally pulled off the sport’s first successful kick-flip? No, when it comes to representing the height of surfing action, it’s always been big waves.




  “The higher the sea and larger the waves, the better the sport,” wrote William Ellis, a clear-eyed Calvinist missionary who, upon his visit to the Hawaiian Islands in the late 1820s, was impressed by the water skills of local surfers.




  “Sometimes they chose a place where the deep water reaches the beach, but generally prefer a part where the rocks are 10 or 20 feet under water and extend to a distance from shore, as the surf breaks more violently over these.”




  Even the ancient Polynesians gravitated toward big waves, no doubt intoning their surf chants as a modern deep-water hunter would check his surf-forecasting website.




  Ku’ mai, ku mai, ka nalu


  Mai Kahiki mai


  Alo poi pu ku mai ka po huehue


  Hu kaipo o loa.




  (Arise, ye great surfs from Kahiki


  The powerful curling waves,


  Arise with pohue hue


  Well up, long ranging surf.)




  There is even evidence of history’s first big wave surfer. Researching a pair of antique Hawaiian koa wood surfboards abandoned at Honolulu’s Bishop Museum in the early 1930s, surfing innovator Tom Blake discovered that they belonged to Chief Abner Paki, who once ruled over a fiefdom in Makaha, a wave-swept shore on the west side of the island of Oahu. Blake, adding to a number of firsts that included designing a lightweight hollow board, putting a fin on a surfboard, and inventing the waterproof camera housing, penned Hawaiian Surfboard in 1935, the first serious examination of the sport, in which he described Paki and his passion:




  “It is said that Paki would not go out surf-riding unless it was too stormy for anyone else to go out,” wrote Blake. “His reputation of going out only in big surf is a natural thing when a man gets beyond his youth. Today it takes big waves to get the old-timers out on their boards.”




  It wasn’t too long after Blake’s book came out that a new wave of surfers began getting out there when it was too stormy for all others, and the history of Hawaiian big wave riding has been well and often chronicled: the development of the narrow-tailed hot curl in the 1940s, the first serious “bigger wave” board, and the modern exploration of ancient blue-water breaks like Makaha Point Surf by Island pioneers Wally Froiseth, John Kelly, and George Downing, to mention a few, and later the first crew of California adventurers like Pete Peterson, Whitey Harrison, Wally Hoffman, and Buzzy Trent. (For a detailed account of the discovery of Oahu’s North Shore and its subsequent status as big wave surfing’s mecca, see “Harsh Realm” on page 183.) A question largely unanswered, however, is why it took surfers so long to look beyond Hawaii in their search for big waves. It was as if the scale of the waves being ridden in the Islands during the late 1950s and early 1960s was so outrageous, the prospect so daunting, that perhaps the surfing world was silently grateful that huge surf existed nowhere else. Consider this narration from the most influential surf film of all time, in which filmmaker Bruce Brown, justifying 1965’s Endless Summer eureka moment of discovering 3- to 4-foot Cape St. Francis peelers, emphatically stated:




  “No one goes looking for a really big wave. If you found one you’d never ride it—it would be much too dangerous.”




  This from a film that introduced the surfing and nonsurfing worlds to the enchanting concept of Planet Surf, albeit with small waves everywhere but Hawaii.




  [image: Tiny board on a giant wave. Dan Moore taking his 2005 Billabong XXL Global Big Wave award-winning ride at Peahi. PHOTO © ROBERT BROWN]




  For almost half a century the surf world’s general perception limited big wave riding to an 8-mile stretch along the northern shore of Oahu, even when surfers saw swells rising elsewhere with their own eyes. A 1972 issue of Surfer magazine, for example, featured the first photos of giant Mexican beachbreak at Petacalco, one particularly fearsome shot running with the caption “15 to 18 and it ain’t Hawaii,” the editor’s disbelief impossible to hide. Fourteen years would pass before the big wave paradigm shifted forever.




  In 1986 Surfing magazine ran a cover story featuring two-time world champion Tom Curren, along with future big wave hero Mike Parsons, riding a massive winter peak on Isla Todos Santos, a remote and barren islet off the coast of Baja California. Known as “Killers,” this thick, powerful right-hander had previously been ridden only during moderate summer and autumn swells, and never mind the big winter days like this one. Working with then-fledgling surf forecaster Sean Collins, the Surfing team anticipated double-overhead surf during one particularly strong, long-interval, northwest swell. But when the Ensenada fishing pangas delivered the surfers and photographers into Killers’ lineup, even the world champ knew at once he was seriously undergunned. The photos that ran—including the Curren cover shot—detonated like a bomb, blasting away the idea that “20 foot” could mean only Hawaii.




  “We couldn’t believe our eyes,” said hellman Mike Parsons, whose longtime association with the break later earned him the moniker “Todos Parsons.” “Waves as big as Sunset Beach right here in our own back yard. But we had to call it ‘18 feet.’ We just couldn’t say ‘20,’ not here on the West Coast.”




  Whatever you called them, the winter waves at Killers were huge, and over the next few seasons it was discovered that those big, big days occurred more frequently than at most of the time-honored Hawaiian breaks. Todos Santos became the first new, truly legitimate big wave arena outside of the North Shore, and, as if suddenly realizing that their world was not flat, surfers all over the globe began considering the possibilities.
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  Fearless Mark Healey, backside in the peak at Waimea Bay
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  Of course, nobody then knew that a quiet, intense young goofy foot from Half Moon Bay, California, was riding four-story waves, all by himself, and had been since 1975. Jeff Clark tried for years to convince his friends that the ferocious peak jacking up off the Pillar Point headland was a world-class big wave, and for over fifteen years, Mavericks’ waves were giant redwood trees falling in the forest that only Clark could hear. That finally changed in 1992, when Clark finally talked Santa Cruz big wave stars Tom Powers, Dave and Richard Schmidt, and Vince Collier into making the short drive up the coast to his private, cold-water Waimea. Surfer magazine’s cover story soon followed. The concept introduced six years earlier at Killers on Todos Santos now gained widespread credence: This wasn’t just Planet Surf, it was Planet Big Surf.
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  Caught inside—a dilemma with consequences at Isla Todos Santos, Mexico
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  During that same year, a third, epoch-bending big wave innovation occurred: the advent of tow-in surfing. On the seminal first day in ’92 when Laird Hamilton, Derrick Doerner, and Buzzy Kerbox took Kerbox’s inflatable Zodiac out into a huge swell at Backyard Sunset Beach and towed each other into 20-foot swells at the end of a ski rope, the big wave world’s axis shifted. By the next winter Laird and crew had swapped out the cumbersome Zodiac for a jet ski and moved their operation to nearby Maui, where they drafted the jet assist to campaign a colossal peak called “Peahi,” whipping each other into what previously was considered the “unridden realm.” During each successive Peahi swell (known to most haoles as “Jaws”) and each remarkable ride, surfing’s arcane wave scale was recalibrated once and for all. Not so many years before, Mike Parsons simply could not say the words “twenty foot.” Now 40-, 50-, and even 60-foot waves were being ridden. And not just ridden, but ripped apart as on their tiny, foot-strapped sleds tow-surfers proved they didn’t need big surfboards to ride big waves, only to catch them. Freed from the need to paddle barehanded, this new full-throttle generation of big wave riders applied small-wave, short-board maneuvers to jumbo surf, resulting in the greatest quantum leap in performance the surfing world had ever seen.




  This movement was epitomized in a single ride. Up until 2002, towing in was generally reserved for massive, expansive, deep-water breaks like Jaws and Mavericks, waves traditionally considered too big to paddle into by hand. That summer, however, Laird Hamilton shipped his skis and tow boards across the Pacific to Tahiti, chasing a powerful southern swell to the coral reef pass known as “Teahupoo” (pronounced te-a-hu-po-oh). This violently abrupt, cylindrical left tube had already gained a reputation as one of the heaviest waves in any ocean; nobody yet dared towing this shallow-water meat-grinder. Just as nobody—not even Hamilton himself—was prepared for what happened when, during a supersized set, Laird dropped the rope and whipped into a wave so thick, so hollow, and so treacherous as to be impossible to ride. But ride Laird did, spontaneously improvising technique as he shot through the seething vortex, powering through one unbelievable section after the next. It literally was like nothing any surfer had ever seen, which explains why after successfully negotiating this horizontal hurricane, Hamilton burst into tears. And when the first image of what later became known as the “Millennium Wave” appeared on the cover of Surfer magazine, it was accompanied by three simple words: “Oh my God!”




  This one wave did more to change the game of big wave riding than anything in the past forty years. Before, danger-wave performance was reserved for either hollow-wave tubes or megasurf. By merging these two genres, Laird’s Tahitian titan redefined rideable. Almost before the ink dried on the Surfer cover, motivated surfers set their sights on those scary cloud break waves and gnashing “slabs” that had previously been no-man’s-land. More importantly, they now had the vehicle to explore this terrain, the jet ski providing unprecedented mobility and access to a brand-new world of big waves.
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  Scouring the globe for the spawn of massive oceanic low-pressure systems, bold watermen scoured the coastlines of Australia, Tasmania, South Africa, South America, Ireland, France—even international waters—and it seemed that everywhere they looked there were epic new big waves in waiting. Imagine if the mountaineering world had only now discovered the Himalayas. In terms of surfing history, nothing has so characterized the first dozen years of the new century as the proliferation of global big wave riding—and on a sliding scale that goes only up. This includes a trend within the trend, as many of the sport’s top heavy-water masters have dropped the tow rope and returned to tackling 50- and 60-foot waves “by fair means,” with nothing but bare hands, brawn, and balls (with all due respect to the rising swell of talented female big wave riders), paddling themselves over the edge on their long big wave guns.




  This elemental challenge of man against the sea defines the essence of big wave riding and has since Chief Abner Paki stroked out past his peers to take on alone his island’s “long-ranging surf.” Generated by tremendous low-pressure systems, huge groundswells sweep across trackless seas, growing in power and mass as they silently roll toward waiting reefs, islands, and continents. When these swells meet the shore the result ranks with the most massive energy exchanges on Earth. Throughout the ages storm swells have swept away armadas, destroyed cities, taken back measureless tracts over which man had for centuries claimed dominion. If, as the great writer of the sea Herman Melville maintained, the sea is a mirror in which all men see themselves, then those both watching and riding 30-foot swells are bound to feel insignificant. The question becomes: How can they do that?




  To deliberately place oneself in a maelstrom seems reckless, yet big wave riders rush to the raging lineup as if to a tryst. Danger is not entirely subjective, however, and statistics insist that big wave riding is actually quite safe. In modern surf history only three experienced big wave surfers have died in action: big wave star Mark Foo, who drowned at Mavericks in 1994, Todd Chesser, a fearless young pro who died in huge outer-reef surf in Hawaii in 1997, and Sion Milosky, an experienced charger from Oahu who in March 2011 became Mavericks’ second drowning victim. Three deaths in over fifty years of giant waves, heavy closeout sets, and gnarly wipeouts are an almost insignificant figure compared with the staggering losses in other high-risk adventure sports like high-altitude and alpine-style mountaineering, free-solo rock climbing, BASE jumping, and extreme skiing. But what big wave riding lacks in staggering body counts it more than makes up for in terror.
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  The Everest mountaineer or solo climber squares off with the high lonesome, while the BASE jumper or extreme skier battles gravity. Extremely high risk—yes. But the mountain does not move, and in many cases the route can be studied, rehearsed, and tackled in stages. For the big wave rider, the medium is a monster not merely moving but pursuing: the hunter becomes the hunted, the snarling, roaring waves are imbued with a deliberate intent to do harm. Big wave jargon tells the story clearly. Surfers get “caught inside” for a brutal “wipeout,” the surfboard “tombstoning” at the surface in the “impact zone” while the rider thrashes far below, trapped in a horrifying “two-wave hold-down.” For climbers or skiers, infrequently swept off their feet by an avalanche, the fear tells them they just might perish. But from the very first moment surfers are driven underwater by a breaking wave, they begin to die. Suddenly and violently plunged three atmospheres deep, then four, then five, breath smashed out of the lungs by the impact, they’re driven as by a giant’s fist, slammed down into the darkness. Equilibrium is stripped away; the pressure builds in their ears, behind their eyes as a red-hot coal fans to flame inside their chest, and they’d scream if they could, “Not yet! Not yet!” Tumbled, buffeted, ragdolling through a breathless whirlwind, no control of arms or legs, nothing but a brain and a pair of lungs. Every second feels like a minute now, their body betraying their mind, suddenly demanding what it once took for granted, threatening to take control if not appeased, prying open the clenched jaw to let the sea flow in; the roar of the wave exploding overhead, the howling of the storm, whispering into their ear, “The clock is ticking . . . count the seconds . . . maybe this time . . .”
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  South African Grant “Twiggy” Baker center-punches Mavericks, in Northern California.
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  Maybe this time they won’t come up. Like Mark Foo didn’t. Like Todd Chesser didn’t. Like Sion Milosky didn’t, even though he was surfing a crowded day at Mavericks wearing a flotation vest and a surfboard leash. Caught in the chaos beneath a monster wave, cut off from life-sustaining oxygen, Sion must’ve heard that voice, except at one point, right before that last, desperate moment, it was probably his own, wondering, “Will I be next?” Helpless to do anything but hug to his burning chest the belief that he would eventually come up . . . any second now.




  It is not the danger, but rather this terror that keeps the vast majority of surfers from riding big waves. The big wave surfer moves toward these moments of lifelessness, accepts them, in some cases becomes comfortable with them. Big wave riders willingly risk each little death for the intense sensation of living found at the bottom of each elevator drop, in every cavernous tube, in every no-exit hold-down.




  Just ask Shane Dorian. At thirty-eight no longer a brash young Turk. Bountiful income, solid stock portfolio, beautiful home, lovely wife, two bright and loving kids . . . and here he sits on a hill above Mavericks with his gun slung across his lap, looking out across Half Moon Bay’s harbor toward the flat blue plane, considering the wave that almost took it all away forever, and the tightrope strung between satisfaction and desire.




  “I’m not sure if this kind of obsession is healthy in the long run,” he tells me. “And I just don’t mean physically.”




  Shane rubs a few more ounces of wax onto the board, his eyes still fixed on the unbroken horizon.




  “But I’m out there,” he says.




  [image: James Hollmer-Cross exploring the offshore wilds of Tasmania PHOTO © TONY HARRINGTON]




  BIG WAVE TIMELINE




  1935





  Tom Blake, doing research in Honolulu’s Bishop Museum, discovers that the last remaining redwood olo surfboard in existence belonged to Chief Abner Paki, reportedly a nineteenth-century big wave rider from Makaha.




  1936





  Honolulu surfers Fran Heath, Wally Froiseth, and John Kelly collaborate to produce the first surfboard designed specifically for bigger waves. They call their narrow-tailed, deep-V creation the “hot curl.”




  1937





  The Waikiki “hot curl” crew begins riding winter surf at Makaha, establishing the right reef/point break on Oahu’s West Side as the epicenter of big wave riding development.




  1937





  Northern California’s “Steamer Lane,” a booming right reef/point in Santa Cruz, is first surfed.




  1943





  Trapped outside by a rapidly building swell at Sunset Beach on Oahu’s North Shore, surfers Woody Brown and Dickie Cross attempt to paddle 6 miles down the coast to the ordinarily calm waters of Waimea Bay. Caught by a huge set that closes out the bay, Brown washes to shore naked. Cross is never seen again.




  1951





  George Downing, a surfing prodigy from Waikiki, shapes the first modern big wave board, a 10-foot balsawood pintail complete with raked fin. Thus armed, Downing establishes himself as the sport’s premier big wave rider.
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  Pete Cabrinha on one of the biggest waves ever ridden—70-plus at Jaws—good for a 2004 Billabong XXL Global Big Wave Awards check and a Guinness Book world record
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  1952





  A front-page Associated Press photo of Woody Brown, George Downing, and Buzzy Trent sliding across a 15-foot Makaha wall lands on America’s doorstep, triggering an almost immediate migration of intrepid California surfers to Hawaii.




  1955





  Surfers Downing and Froiseth and California transplants including Flippy Hoffman, Buzzy Trent, Peter Cole, Rick Grigg, and Greg Noll begin regularly riding the big waves on Oahu’s North Shore.




  1956





  Waimea Bay is successfully ridden for the first time in modern times. Its summit team included Greg Noll, Mike Stang, Mickey Munoz, Bob Bermel, Bing Copeland, and Pat Curren.




  1961





  The hollow left-breaking North Shore tube later known as the “Banzai Pipeline” is first board-surfed by Californian Phil Edwards.




  1962





  Greg Noll and Mike Stang ride an 18- to 20-foot winter day at Palos Verdes’s Lunada Bay, a hint at the potential of West Coast big wave riding that would not gain traction for another twenty-five years.




  1963





  Noll and Stang again make North Shore history by riding the seldom-breaking, deep-water cloud break known as “Third Reef Pipeline.”




  1964





  American International Pictures releases Ride the Wild Surf, a full-length Hollywood feature set in Hawaii’s big wave surfing scene. California hot-dogger Miki Dora doubles for star Fabian, Greg Noll for his nemesis “Eskimo Dobbs.”




  1965





  The Duke Kahanamoku Invitational, the sport’s first big wave competition, is held at Sunset Beach. It’s won by sixteen-year-old Jeff Hakman.




  1967





  A massive winter swell hits Waimea Bay, creating what were then considered the biggest waves ever surfed. Filmed by a score of surf filmmakers, this day seals Waimea’s reputation as surfing’s ultimate challenge.




  1969





  The biggest North Pacific swell ever recorded (even to this day) rocks the coasts of California and Hawaii. Santa Barbara’s Rincon is ridden at 20 feet. In Hawaii Greg Noll, alone in the lineup at Makaha Point Surf, drops into surfing immortality when he takes off and survives on the biggest wave thus far attempted, an estimated 55-foot closeout.




  1972





  Surfer magazine runs a travel article featuring Craig Peterson photos of huge, 15- to 18-foot tubes breaking along the coast of mainland Mexico. Although the break is left unidentified (it’s later revealed to be called “Petacalco”), it inspires a few hardy West and East Coast surfers to begin ordering 9-foot guns.




  1974





  The Smirnoff Pro-Am, then the most prestigious competitive event on the North Shore, goes off in giant Waimea Bay surf. In the biggest waves ever seen for a contest, Hawaii’s Reno Abellira just barely edges out Jeff Hakman for the $5,000 first-place check.




  1975





  Sixteen-year-old Jeff Clark, a surfer from Half Moon Bay, California, begins regularly riding a break outside the town’s harbor jetty. Named after a fishing captain’s dog, the spot is called “Mavericks.”




  1977





  North Shore standout James “Booby” Jones methodically attempts to ride the massive tube at Waimea Bay. His first completed ride, caught by photographer Dan Merkel, would be a feat that would not be repeated for another thirteen years.




  1978





  Big wave ace and pioneering North Shore lifeguard Eddie Aikau dies while attempting to rescue fellow crew members of the Polynesian voyaging canoe Hokulea, which foundered off the coast of Molokai. Neither Aikau’s body nor his board was ever recovered.




  1983





  With the sport’s focus shifting to exotic travel and the burgeoning pro tour, big wave riding takes a back seat. Surfer magazine addresses this issue with a major cover story entitled “Whatever Happened to Big Wave Riding?” The sport would find out soon enough.




  1984





  The Billabong Pro, ordinarily held at Sunset Beach, is moved to maxed-out Waimea Bay during a supersized swell. While a number of top-ranked pros refuse to even paddle out, the event is won by four-time world champion Mark Richards of Hawaii, ironically better known for his development of the small-wave, twin-fin design.




  1984





  The wave known as “Dungeons,” a four- to five-story peak located off South Africa’s Cape of Good Hope, is surfed for the first time.




  1985





  The Quiksilver in Memory of Eddie Aikau Memorial contest is held at Waimea Bay for the first time. Perhaps appropriately it’s won by Clyde Aikau riding one of this deceased older brother’s surfboards.




  1986





  Surfing magazine runs its cover story entitled “Big Time” featuring California stars Tom Curren, Dave Parmenter, and Mike Parsons riding 18- to 20-foot peaks at Baja’s Isla Todos Santos. Surfers the world over begin looking beyond Hawaii.




  1990





  The “Eddie,” as it’s more commonly known, is held again at Waimea Bay but this time in epic, 40- to 50-foot conditions with smooth offshore winds and eventually is won by Keone Downing, son of the legendary George Downing. Big wave performance takes a quantum leap, led most noticeably by young Haleiwa local Brock Little, who, though falling both times, successfully exits a humongous Waimea tube and takes off on one of the biggest waves ever attempted.




  1991





  Eschewing the Eddie at Waimea, along with all of its invitees, surf-ers Buzzy Kerbox, Laird Hamilton, and Darrick Doerner motor out to Backyard Sunset in Kerbox’s inflatable Zodiac, pulling each other into 20-foot waves at the end of a tow rope. Tow surfing is born.




  1992





  Hamilton and crew trade the Zodiac for PWCs and begin riding Peahi on Maui. The 60-foot wave mark is broken.




  1992





  Surfer magazine’s cover story “Cold Sweat” reveals the Waimea-sized waves of Mavericks—and the fact that until Jeff Clark lured a crew of Santa Cruz big wave riders up the coast, he had been riding it alone for fifteen years.




  1994





  Hawaiian big wave star Mark Foo drowns while surfing Mavericks for the first time. His death draws more mainstream attention to big wave riding than anything in the previous one hundred years.




  1995





  One year to the day after the death of Mark Foo, California surfer Donnie Solomon drowns while surfing a big day at Waimea Bay.
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  Big waves aren’t always tall: Set waves at Tahiti’s Teahupoo are measured by sheer mass and madness. Mark Healy, handling it all
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  1997





  Playing hooky from his stunt work on the Columbia Tri-Star big wave feature In God’s Hands, popular North Shore surfer Todd Chesser drowns while surfing an outer reef break. More big wave riders died during this three-year period than in the previous half-century.




  1998





  The Reef Brazil Big Wave Championship is held at Isla Todos Santos, won by Brazil’s Carlos Burle. The bigger paycheck, however, went to California’s Taylor Knox, who, as judged in the newly conceived K-2 Big Wave Challenge, rode the biggest wave of the year, taking home a nifty fifty grand for a nasty 52-footer.




  1999





  During the biggest, cleanest swell in decades, tow-in teams take to the North Shore’s outer reefs where big wave stalwart Ken Bradshaw pulls into a wave at Outside Log Cabins estimated to be just over 70 feet.




  2000





  Wedge local and surf impresario Bill Sharp, creator of the K-2 Challenge, introduces the Billabong XXL, a season-long event that rewards the biggest wave of the year with a dollar a foot. The 2000–01 award goes to Mike Parsons for his 60-foot giant caught at Cortes Bank, 100 miles off the coast of San Diego.




  2000





  On August 17 Laird Hamilton tows into what is now referred to as the “Millennium Wave,” an impossibly thick, unthinkably heavy tube at Tahiti’s Teahupoo, completely redefining the concept of rideable.




  2001





  Photos begin emerging from the antipodal island of Tasmania depicting Aussie surfers riding a giant, triple-up, surreal-looking danger wave breaking off a headland called “Shipstern Bluff.” Dubbed a “slab,” Shipsterns continues to redefine what is considered rideable. The worldwide hunt for slabs is on.




  2002





  Located off the eighteenth hole of Carmel’s famed Pebble Beach Golf Course, the break known as “Ghost Tree” is towed into at size by Santa Cruzers Peter Mel, Adam Replogle, and Shane Desmond. The rocky ledge break is considered as much a stunt as a wave.
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  Mike Parsons’s 2000 Billabong XXL Global Big Wave award–winning ride during the first-ever tow-in assault at Cortes Bank




  PHOTO © AARON CHANG/BILLABONGXXL.COM




  2003





  French surfers Sebastian St. Jean and Fred Basse post video of themselves riding Belharra, a huge, heretofore-unseen peak breaking a half-mile off the Basque coast. One wave easily tops 60 feet but doesn’t win the Billabong XXL because the rider was deemed to have taken off too far out on the shoulder. It does, however, make the point: Atlantic surf gets huge.




  2005





  A giant, 50-plus-foot day at Monterey’s Ghost Tree cements the West Coast as one of the world’s top big wave riding destinations.




  2005





  A women’s division is added to the Billabong XXL Awards. It is won by Santa Cruz’s Jamiliah Starr, a regular in heavy lineups from Waimea Bay to Puerto Escondido.




  2008





  Mike Parsons returns to Cortes Bank, where during a terrific winter storm swell he tows into a wave that tops out at over 70 feet. He wins the XXL Biggest Wave Award for the second time.




  2008





  Goofy footers Keala Kennelly and Maya Gabeira tow into giant Teahupoo and score a pair of outrageous tubes.




  2009





  Shane Dorian and Mark Healey, two of the best big wave riders in any ocean, take off together on a massive Waimea Bay cloeseout set, announcing to the surfing world that bare-handed “paddle-in” is definitely back.




  2009





  Greg Long, cementing his reputation as perhaps the best all-around big wave rider in the world, wins the Eddie, just edging out then-nine-time world champion Kelly Slater. Held in epic conditions, the contest is an all-day big wave highlight reel.




  2011





  Shane Dorian, Danilo Couto, and Ian Walsh paddle surf big Peahi, riding some of the biggest waves ever caught by hand.




  2011





  During a big wave competition held at Mullaghmore, Ireland, surf-ers are faced with grinding 40-foot tubes. One particularly awesome barrel earns Benjamin Sanchis from France the first-place trophy and a 2011 Billabong XXL Ride of the Year award nomination.




  2011





  North Shore local charger Sion Milosky dies while surfing Mavericks. After dominating one of his first trans-Pacific sessions at the fearsome NorCal break, Milosky goes down on a monster set and is never seen alive again. His body is discovered floating almost a half-mile away from the lineup, reigniting controversy about a recent ban of PWCs at Mavericks, even for safety and lifeguard use.




  [image: Two common variations of the elevator drop at Mavericks PHOTO © ROBERT BROWN]




  MAVERICKS’ TOMBSTONE




  as told by Shane Dorian, Mark Healey, and Dave Wassell




  

    The day before, Shane Dorian was on top of the world. At the urging of friends the Hawaiian big wave star and 2008 Billabong XXL Ride of the Year award winner had flown over from the Islands to northern California, chasing a huge swell to Mavericks. There, on his very first day out at the fearsome break, Dorian put on a display of paddle-in big wave surfing that many longtime observers were calling the greatest first session ever seen—and maybe the best ever. So it was with plenty of confidence that Dorian paddled out the following day, with the swell even bigger, eager to build his Mavericks resume. And came within a single breath of losing his life.


  




  Shane Dorian: Soon as I learned a monster swell was heading for Mavericks I flew up to San Francisco and drove south and joined the crew at Half Moon Bay. The first day was all-time, and this was day 2, and a group of us were set to go out on Rob Brown’s boat. Greg Long was organizing, and he kept texting me: No good—too low. Well, it’s high tide right now, and we’re gonna wait a little while. Oh, the swell got smaller. I figured, let’s eat breakfast and go out there later. It’s not that good, right?




  So we ate, got our stuff together, and eventually piled onto Rob’s boat and powered out to the lineup. And it’s totally huge and epic. I pulled on my wetsuit, jumped in the water, and caught a bomb right off the bat. I felt pretty confident and started talking with the guys in the lineup. It was super crowded. Couple guys had been out since early morning, and they said maybe once an hour, a huge set rolled through. But nobody had tried to snag one. Yet. I asked, Where’s it breaking? and they said, The giant ones are breaking a ways off the outside boil, maybe 80 yards farther out.




  It was one of those magic days when everything comes together, and I quickly scored big. But after an hour I still hadn’t seen one of those giant waves, and now I wanted one. So I paddled farther out and waited for a bomb. I’m not out there long, and this [wave] started piling up way out, one of the biggest I’d ever seen in the ocean. Everyone inside started paddling out like maniacs because it’s a huge set, getting bigger.




  My first instinct was, I can’t paddle onto this. Too big. This is a tow-in wave. Period. But then I’m thinking, Well, I’m out here, so I’ll try and get into a good position. When it rolls through, I can decide if I’m going or not. I got lined up perfectly and a couple strokes, and the wave almost caught me. I’m on my feet, no problem, totally confident. I’d already caught ten or so solid waves, and I hadn’t fallen, so I’m like, Sweet. This is gonna be one of the biggest waves I’ve ever caught. And another part of me is going, This is a monster. I can’t believe I’m catching this wave.




  Mark Healey: Shane had been going nuts, pulling it off all day long. Now he was way out there, and here comes a wave that probably stretched 5 miles in either direction, as far as we could see, like a mountain range on rollers. It’s a huge wave. A giant wave, with more water in the swell than we could imagine. I’m thinking, Oh my God. Shane’s in the spot. He’s gonna go. He’s definitely gonna go.




  Then he’s up and charging, and I’m yelling, Holy crap! That’s the biggest wave anybody’s ever paddled into. He starts shooting down the face, but he flattens out weird, barely handling the speed wobbles through sloppy, knee-high chops. I’m surprised he’s still up. Then just ahead a couple big chop bumps are shoved up together, and I’m like, Nobody makes that. It’s ass over teakettle for Shane Dorian.




  SD: I get a third of the way down the face, and I’m flying. Then I’m way down, toward the end of the drop, and there’s a couple big lumps. But it doesn’t look so bad from my angle. So what, I tell myself. There’s a lump or two. That’s Mavs. I got it. I brace and bash over, going crazy fast—not normally a problem, but I’m on a 10-foot long gun that’s 3½ inches thick, and it handles like a canoe. So smacking these ledges feels like hitting speed bumps in a Cadillac at 40 miles per. My board goes, va-voom, va-voom. Somehow I’m still up. Then I nail the next one, and I’m saying, I got this. I got it. Uh, I’m not sure if I got it. Then it was all slow motion, like the worst movie in the world. And in my head I’m saying, This is bad.




  I hit the water and skipped. I tried to catch a breath but instead got plowed under and sucked up the face. It felt like it took an hour to rise up to the top of the wave. I had to get a good breath or I was finished, because I was taking the ride for sure. So I stroked hard to the surface and for a split second punched out the back of the wave, hovering at the top of the lip. I pulled down a breath right as I got sucked over. Then I shot down the falls and got absolutely annihilated. Just annihilated.




  Without a floatation vest I got drilled deep and bounced off the bottom, and the wave kept shoving me along forever. I tried to relax and go with it because there’s no way to fight a wave that size. Finally the pressure eased, and I started up for the light, and I got pounded once more, beat right back down to the bottom and started tumbling over the shallows. Then off a shelf, and I plunged down into deep parts, freezing cold and almost black. I kept tumbling along hole to hole, and I’m thinking, All right. Anytime now you can let me up.




  As it happened, I went over the falls on the edge of the outside bowl. So the moment I pitched off, the concentrated force of the wave launched me onto the reefs. The power out at Mavericks happens in surges. The wave hits a reef, doubles up and barrels, then stalls for a second until it impacts the next reef, where it jacks and barrels again, then lurches onto another reef, and so on. I got to know all those reefs.




  So I’m dealing, trying to stay relaxed until the spin cycle finally starts dissipating and it’s time to use my energy and get to the top, no matter what. I start kicking like crazy, pulling for the surface. Finally it’s right there. It has to be. But it’s all white, all foam and bubbles, but still I’m thinking, I’m okay. It’s only 4 or 5 feet to surface. Maybe less. But I need a breath right this second.




  By now I was making involuntary gurgling sounds, the throat spasms deep free divers had warned me about. They said these happened shortly before you black out. I didn’t have much time. I needed air bad, and I’m straining for the surface, and my arms reach out through the spume, and that’s when I heard, and felt, the next wave break. Ba-boom.




  MH: We watched Shane get whooped all the way through. Actually, we could see only the tip of his board, tombstoning along on the surface, because he’s way down there at the end of his taut leash, getting keelhauled over the bottom. The next wave doubled up to pretty much the same size as the first bomb, and the tip of Shane’s board disappeared for a while until this next wave was almost on him. This was bad.




  Frank Quirarte was out patrolling on his ski, buzzing around in circles trying to find Shane. But we’re talking about many acres of water here, and Frank was the only water safety guy out there. So he had only one shot between waves before he had to blast out past the shoulder to calmer water and then go all the way back around for another try. Meanwhile we’re all up on top of the boat, bobbing out there off the edge of the reef and the impact zone, looking across at Shane’s board tombstoning through avalanches of foam. Then everything settled for a moment, and Shane’s board straightens and points straight up from the water because he’s fighting his way up his leash to the surface. Sure he was. But he never got there, and the third wave breaks right on his board. You had to be there to appreciate how much water was in that third wave. I’m just going, This isn’t good. This isn’t good. This isn’t good . . .




  [image: Dorian’s three degrees of separation on the wave that almost killed him PHOTOS © ROBERT BROWN]




  [image: The dreaded “tombstone,” meaning Dorian’s board has surfaced (pulled taut against his leash), but he hasn’t PHOTO © ROBERT BROWN]




  SD: The next wave absolutely pounded me, and I instantly went from, I need a breath right now to I’m dead. Like, really, my hopes fell right off a cliff. There I was, swimming up, almost to the surface, and then I’m drilled right back down to the bottom where I just came from. And I had no air. None. At all. I honestly thought my chances of surviving this situation were really low.




  And I started panicking, straight up panicking. Then I saw flashes of my son’s face looking at me, and I was thinking, What the hell am I doing at the bottom of the ocean in San Francisco? I could be at home right now, on a soft longboard, surfing Pine Trees with my son. This is so stupid. Why am I down here? It sounds dramatic, but I knew—This is how it happens. Right here. This is what Todd Chesser went through, totally out of breath, pinned on the bottom and getting pounded by a huge wave. This is what my friend Donny Solomon went through. This is truly what big wave guys experience right before they drown. It’s a shitty feeling.




  I struggled like hell. I was on the cusp of blacking out, and weird things started happening. I kept struggling, and finally the turbulence spun me up to the surface, and I got a breath. There were spots everywhere, and I couldn’t tread water, and I couldn’t swim. I had zero energy. I was zapped.




  MH: We didn’t see if Shane popped back up after that last macker, and I was hoping to God his leash didn’t break. We were searching for the nose of his board, tombstoning around. It was scary. I have a certain level of detachment sometimes, when stuff like that happens, and I knew this is what it looks like when people drown in big waves. And it was happening right then and right there. We were definitely worried, yelling at guys to go try and find Shane. Luckily, Frank was close, and he swooped in and got him.




  [image: image]




  Dorian, seriously shaken but still breathing, on the way back to the boat




  PHOTO © ROBERT BROWN




  SD: After the fourth wave washed over me, Frank and one of the photographers sped up on the jet ski, and I could barely crawl onto the sled I was so wasted. Frank got me over to the boats. I instantly had this pounding migraine headache, and I could barely move my arms. I had no batteries left. Zero. I wanted to get the hell out of the water and out of the ocean. The thing was trying to kill me. I needed to get out of there. Get away. I was desperate.




  Dave Wassell: Once we hoisted Shane up onto the boat I kicked into lifeguard mode and gave him a quick assessment to see how serious it is. Obviously, Shane’s physically worked and emotionally shaken—broken, really. I looked in his eyes. He mumbled something about hitting things on the bottom, so I checked for lacerations, contusions, anything. I tried to get a fix on his pupils, but he starts vomiting something squeezed out of his liver. It’s green and fluorescent. Food doesn’t look like that, let me tell you.




  He still couldn’t really talk. His lips were blue, his eyelids were blue. He looked like a Smurf. That’s oxygen deprivation for you. He kept yanking at his wetsuit, trying to pull it off, and spewing this jade shit all over. And mumbling, making no sense. I’m, like, Hey, look at me real quick, Shane. I need you to answer me. I’m asking very simple questions, and he’s still not responding. He’s only puking that day-glo crap and literally shaking apart.
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