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			Introduction

			Surfing has an allure, a mystique that captivates people even if they don’t surf. To see the ocean rising up, cresting into a wave, curling over as a surfer rides down its face and tucks into a spiraling barrel of water is mesmerizing. Surfers make it look effortless, like something anyone can do, or at least imagine—myself included.

			I dream of being inside that blue and green tunnel of water. It must be the most incredible feeling. Yes, I surf, but not very well. I am drawn to the sport as an observer, watching those surfers who have set themselves apart from the rest with an inimitable style and fearlessness.

			These are twelve of their stories: twelve stories by twelve writers about twelve of the world’s greatest surfers. But how do you choose just twelve surfers when there are infinitely more legends in the sport? You don’t. You pick twelve writers—albeit another challenge in itself—and let them choose the surfer whose story they want to tell.

			I had originally come up with a list of about twenty-five surfers. They were the obvious choices, surfers most people have heard of, like Laird Hamilton, Kelly Slater, Lisa Andersen, Duke Kahanamoku, and Shaun Tomson. Some of these are in the book; some are not. There were other surfers on my writers’ lists, two of whom I had never even heard of: Jamie Brisick wanted to write about a total madcap character, Australian surfer Derek Hynd; and Selema Masekela pitched Michael February, a young Black surfer from South Africa rising up through the rankings, whose mere presence on the pro-surfing tour would have been impossible under the apartheid regime. These two writers had personal connections to these surfers—as, in fact, did every writer in this book, whether they actually knew the surfer or not. And what stories these are!

			My goal was to have a diverse group of writers from different genres: fellow surfers, famed authors, celebrities, musicians, and surf journalists, all united in their love of surfing. My first yes came from Shaun Tomson, the icon and world champion of the 1970s and ’80s. Coincidentally, I had met him in East Hampton when I was a teenager. He was a family friend of some local kids. I grew up in New York City, not surfing, but for some reason he was on my radar. He asked if he could write about Kelly Slater. He wanted first dibs. Done. It was like Jack Nicklaus asking if he could write about Tiger Woods.

			The next yes came from Sam George, former editor of SURFER magazine, the bible of the sport. He is one of the premier authorities on surfing, whose face and voice you have seen and heard in almost every surf documentary. He had put Laird Hamilton on the cover of SURFER’s February 2001 issue with the cover line “oh my god…” after Laird surfed what Sam called “the heaviest wave ever ridden” in Teahupoo, Tahiti. But there was a backstory that he wanted to share for the book: the story that had never been told about the week leading up to that day, and a sliding door—or should I say locked door—that put Laird on that wave at that moment in time.

			Then there was Holly Peterson, the bestselling author who I happened to know was a passionate surfer. She wanted to write about Robert “Wingnut” Weaver, the longboarding star of The Endless Summer 2. He had accompanied her and her family on numerous surf trips as their coach, and she had traveled the world with him surfing. He had also been her guide in a turbulent time when surfing became her salvation, which she writes in her signature humorous style, in a story that is also poignantly told.

			I wanted a writer from Hollywood too, a big-name star, actor, or director, as surfing has been the subject of so many great films, like Big Wednesday, Point Break, and Blue Crush. My cold-call emails to publicists went unanswered or received nos. But by chance I was connected by one of those nos—David Duchovny, because he didn’t surf—to a Hollywood writer and producer who had actually started his career as an editor at Surfing magazine: Chris Carter, the creator of The X-Files. Chris had profiled Shaun Tomson in the 1980s at the magazine and asked if he could write about him again, forty-plus years later.

			By funny coincidence, Jim Kempton, who wrote about Gerry Lopez for this book, had worked as an editor at SURFER when Chris was at Surfing. They were friends, and Jim told me he had tried to talk Chris out of going to Hollywood. “You’ve got the best job in the world!” he told Chris. Good thing Chris didn’t listen.

			And I did get a musician, a rock star no less: Foo Fighters lead guitarist and surfer Chris Shiflett, who wanted to write about Tom Curren—not just one of the sport’s greatest surfers ever but a musician as well. The two also shared Santa Barbara as their hometown. Tom was notoriously elusive, and little did I know tracking him down would be such a challenge. He lived up to his billing in the aptly named film Searching for Tom Curren, and had me wondering who the rock star really was.

			The stories of how many of these writers got “on board” are as good as some of the stories themselves. Researching surf books online, I came upon Surf When You Can: Lessons in Life, Loyalty, and Leadership from a Maverick Navy Captain, by retired US Navy captain—and surfer—Brett Crozier. He had famously been fired from his command of the USS Theodore Roosevelt in the early days of COVID when he sounded the alarm that the disease was raging through his ship. Brett didn’t have an agent, so tracking him down was also a challenge. I called a small bookshop in Northern California where he was doing a book signing and asked if they would forward an email on to his publicist. I awoke to a reply from Brett two days later with a yes, asking if he could write about Bethany Hamilton. Getting back into the water twenty-six days after a shark attack took her left arm made her as courageous to him as any combat veteran with whom he’d ever served.

			I got plenty of nos too. There were people who I thought would say yes for sure, but the collection of writers and surfers I did get was destined to be. This dream team made the book so much better, broader, and important than what I had originally envisioned. The content evolved from the obvious to the diverse, with stories not just about the most famous wave riders but surfers who have become heroes out of the water as well. There are pioneers like Keala Kennelly, who is one of the best female big-wave riders, thriving on monstrous waves like Teahupoo and “Jaws.” The fearlessness she has shown on forty-foot waves has been topped only by her bravery in coming out as gay at a time when that was not accepted in the surf community. Liza Monroy, an author and a surfer who had heard about the book, reached out to us, and—given a choice of surfers—asked if she could tell Keala’s story.

			Surfer Stories represents a full spectrum of surfers—Black and white, men and women, gay and straight. They are stories of life, and death, like Karen Rinaldi’s story about legendary Hawaiian surfer Rell Sunn, a pioneer of women’s surfing and women’s health, whose diagnosis of breast cancer mirrored her own. Rell became a beacon of hope for Karen, inspiring her to return to the water and surf again as she had done.

			My goal from the start was to create a book about surfing that would appeal equally to those who surf and those who don’t by simply telling great human stories. They are just as much about the writer as the surfer, and I guarantee there is at least one story for each person who reads the book—who will feel a connection to one of these surfers, because the story will speak to them as personally as it did to the writer who told it. In the bigger picture, surfing is a metaphor for life, as Gerry Lopez highlights in his story about hundred-foot-wave surfer Garrett McNamara, aptly titled “Keep Paddling.”

			What I didn’t plan are the common themes, surfers, and waves that appear in these twelve completely different stories, written in totally different styles, that somehow thread the book together with an unexpected overview of the history and culture of surfing. Thank you to all of my writers for the surfers you chose. I could not have picked a more perfect group of twelve to represent the sport.

			The other thank-you I owe is to my publisher, Gretchen Young—who, though she doesn’t surf, showed as much passion and enthusiasm for the sport and this book as I have, and the same dogged pursuit of excellence.

			And by the way, had I been asked to write a story for this book, I would have chosen four-time world champion Lisa Andersen. She was the first woman on the cover of SURFER magazine, the 1996 “Photo Annual” issue no less. The cover line read, “Lisa Andersen surfs better than you.” I met Lisa as an editor at Conde Nast’s Sports for Women magazine in 1997, when I was staying at the Roxy House on Oahu’s North Shore during the Roxy Quiksilver Pro. One day I ended up “caddying” for Lisa as she walked down to the beach for the contest. As people turned to look at her, they glanced over at the “surfer” next to her carrying one of her boards…and for a fleeting moment I knew what it felt like to be one of the twelve in this book.

			—Claudia Lebenthal

			New York City, March 2024
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			Garrett McNamara

			By Gerry Lopez

			“Getting the ski into the water that morning at the tiny boat ramp in Maliko Gulch, the closest launch to Jaws, had been completely challenging, the surf surge on the verge of swamping the truck and trailer. The takeout no less so, but the distraction was welcome as Garrett’s mind buzzed with the thoughts of their performance, second-guessing each decision over the course of the day until it began to make him crazy. Somewhere along the way, one of the event volunteers informed him and Rodrigo that they won. Garrett remembers walking away from everyone, thinking about all the hard work, sacrifices, emotions, and everything else he’d gone through to reach this moment. He called his wife and burst into tears.”

			Garrett McNamara is one of the top professional big-wave surfers, who gained worldwide recognition in the 2021 HBO docuseries 100 Foot Wave, about the discovery and conquest of the world’s biggest wave in Nazaré, Portugal. But years before, there had been another big wave and another life-changing ride at the first ever tow-in contest at “Jaws,” in Maui, that would establish McNamara as one of the big names in big-wave surfing. A legendary surfer and friend, Gerry Lopez puts us on the waves with Garrett McNamara in “Keep Padding,” a story about his unrelenting perseverance to keep surfing.
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			KEEP PADDLING

			In order to catch a wave, one must be in the right position. That position is a function of many things, because in a wide-open ocean, there aren’t exactly signposts. And the waves come on their own schedule as well. The surfer waits, trying to be exactly where he thinks that next wave will be.

			Where waves come from is another subject in itself, but let’s take a quick look at it. Waves come from wind and can travel thousands of miles before getting to where that surfer is waiting. Depending on the time of year, a little weather slips off the Siberian coast or maybe starts up along the “Roaring Forties” latitudes in the Southern Hemisphere. Generally, we are talking about an area of low barometric pressure, although surf can also come from a high-pressure cell as well. For now, let’s talk about a depression in the North Pacific. The air is cool, and as it encounters the warmer water, it begins to spin counterclockwise. It creates energy as it spins, which makes it spin faster, and the winds around its center become stronger.

			As this wind blows across the surface of the sea, it forms ripples moving in the same direction. There is a transfer of energy from the air into the water. As the ripples continue their forward motion, the front-runners begin to run out of energy and slow down. The ripple behind catches up, and they blend together, combining their energy. This continues, with the waves behind reinforcing the slowing waves ahead, their energy consolidating. The most interesting thing about waves is that the water doesn’t move; it is the energy that moves through the water.

			As the reinforcement continues, the swells spread apart and travel together in “sets” to conserve energy. This spread is called the wave interval, or wave period, and is a more important indicator of the strength of the swell than the actual wave height. The stronger the swell, the farther apart the waves travel and the deeper into the water the energy goes. Finally, the waves approach the waiting surfer.

			When swell energy runs across an outer reef or some shallow area offshore, it humps up for just an instant before sinking back down as it heads toward shore. If the surfer misses that momentary glimpse of the approaching set, he might realize too late that it’s bigger than any others that day. He might also realize he’s out of position and, with a terrible sinking feeling, that he is too far inside for where these waves will break…and there isn’t enough time to do anything about it. This is a circumstance called “getting caught inside,” and while it is a common occurrence, it is always unwelcome. Being out of position means not only that he won’t be able to ride any of the waves but, in fact, they will “ride” him. In big surf, this is a terrifying experience right from that moment of realization throughout the tremendous and often dangerous pummeling to come, the extent of which is a function of how many waves are in the set. Anyone who has been in a situation where they were unable to breathe for whatever reason has a tiny idea of what it’s like to be trapped underwater by pounding surf, unable to come to the surface.

			Now, a surfer has several options when this happens. He can do nothing, which doesn’t do any good, or he can panic, which is worse. By doing nothing, he will usually just get washed back to shore, where he will have to start all over again. Panicking may mean swallowing some water and some brief moments of terror. But if he understands what is about to happen, relaxes as much as he can to conserve energy, keeps his composure, holds position, and continues to paddle, he will lose some ground but be in a good position when the set ends. These wave sets are followed by a period of calm called a lull. During the lull, the surfer who kept his cool will be better prepared for the next set. It is from many personal experiences with exactly this situation that I have adopted a mantra that has served me well: “Keep paddling.”

			This is why surfing is such a good metaphor for life. Life doesn’t hold still for us, and if we don’t move with it, life passes us by. Surfing teaches us to go with the flow smoothly and to be in the moment spontaneously. In this way, we get the most out of the wave as well as out of life. When we find ourselves caught inside, the best thing we can do is to keep paddling, in both a figurative and a literal sense.

			One surfer who has done one of the best jobs at figuring out different ways to keep paddling is Garrett McNamara. I’ve known him for a long time and watched as he and his younger brother, Liam, started their professional careers on the North Shore—definitely the most challenging place to do that. Both were great surfers from the beginning, big on skill, determination, and smarts. Together they pulled it off, becoming sponsored professional surfers, paid to go surfing. This is the zenith for most surfers, but unless they are at least moderately successful at surfing in contests, their shelf life is limited. Neither brother excelled in this rarefied aspect of the sport, but not many do. Talent will take you only so far in surfing…well, maybe in anything, for that matter.

			Liam enjoyed a bit more success in his pro career through sheer determination and by virtue of the fact that most of his surfing happened at a spot that was gaining increasingly more recognition: the “Pipeline” on Oahu. It’s a wave I know very well, having spent much of my own career surfing it. Although first surfed in 1961, this spot—unlike the other North Shore big wave breaks of Sunset Beach, Waimea Bay, Laniakea, and Haleiwa—was shunned by surfers because of the treacherous nature of how the wave broke. Eventually, however, it was thrust into the world’s limelight. The waves were a combination of beautiful, dangerous, and extremely challenging to ride, which produced brilliant and mesmerizing images and footage that reached out far beyond the surfing world. Garrett didn’t have the chops when it came to riding the Pipeline, and watched as Liam kept getting paychecks while his own sponsorships dried up.

			Garrett wasn’t about to surrender. He had opened a surf shop, thinking that might pay off, but soon realized that being a storekeeper was seriously cutting into his surf time. That plus a small penchant for partying—a daily occurrence on the North Shore—wasn’t helping his situation either. Most surfers live wild in their twenties, but when their thirties come around, usually there’s a family and/or bigger responsibilities, so priorities begin to change. Even with a wife and family, Garrett was still determined to continue to “paddle out.” Throwing in the towel was nowhere in his mindset. One aspect of surfing that he had gravitated to was riding big waves, and it had become a passion.

			In August 2001, Garrett decided to focus all his attention on big waves, and zeroed that focus in on winning the Eddie Aikau Big Wave Invitational and the Jaws Tow-In World Cup. At thirty-five years old, when most surfers are usually thinking that their professional careers are winding down, Garrett still had some big dreams. He made a road map, listing everything he could think of that would help him reach these goals. It was a business plan for his life, a blueprint for success that would serve him well going forward. Both of his dream events, the Eddie and Jaws Tow-In, were invitational. He overcame that first hurdle when he received an invite to the Eddie…but as an alternate. The Jaws invite was easier, since Garrett already had a relationship with the event sponsor, a company from Brazil called Bad Boy.

			It was in the first week of January 2002 that a strong storm in the far North Pacific flexing its muscles made the waves rolling into Hawaii big enough for these contests. Both events were called on for the same time, and a big decision for Garrett arose: Which one? As seventh alternate for the Eddie, it was not likely he would make it. The Eddie was, after all, the most prestigious big-wave event in the history of surfing. Not much would keep any of the invited surfers from paddling out.

			With that in mind, Garrett went to Maui for the Jaws contest. This tow-in contest was the first of its kind, and tow-in surfing at the time was a very new and highly specialized method for riding big surf. It had been tried off and on since the 1970s, as far as I recall. The first really successful foray was Laird Hamilton, Buzzy Kerbox, and Darrick Doerner using Buzzy’s Zodiac boat and a ski rope to pull each other in on a big day at Outside Backyards, the spot next to Sunset that will hold its shape when Sunset is closed out. Their success led to more attempts at various outer reef North Shore spots. The Zodiac was a decent tow vehicle, but it was a boat with an outboard motor and somewhat limited in the surf zone, especially with a surfer on the end of a tow rope.

			The North Shore lifeguards had been having a lot of success with the new bigger jet skis rescuing people out in the breaking wave zones. Filmmaker Bruce Brown, director of the famed The Endless Summer, had heard about the tow-in surfing and wanted to include it in his new film, The Endless Summer II. I had told them about the big wave on Maui outside Peahi that had never been surfed. Realizing a jet ski would be greatly superior to the Zodiac as the tow-in vehicle, Bruce bought one and filmed Laird, Darrick, and Buzzy surfing on the specialized tow-in boards at the Peahi spot, aka “Jaws”…. The rest is history.

		

	
		
			[image: ]

		

	
		
			Garrett had partnered with Brazilian Rodrigo Resende for the Jaws event. In tow-in surfing, two surfers partner up; one drives the jet ski while the other surfs. For the contest, the first surfer rides three waves, then the partners switch off for the next surfer to get his three waves. Rodrigo would be in the water first, with Garrett driving the ski. They were doing fine in the first heat until Rodrigo went down attempting a deep tube. Garrett zoomed in to rescue Rodrigo, but he was late, as Rodrigo didn’t come up until the next wave was almost on him. These are very big waves, thirty to forty feet high, breaking in relatively shallow water, only twenty-five to thirty feet deep. The turbulence was tremendous, worse than in any other spot. Garrett knew in an instant that he was in trouble. The propulsion system of a jet ski works by pushing a high-powered jet of water, sucking the water in one end with an impeller that forces it out through a smaller nozzle on the back to power the ski and allow steering. But in whitewater, which is quite agitated and aerated, water is not pulled into the system. There is no action, and therefore no reaction. In other words, nothing happens; the ski doesn’t go.

			Garrett’s rescue attempt was directly in front of twenty-plus feet of whitewater. The ski cavitated in the foamy water, the looming mountain of the breaking wave bearing down on them. Both realized what was happening. Rodrigo did the only thing he could think of. Knowing he was out of breath from the terrific pounding he’d just taken, but hoping to save the ski so Garrett could come back and get him, he pushed off the back of the jet ski’s rescue sled and shoved the ski away. Rodrigo slid beneath the surface, but an avalanche of whitewater hit the ski, flinging it twenty feet into the air.

			The owner of the ski, Garrett’s friend Roy Patterson, had tricked it out: cool sound system, rod holders for fishing, and foot straps just like on the tow boards, in which Garrett had his feet firmly secured. Somehow, by the grace of God, after he was flung up, he stayed centered on the ski. It came back down, landed flat, and gassing it with all his might, he managed to escape the torrent and survive what easily could have been the end of the ski—and their day. Rodrigo, meanwhile, was pulled from the whitewater by another ski.

			Now it was Garrett’s turn on the rope. But with the drama and emotions of that near-miss moment, he was indecisive on his first wave. Setting up for the backdoor tube, instead of pulling in, he pulled out…chickened out…and had to deal with the letdown from that. Surfing is extremely demanding physically, but it may be even more so mentally, especially in big waves. When the surfer is paddling, constant maneuvering for position is required to be in the right place at the perfect moment, all of it happening moment by moment, attention totally focused on each moment—no moments open for idle thoughts. With the tow rope, however, the jet ski driver does much of the positioning for his rider. There are times when the surfer is just hanging on to the handle, maybe thinking about how he blew the last wave. Weak, negative thoughts can easily sap his strength and focus. Garrett had been here too many times before. He knew what he had to do: steer his thinking back to more powerful, positive thoughts and the job at hand.

			Garrett gets three waves. Each one builds his confidence for the next. And then on the last one, right at the very last seconds of the heat, Garrett puts it all together. It’s not the biggest wave, but he fades deep, comes hard off the bottom, snaps a sharp cutback under the lip, and rides it like he owns the place…just so smooth, confident, and composed.

			Getting the ski into the water that morning at the tiny boat ramp in Maliko Gulch, the closest launch to Jaws, had been completely challenging, the surf surge on the verge of swamping the truck and trailer. The takeout was no less so, but the distraction was welcome as Garrett’s mind buzzed with the thoughts of their performance, second-guessing each decision over the course of the day until it began to make him crazy. Somewhere along the way, one of the event volunteers informed him and Rodrigo that they had won. Garrett remembers walking away from everyone, thinking about all the hard work, sacrifices, emotions, and everything else he’d gone through to reach this moment. He called his wife and burst into tears.

			New doors started to open for Garrett after the Jaws win. Lowell Hussey, a brilliant marketing executive and one-time senior vice president of marketing and production at Time Warner, got in touch and helped Garrett see himself in a new light. A typical sponsored surfer riding for one of the surf industry companies, he explained, had a shelf life—an expiration date that was based entirely on the next younger, better surfer to come along. The only way to extend that shelf life was to become irreplaceable, and that was a function of being distinct. His idea was to create an image for Garrett McNamara as a big-wave hellman known as the “Hound of the Sea” (the Celtic meaning of the name McNamara).

			Having grown up on the North Shore with all the local guys, this idea was as much an anathema to him as it was to them. Local surfers did not toot their own horns. If they were good enough, others did it for them. Garrett did not like this idea, but Lowell explained how advertising himself was the only way that he would be able to continue surfing in the manner he needed to stay on top of his game.

			Garrett McNamara, in his mid-thirties, his surf sponsorships all gone, his career as a professional surfer languishing, was on the verge of slipping into oblivion. But he didn’t think about giving up. He realized Lowell was right and paddled hard in this new direction. Suddenly, he finds himself as a household name, recognized by people and in places he never thought possible.

			In the spring of 2010, Garrett took a call from old friend, Izzy Paskowitz. Izzy and his wife, Danielle, had one of their Surfers Healing surf camps for autistic kids going on in Puerto Rico and asked Garrett to come help, something he had done several times in the past. It turned out to be one of the most serendipitous moments of not only Garrett’s life but, as it turned out, the life of a woman he met there named Nicole. It was as though destiny brought them together. Both realized that something deeper was happening from the moment they saw each other across a crowded room. Now divorced from his first wife, they became an item. Nicole was the support Garrett needed in the business Lowell had helped him start, GMac, and in what was now his job of chasing big waves all over the globe.

			By chance, Nicole found an old email from a Portuguese surfer named Dino Casimiro talking about a wave in a little fishing village called Nazaré in Portugal. When Garrett expressed interest, Nicole followed up, and the next thing they knew, they were on a plane to Portugal.

			They arrived in Lisbon in November 2010, on a stormy day, and drove an hour north to Nazaré. They headed straight to the historic village lighthouse, built in 1903. From there, Garrett saw some of the biggest waves he’d ever seen in his life. He and Nicole met with a couple of young guys from the town who worked for the mayor of Nazaré. Paulo “Pitbull” Salvador was a local bodyboarder who also had a surf school. Pedro Pisco didn’t surf, but he knew a big wave when he saw one. Even though neither of the two guys had surfed the big waves there, it had been their idea to invite a respected big-wave surfer to come see if their wave held any possibilities for holding a big-wave event. Garrett was looking for a hundred-foot wave to ride, so their goals seem to align. Nazaré was an old fishing town, but it was fished out, and the big waves were a constant danger to the villagers more than anything else. But for Garrett, these waves might be just what he had been searching for.

			Garrett realized right away that here, like on the North Shore of Oahu, the big winter swells aim straight at Nazaré. With the help of the Portuguese Navy, he found that this wave’s energy channeled along a three-mile-deep undersea trench for almost one hundred miles, shoaling a half mile from shore, finally thrusting the water upward into enormous waves. But just getting in position to ride one, to “paddle out,” would be a whole challenge in itself. This was like a gigantic beach-break type of wave, with fast-moving and shifting peaks, tricky to line up, and very unpredictable on top of being huge and powerful. They spent a month there in the little town, getting to know the people, understanding the ocean topography, recruiting a support team, and arranging all the special permits necessary from the Navy for Garrett to begin his campaign to ride this crazy wave.

			By the next winter, in 2011, Garrett was ready to go. On October 31, the first big swell arrived. While now forty-four years old, Garrett was in top shape, fully prepared, and eager to get after it. He’d dug up two jet skis, well used but better than nothing. He’d recruited Irish big-wave surfer Al Mennie and English charger Andrew Cotton as tow partners, together with Nicole’s brother, C. J. Macias. They spent the entire first day tow-surfing into thirty- to forty-foot waves, having a great time until the last wave, when Al lost his board on a wipeout. Garrett raced in to get him, only to be caught inside a very large wave that the tired old jet ski couldn’t quite get over, and went backward over the falls. But Andrew was in position on the other ski, coming in to pull both Al and Garrett out.

			The next day, Garrett, a little worse for wear, elected to drive instead of surf. He puts the boys into wave after wave until they are finally surfed out and ready to call it quits…but not before Garrett takes at least one wave for himself. Nicole is spotting from the top of the lighthouse while Garrett relieves himself before he jumps on the rope. She calls on the walkie-talkie that she sees a big set coming. Garrett rushes to haul up his wetsuit from around his ankles, then grabs the rope and gets ready. Nicole calls them into the third wave of the set, and it’s big…easily the biggest one yet. The drop is endless. Garrett is hoping for a tube, but that doesn’t quite happen—still, it’s a nice drop. As he pulls out on the shoulder to where Andrew waits, he jumps on the sled and yells to put him in deeper on the next one. But Nicole comes on the walkie-talkie, says it’s time to go in, and that’s the end of it. Or so it seemed…

			A few days later, a picture of Garrett riding this last wave has gone viral around the world. While Garrett doesn’t think it’s anything special, the rest of the world sure does, calling it a ninety-foot world-record wave. Wave measurement is an arbitrary and inexact science. A surfer in Hawaii might call a particular wave ten feet, while a surfer coming from California or Australia might say that same wave is fifteen feet. A surfer from the East Coast could call it a twenty-foot face. Even to get a general agreement of whether the wave is overhead or not is asking a lot. After twenty feet, it’s anybody’s guess, and that is really all it is—a guess. Ninety feet is off the charts. That Garrett’s wave was maybe the biggest ever ridden is probably the most accurate thing to be said about it.

			Nazaré elevated Garrett’s career far beyond his wildest dreams. HBO did a television series called 100 Foot Wave, about his dream of riding a one-hundred-foot wave, plus Nazaré and the whole story behind it. People who never surfed or even knew anything about surfing knew who he was. In 2022, the show received two Primetime Emmy awards.

			I think the most beautiful part of this whole story is the relationship Garrett and Nicole forged with the town of Nazaré, single-handedly starting the ball rolling to put this little place into the world’s consciousness—and the fact that they both decided to tie the knot there, getting married on November 22, 2012, at the top of the lighthouse that they’d helped to make famous. Then there were the friendships—not only with the Portuguese but with the entire European surf community—that developed during this process. Garrett became a sports hero, a legend, at the age of forty-five no less. And of course, there is the wave that Garrett and Nicole made world-famous, and that special bond they both have with it. Nazaré will forever be a part of them.

			Garrett is now well into his fifties, but once a charger, always a charger. He and Nicole have three children. He has always been and will continue to be a controversial character in the world of surfing, but perhaps, that is his fate. Whereas Laird Hamilton approached big-wave surfing with the intention to live to surf another day, Garrett’s attitude was more of a do-or-die approach—he wasn’t afraid to put all his marbles on the line if that’s what it took…and he did it continually, putting himself into situations and places where most, knowing the awesome power of the sea, would wisely back away. Garrett, with that characteristic gleam in his eye, charged right in. Looking at his whirlwind career—the many times he got caught inside, literally and figuratively, got pounded by the waves that broke his bones but never his spirit, and had to paddle out once again—I’d have to say that no one has done it better.

			The surf will come up at the big waves of Nazaré or the Cortes Bank or Jaws or Mavericks or Teahupoo or close to Garrett’s home in Waimea. Garrett will feel their call to come play, and he will…

			Keep paddling…keep surfing.
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