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    INTRODUCTION




    What’s clear is that this is a cutting-edge sport, and all surfers should have access to and use the same coaching principles already employed in more-established and traditional sports.


  




  Whether you’re a pro surfer who wants to win a world title, a competitive surfer who wants to turn pro, or a recreational surfer who just wants to shred over your friends, the information in this book will help you reach your goals!




  Surfing has evolved from its status not long ago as a relatively obscure pastime to one of the fastest-growing sports in the world. Today there are several million surfers across the globe.




  My goal in writing this book is to add, in some small way, to the body of knowledge of this incredible sport. I hope to expose surfers to training principles that have proven effective in a variety of other sports. Surfing will continue to evolve rapidly and will require an open mind in the years to come. Competitive surfing will only become more and more competitive as more marketing dollars are dedicated to the sport and more is at stake in each contest. Increases in funding and attention will draw more and better athletes to the sport, and surfers will have to train harder and smarter in the future.




  What’s clear is that this is a cutting-edge sport, and all surfers should have access to and use the same coaching principles already employed in more-established and traditional sports. For years the majority of surfers have done very little out of the water to improve their performance. In contrast, athletes in other skill sports have for decades been utilizing state-of-the-art sports science to refine technique and fitness. Competitive and recreational surfers who want to improve can benefit from a variety of relatively simple and easy-to-implement performance enhancement methods. If all we do is surf, we’re unable to challenge ourselves beyond the demands of our surfing. Moreover, without this added challenge we’re less likely to make rapid or significant improvements in our performance.




  As in other sports, few athletes in the sport of surfing are able to rely on talent alone; ultimately only those who train intelligently will succeed. Surfers must continually strive to take their skills to the next level. If we do, the overall skill level of the sport will never plateau. In order to keep up with the development of the sport, you must identify your strengths and weaknesses as an athlete and look for ways to improve. Once you understand what you need to work on, you can develop strategies for becoming a more complete surfer.




  Progress in any endeavor is an ongoing process, and those at the pinnacle of any activity are proactive rather than reactive. In other words, reaching your potential requires taking the initiative to continually seek out and implement knowledge that will help you reach your goals. Become a student of the sport and you’ll soon find that surfing at a high level is dependent on a number of interrelated factors.




  For example, great surfers possess a tremendous amount of wave and ocean knowledge, which aids them in wave selection. They know how their equipment and diet affect their surfing. Most advanced surfers are able to analyze the body positions, style, and technique of others, and they take time to watch videos of their own surfing as well. They’re aerobically and anaerobically fit in order to meet the cardiovascular demands of the sport. They’re also flexible, stable, agile, strong, powerful, and mentally prepared to adapt to ever-changing wave shapes, perform complex maneuvers, and overcome unforeseen physical and psychological challenges. Above all, a majority of accomplished surfers are students of the sport. Proactive, they lead rather than follow and are rarely content with their present level of surfing.




  The Art of Surfing will give you ideas for ways you can take your surfing to the next level. If you’re serious about improving, this book can be a great resource—a textbook, if you will—in your development as a surfer.




  The first chapter is dedicated to the basics of surfing in the hope of filling any gaps in nitty-gritty knowledge and getting everyone on the “same page,” so to speak. Whether you’ve been surfing all your life or have only recently gotten hooked, I urge you to pay close attention to the information in that chapter. Even though a great deal of it may sound familiar, it will help lay the groundwork for this book’s performance enhancement sections.




  The remainder of the book was written with the intermediate to advanced surfer in mind. I aim to empower both the recreational and competitive athlete and, as a result, improve the way surfers prepare to reach their goals. Knowledge of performance enhancement techniques can help you surf better every day without injury, get you ready for a two-week surf trip, or aid you in reaching competitive aspirations.




  My hope is that this book will not only make you a better surfer but also increase your enjoyment of the sport. As you probably already know, surfing can be a truly transforming experience. There are few sports that inspire and evoke as strong a connection with our planet as does this one. Whatever your motivation in reading this book, I hope you find it useful. May the joy of riding waves keep your soul smiling for eternity!
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    SURFING FUNDAMENTALS




    Surfing generates in its participants an almost religious awe for the beauty and energy of waves, and of the sea that gives birth to these mysterious forces of nature.




    —Paul Holmes, longtime surfer


  




  The goal of this chapter is to cover the essentials, or nus and bolts, of surfing. We’ll discuss the history of surfing, ocean knowledge, equipment, etiquette, and the fundamentals of riding waves. It’s information that many surfers acquire within their first few years in the sport, through experience and from veteran surfers. The objective is to make sure we’re all on the same page so that we can discuss ways to take your surfing to the next level!




  A Brief History of Surfing




  In order to understand the sport of surfing, it’s important to first learn a little bit about its history.




  Sometime before AD 1500 kings, queens, and commoners of the Sandwich Islands enjoyed he’enalu, wave sliding. The boards were made of solid wood, up to 18 feet long, and could weigh as much as 150 pounds. In 1778 Captain Cook reported finding the natives of the Sandwich Islands (now known as the Hawaiian Islands) surfing. Unfortunately, white settlers of the islands we now call Hawaii considered surfing heathen, and the sport was nearly extinct by the end of the 1800s.




  The Waikiki area of Oahu was the center of surfing for the few who still enjoyed the sport. Then, in the early 1900s, a surfing revival began. In 1907 George Freeth, of Hawaiian and Irish heritage, moved from Waikiki to Redondo Beach, California. He surfed as a publicity stunt to promote the opening of the Redondo–LA railroad. Freeth stayed in California to become the state’s first lifeguard and is credited with teaching Californians to ride waves. In the same year, Alexander Hume Ford formed the mainly Caucasian Outrigger Canoe Club in Waikiki “for the purpose of preserving surfing on boards and in Hawaiian canoes.” In 1911 Hui Nalu Surf Club was officially organized in Waikiki to promote the sport of surfing among Hawaiians. Shortly thereafter, in 1915, Duke Kahanamoku gave a surfing exhibition while in Australia for a swimming competition. He also impressed spectators in California, New York, and New Jersey and can be credited for sparking what would eventually become international awareness of the sport. Duke went on to make movies in Hollywood and is considered the father of the modern surfing era.




  Surfing started to become very popular in Southern California in the 1920s. Many credit the advent of the lighter boards produced by people like Tom Blake. In 1935 Blake put a small fin on the rear of a surfboard, making it much more maneuverable. The design evolution continued in 1946 when Preston “Pete” Peterson built a fiberglass-and-foam surfboard. And in 1949 Bob Simmons built the first foam-and-fiberglass boards to be commercially successful. His boards became the prototype for the models to follow.




  The 1950s are known as the Golden Age of Modern Surfing. Board manufacturing became completely commercialized, and surfing transformed from a pastime to a multimillion-dollar industry. Perhaps one of the most significant developments of that decade came in 1952, when Jack O’Neill sold the first wet suit in Northern California. Up to that point, surfing in places like Santa Cruz in the winter months, when the surf can be epic, was limited to a small crew of truly committed and perpetually cold individuals. Wet suits made the sport much more inviting and have prolonged the average surf session in coldwater parts of the world considerably.




  In 1953 Southern Californians Dave Velzy and Hap Jacobs began making the only commercially available balsa wood boards. These lightweight, aesthetically pleasing, and durable boards became very popular. However, balsa wood would eventually play a much smaller role in surfboard manufacture as a result of Hobie Alter’s and Gordon Clark’s creation of the first foam surfboard blanks in 1958. These blanks were easily shaped, required only one to three thin strips of balsa wood running down the center, and accelerated surfboard design into the 1960s.




  In that decade, surf movies flourished and surfing grew even more popular, with California and Hawaii considered the epicenters. Boards were being made ever smaller and lighter. Since the 1970s there have been numerous innovations in equipment, style, and contests. Surfing has become an established sport, with surfers, shapers, and contests found all over the globe. A sport that originated and was enjoyed more than 500 years ago by Polynesian royalty is now keeping millions smiling and young at heart.




  The Break




  One thing all great surfers have in common is their awareness that waves are incredible forces of nature. The ocean can be immensely beautiful, inspirational, fascinating, and powerful all at the same time. One of the most alluring aspects of surfing is the electrifying feeling of being at one with a wave and adapting to its ever-changing contours. To achieve this oneness, be safe, and excel in the sport, however, you must exercise a great deal of respect for the ocean. What follows is meant to help you better understand the nature of the dynamic, watery terrain we as surfers depend on.




  The key to enjoying surfing safely and successfully for years to come is to become a true waterman or waterwoman—an extremely proficient ocean swimmer and surfer. The first step in your development as a waterperson is to become a student of the ocean and waves. Surfing is an enormous amount of fun, but keep in mind that you’re ultimately playing by the ocean’s rules. Knowledge helps eliminate surprises and will result in higher quality surf sessions.




  Ocean Safety




  Surfing is an incredibly fun sport that can be enjoyed by people of all ages. Because you’re dealing with the sometimes-unpredictable force of ocean waves, however, it’s important to think safety first.




  The Golden Rule of Ocean Safety: Mai huli ‘oe I kokua o ke kai!—Hawaiian for “Never turn your back on the ocean!”




  Before we go any further, I want to emphasize the importance of being knowledgeable about your surroundings while surfing. At the same time, I don’t intend to paint a picture of surfing as an overly hazardous, or “extreme,” sport. Any activity can be extreme if you’re in over your head. In fact, one of the goals of this book is to expand your ability so that what you once considered extreme is now within your comfort zone.




  There are days when the waves are small and mellow, and all seems harmless and calm. There are also days when the ocean can be a volatile and even destructive force. It’s important to set aside machismo and ego at times and realize that ultimately the ocean will always win.




  Wave action at any worthwhile surf spot can at times humble the most experienced waterperson. One of the differences between waterpeople and kooks (inexperienced or disrespectful surfers) is that waterpeople can make informed decisions and predetermine the level of risk they will face. Certain breaks and conditions are suited for particular levels of surfers. It’s similar to the way that ski areas designate their runs for differing levels of skiers and snowboarders. There are some days when no one should venture into the water. The experienced surfer’s most valuable tool regarding ocean safety is common sense and sound judgment. If in doubt, just stay out!




  When you’re first learning how to surf, it’s advisable to stick to beaches with lifeguards. They can provide a wealth of information for you, as well as increasing the safety level of the sport enormously. Check with lifeguards regarding conditions, and definitely observe all posted warning signs. Many lifeguards will tell you that it’s essential to watch the surf for at least fifteen minutes before entering the water. And unless you’re an experienced waterperson and a strong swimmer, you should never swim, bodysurf, bodyboard, sailboard, or surf in waves more than waist high.




  Safety Guidelines




  Here are some tips on how to avoid common surfing hazards:




  KNOW YOUR WAVE LIMITS. Even small waves can sometimes pack a powerful punch. Choose the proper wave size and shape for your ability level. For example, fast, large, and hollow waves are unsafe for novice surfers. These types of waves require strong skills and have slammed countless beginners. Small to medium-size waves that move relatively slow and crumble as they break are a much better call for the rookie surfer.




  IDENTIFY CURRENTS. Longshore currents run parallel to shore. Rip currents run perpendicular to shore and can look like rivers as they carry water back out to the open ocean. In general, bigger surf results in stronger currents. If you get pulled farther and farther down the beach by a longshore current, or toward an object, paddle to a safe point on shore and walk back up to the break. Strong rip currents are fairly easy to spot. Advanced surfers sometimes use rip currents as a quick way to paddle out. However, unless you’re a very efficient and powerful paddler, it’s best to stay away from these fast-moving sections of water.




  AVOID OBJECTS. Large boulders, coral heads, very shallow reefs, cliffs, jetties, and piers will all win in a collision with a surfer. It’s crucial to spot potential landscape and man-made hazards and avoid them at all costs.




  STEER CLEAR OF SEA CREATURES. Shark bites, jellyfish stings, sea urchin wounds, and stingray injuries can all ruin a perfectly good day. To reduce your chances of having a run-in with a shark, don’t choose spots near river mouths and seal populations. To avoid jellyfish stings, scan the surface of the water for jellies from time to time. Since urchins and stingrays are found on the sea floor, use your board to support your weight instead of stepping onto the bottom.




  PREVENT COLLISIONS WITH OTHER SURFERS. Give your fellow surfers some space in order to evade a mishap. Following basic surfing etiquette (covered later in this chapter) such as paddling around the break back to the lineup can go a long way toward avoiding contact with others.




  Buddy System




  Another way to make the sport safer is to avoid surfing alone. As with sports such as scuba diving, kayaking, snorkeling, skiing, snowboarding, and rock climbing, surfers at every level should try to employ the buddy system by surfing with a friend. You and your buddy can keep an eye on each other and offer assistance should a problem arise. Another benefit is that you can improve your skills by surfing with someone who’s better than you. Of course the best reason to surf with a friend is the most obvious. You can laugh with (or at) each other and, on a good day, share your stoke!




  

    THE SURFRIDER FOUNDATION




    The Surfrider Foundation is a nonprofit organization dedicated to protecting our oceans. Its national office is in San Clemente, California, but the foundation has active chapters all over the world.




    Local chapters act to protect the coast in their community. For example, they take ocean water samples to determine bacteria levels and publish the results of their water testing in local newspapers and on the web. They welcome volunteers who love oceans, waves, and beaches. Surfrider chapter locations include:




    > East Coast: numerous chapters from Florida to New England




    > Great Lakes




    > Gulf Coast




    > Islands of Oahu, Maui, and Puerto Rico




    > West Coast: numerous chapters from San Diego to Seattle




    > Australia




    > Brazil




    > France




    > Japan




    For more information, visit their website at www.surfrider.org.
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  Dangerous shore break




  First-Aid Tips




  There are a few simple first-aid tips everyone who ventures into the ocean should know.




  The most common injuries incurred by surfers are:




  SURFBOARD BRUISES AND CUTS. Surfboards can quickly turn into projectiles when they fly into the air or are pushed by a wall of water. To protect yourself and others, always be in control of your board. When you fall, it’s a good idea to protect your head with your hands and arms. Beginners should use foam boards opposed to fiberglass. Shortboarders should apply protectors to their fins as well as to the nose of the board to avoid being stabbed in a fall. Treat swelling from bruises by applying ice to the area. Cuts should be cleaned, disinfected, and covered immediately.




  ROCK BRUISES, SCRAPES, AND CUTS. Rocks in shallow water or on the shore have left a dent in many a surfboard and surfer. Most commonly, injury occurs while trying to enter and exit the water—especially at a surf spot that has little or no beach at high tide. A lot of shoreline rocks are covered by moss and become extremely slippery when wet. If the shore break is dangerous and the tide will be getting higher while you’re surfing, try to find a safe—preferably sandy—area to enter and exit the water.




  CORAL SCRAPES AND CUTS. The biggest problem when coming into contact with coral is the risk of infection. Bacteria from the seawater enter the wound and begin to grow. Signs of local infection include pain, redness, warmth, and pus. Wash cuts with fresh water and soap within the first hour of injury to prevent infection. Apply antibiotic ointment and cover the area until the cut begins to heal.




  SEA URCHIN SPIKES. Most sea urchin encounters occur when surfers are walking near the shore. Large urchin spikes are the size of a pencil lead and need to be removed by a physician. The small spikes are the size of a sewing needle and cannot be removed. The good news is that the body dissolves the small spikes in a couple of weeks. A toxin released by the urchin upon contact causes the pain. To neutralize the toxin and relieve pain, soak the injured area in hot water or vinegar for fifteen minutes a few times a day until the pain and swelling subside.




  JELLYFISH OR PORTUGUESE MAN-OF-WAR STINGS. These guys can hurt! The worst part is that they’re difficult to see and can suddenly surprise you with a sting. Avoid rubbing the affected area; this will only make matters worse. Instead wash the skin off gently with alcohol to prevent further stinging. The most effective way to neutralize the toxin is to apply meat tenderizer paste for fifteen minutes. If you develop large areas of hives or experience difficulty in breathing, seek medical attention immediately.




  Surfer’s Ear




  External auditory exostosis (EAE)—also known as surfer’s ear—is caused by repeated exposure to water colder than 68 degrees and cold wind. In response to these irritants, a buildup of bone develops under the lining of the ear canal that can close off the eardrum. This condition can result in chronic ear infections, equilibrium issues, and hearing loss.




  Several studies have come to the conclusion that at least 80 percent of dedicated surfers will develop EAE after ten years of surfing in cold water, and 90 percent will experience issues after twenty years. Most coldwater surfers have at least some mild bone growths, and one ear is usually affected much more due to prevailing wind direction where they surf.
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  Neoprene hood—key on cold days




  Preventing Surfer’s Ear




  The following safeguards can help prevent surfer’s ear:




  WEAR EARPLUGS. Earplugs block cold water and air from entering the ear canal.




  SURF WITH A HOOD. Neoprene hoods keep ears warmer—the most effective line of defense is in conjunction with plugs.




  DRY YOUR EARS OUT. Two to three drops of half vinegar and half alcohol will dry out the ear canal and help prevent infection.




  KEEP YOUR EARS WARM ON LAND. If it’s cold and/or windy outside, pull up a hood or wear a hat that will cover your ears.




  AVOID EXTREMELY COLD SESSIONS. Dawn and dusk patrol sessions as well as those frigid winter days increase your risk of developing surfer’s ear.




  Surfer’s Eye




  Conjunctiva pterygium—also known as surfer’s eye—is caused by exposure to excessive ultraviolet (UV) radiation, glare, wind, dust, seawater, and sand. Eventually these irritants can result in degeneration of the collagen fibers that make up the conjunctiva (the clear membrane on the surface of the eye) and yellowish and thicker fibers grow in their place. The new membrane, or pterygium, grows from the bottom, nasal corner of the eye in a triangular shape, with one corner pointing toward the cornea. Without intervention, this pterygium can warp the surface of the cornea and block light from entering the eye.




  Preventing Surfer’s Eye




  Like surfer’s ear, surfer’s eye is also preventable if you follow these simple guidelines:




  WEAR SUNGLASSES. Wear sunglasses that provide 100 percent UV protection whenever you’re outside or driving during the day. Polarized lenses will also reduce glare; wraparound models and a hat will provide further protection.




  USE EYEWEAR DESIGNED FOR SURFING. Watertight models offer the most protection from the elements, but sunglass-style models also help reduce UV exposure.
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  Glare




  WASH YOUR EYES WITH WARM WATER. Washing your face and eyes with warm water after a surf session removes irritants and helps keep the surface of the eye healthy.




  KEEP FRESH AIR INDOORS. Air out your home or office regularly and don’t let the air get too dry.




  APPLY EYE MIST. Moisturizing eye mists are an effective way of maintaining proper eye moisture.




  Wave Formation




  The most common reason waves form is wind on the open ocean. Waves breaking against a shore are called surf. The surf we enjoy is the end of a journey of energy that may have originated thousands of miles away. Waves are formed as variations in air pressure force gusty winds down upon the water’s surface. If the wind is strong and steady enough, it will form chop over a large area. This chop is referred to as a sea.




  As the sea is blown downwind, the waves become longer, smoother, and more organized, taking the form of what we call a swell. A swell is what we recognize as the marching lines of energy that travel across the open ocean. An incoming swell usually means better surf. When this wave energy hits shallow water, it begins to crest and form a breaking wave. This is when all the wave’s energy finally moves a significant amount of water.




  From the swell’s origination point until the wave breaks, energy has been moving through the ocean without actually displacing the water. It’s the energy that has traveled hundreds or thousands of miles since the creation of the swell, not the actual water molecules. Waves generated by the wind may range in height from less than an inch to as much as 60 feet.




  Earthquakes and volcanic eruptions beneath the ocean cause other kinds of waves. Waves formed by underwater earthquakes are known as seismic sea waves, or tsunamis. Near the coast, tsunamis may become very large and cause significant damage, but in the deep open ocean, the eye cannot detect them. In extreme cases tsunamis can be as high as 100 feet and travel up to 600 miles per hour. Fortunately these “great waves” are quite rare, and scientists have become pretty good at forecasting them. And, hopefully the devastation caused by the tsunami that hit Japan in 2011 will lead to even more accurate forecasting in the future.




  [image: image]




  The lines of a swell




  Anatomy of a Wave




  Surfers have names for the different parts of a wave.




  The highest part of a wave is called the crest or peak. The lowest part is called the trough or pit. The front of the wave is called the face, and the back of the wave is generally referred to as simply the back.




  The curl is the part of the wave that is breaking. Lip is a term used to describe the very tip of a cresting wave that curls or plunges down. Wall is a general term used to refer to the area of the face that has yet to break. A section is a portion or an area of a wave. The pocket is the section of the wall just ahead of the curl. It’s usually the steepest part of the wave and the most desirable place to surf. If you can stay in or near the pocket, you can generate maximal speed and enjoy a longer ride. The shoulder or flats is the less-steep section of the wave face away from the breaking part.




  Wave Measurement




  In the sport of surfing, wave measurement varies considerably. Some folks measure waves from the face of the wave; others, especially in Hawaii, measure from the back. Essentially, all wave measurement by a surfer is a “guesstimate.” It mostly becomes an issue in storytelling, contests, and photo shoots.




  Why all this variation? It’s because waves are dynamic and change in width, height, and shape as they approach shore. To complicate things further, wave size differs depending on the angle of the observer. I’ve heard it said that perhaps the units of wave measurement should be fear rather than feet.




  Regardless of your choice of measurement technique while in the water, it’s important to understand how it’s done in surf predictions. Satellites, ocean buoys, vessel reports, and meteorological data have become fairly accurate at predicting surf. These surf reports usually describe what direction the swell is traveling, the time interval between waves, and the wave height. Wave height is determined by measuring the vertical distance between the crest and trough. Wave length is the distance between two successive wave crests. Swell data will be most useful to those who know the spot they’re surfing and have experience determining wave shape.




  Wave Shape




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




  Areas with long, gradual rises from deep to shallow water usually result in what is known as a crumbly, or peeling, wave. A peeling wave breaks easily down the face, or front side, of the wave, spilling or toppling over. It appears to crumble, or peel, along its length and is excellent for learning how to surf.




  Breaks with a more abrupt change from deep to shallow water usually result in what is known as a barreling, or tubing, wave. A tubing wave breaks from top to bottom as the swell peaks more quickly and pitches the crest down the wave face. This type of wave creates the hollow tube or barrel section that an advanced surfer enters. Getting barreled is one of the ultimate experiences in surfing. The term hollow is used to describe this concave and steep wave face shape. The term sucky is also used to describe wave conditions that are hollow and breaking in shallow water. Gnarly is a slang term used to describe large, heavy, thick-lipped or difficult waves.




  When waves break all at once along their entire face, they are referred to as being closed out. Such waves are not ideal for surfing—you end up merely riding the whitewater, or the broken part of a wave that has already peaked and toppled over. Sometimes catching the whitewater can work to your advantage if it’s a wave that will break twice. Such waves are called reforms because they have already broken, but—depending on how much energy they have and the shape of the bottom—they can reform to break again.
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  A hollow wave
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  A crumbly wave




  Tides




  Being familiar with the spot you will surf and how different tides affect it is essential to quality surf sessions.




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




  Becoming a student of tides can help maximize your time and energy. The water depth at a break can greatly affect wave shape, size, and consistency. So planning ahead and surfing when the tide is most favorable can amplify the fun factor of your sessions.




  Tide Window




  There are several factors to consider when predicting what hours each day the tide will be conducive to producing the best waves at your local break. Here are a few:




  TYPE OF BREAK. The type of break you want to surf will affect your ideal tide window. Many reef breaks tend to work best as they’re going from low to high tide, while many beach breaks work well at midtide. In areas that experience a considerable amount of kelp growth, a very low tide can also result in a great deal of the green stuff at the surface. This can make surfing a real challenge: When struck by a surfboard’s fin, kelp acts like a speed bump. And the surfing area of an inside break that’s near a bluff can get filled in with too much water at a very high tide—preventing any decent waves from breaking before hitting land.




  SWELL SIZE. Checking the online surf report for the spot you plan to surf is also key. Depending on the bottom contour at that break, a lower tide can result in larger waves closing out. If the swell is small, on the other hand, a higher tide can create mushy conditions.




  WAVE SHAPE PREFERENCE. Your equipment, ability, and surfing style all influence your wave shape preferences and ultimately what tide window will work best for you. You’ll generally want to surf on a lower tide for faster and hollower waves and a higher tide for more forgiving waves.




  TIDE HEIGHT. Once you know how big the waves will be and have your preferred wave shape in mind, it’s time to check out a tide table. Most surf shops and several websites can provide you with a schedule of the times high and low tide will occur each day for the entire year in their local area. Look at when high and low tide will be and also what the actual water depth will be at those times. How much water there is in relation to the amount of wave energy will greatly influence the quality of the waves for your session.




  TIDE DIRECTION. Whether the tide is on its way in or out is important. At many breaks you’ll see a push in wave size and consistency as the tide is rising and a decrease when the tide’s dropping.




  Log Some Hours




  Time spent surfing a spot regularly will help you make the best decisions when it comes to choosing your ideal tide window. The more experience you have surfing a particular break, and the more you know current swell data and wind conditions, the better you’ll be able to predict what tide height will make for the optimal surf session.




  Currents




  If you’ve spent any time in or around the ocean, you’re probably already familiar with the concept of ocean currents. Forces such as the wind, wave action, and changes in tides result in water movement, or currents. Unlike swell energy, which travels through the water, currents can sweep objects both on the bottom and at the surface in the direction the water is flowing. Currents are what cause boats to drift and sandbars to shift.




  Currents can vary significantly in terms of strength and direction. Therefore, everyone who ventures into the ocean needs to be aware of currents to prevent being swept out to sea or into an area where waves are breaking onto rocks or into cliffs. Scuba divers, for instance, might start their dives by swimming against the current so that they can expend less energy on their return. A strong current that moves parallel to shore can affect us when we’re surfing because it can make it difficult to hold our position while we wait for waves.
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  A rip current




  After waves have broken on shore, the water needs a way to flow back out to sea. The path of least resistance for the water to return is the lowest spot in the shore. This movement of water can form what’s referred to as a rip current. Rip currents can be very strong and are important for oceangoers to be able to identify. Each year, many swimmers and surfers are swept out to sea by rip currents because they become fatigued trying to swim against the flow. The key is to swim across the rip current or parallel to shore until you’ve broken free from its pull.
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  Offshore wind




  Wind Conditions




  What direction the wind is blowing can greatly affect wave shape.




  In the morning or evening, there tends to be little or no wind, and the surf is more likely to be glassy. This term refers to the incredibly smooth appearance of incoming swells and waves—ideal conditions for surfing.




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




  A sideshore wind blows across the swell and, although better than an onshore wind, can also lead to deteriorating conditions.




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




  Types of Breaks




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