


a king-sied wave and spent so long
gerimer that when he surfaced
wits uncanscious, As for the woman
= "hio sobd memy car hire when 1 got

10 Honolulu airport, when T1okd her
whiat { was going 1o do, she looked

51 as il she wasn'y going o let me take
hri;suq the car, {Is this man sane enough 1o
hes mls -.Irm:?} Well, wlul;mﬁmudn Iu-u

. i Janizary ot early Februa
- pipeline Bodysurfing Classic: Thé \
‘ussemhle for a two-week holding
preriod, and wait for a big day. For Lhu
bodveurfing aficiomade, it is probably
the most dangerous and testing event of
it Kind. This vear, | happened 1o phone
the crganiser midway through the
Iablling period, just theee days before ey
worg expecting @ big swell, [was i Svdney,
and restlised et i 1 canght e next fight to
Honodahn 'l sirvive juest in time 1o citer the contest,
That wis the principle. There are some things in

ife thiat respuive s wenaneeal measure of By now, s | deove through the
folhardiness, In short, Dwas whout wo learn dhawn across Oahu (Honolulu is on e
el s perepenne you for the Baned Pipeline south side of the island, Pipeline on
Thaough evervome will try, the north ), T was fecling ke the

My irnved agent stared 2t me chosely, as if protagonist of 2 B-grade horror fick.
appraising my thin, writer's phvstque with a misture who must be warned at every rn of
of respectand stupefaction. “You're going the danger that lies ahexl
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lifeguards had wanted i call off the contest. The
WNES were Coming up out of te water, rearing up
ahove the reef, 2 monumental fowr o five Gmes e
size of a mian. Amd they were breaking, notwith
gentle, graceful curl, butwith 2 huge and wrrifving lip.

There were ominous signs, moreovey, planied
the: length of the beach. reading: “WARNING,
Dangerous Shorebreak, Waves break in shallow
water. Serious injuries coubd occur, even in snall
surd. IF 1% DOUBT, DON'T GOOLT.”

“Even in saall suef 1 never surfed on arecf
before. grew up riding the wives of Svdney's samly
beaches. T had 4 sense thar, for sermeone with my
ability and experience, riding Pipeline would
probably be a bit like upgrading from a Morris
Minor 1o Formula One vacing car. 1 sidled
up o a wild-looking gy with 2 wiry frame,

darting feral eves and wnkempl hair. He
introduced himsel as Adam Sanches,
from Kaira'i, one of the more rogged, less
papulous, outer ishinds, Was he
competing? He podnted 1o 2 tattoo on his
shoulder. 1t resd, “Mea Kaha Nalu™,
which, he explained, mens “bodysurfer”
in Brawaian, Tasked if he'd done this
before, He informed me thar it was his first
timme in the comtest: he wis entering as & tribue
1o i friend who bad drowned the previous year.
M Sancher might s well bave filled my stomach
with plaster of Paris, | guess he didn’t realise tha
alresdy | was overmaed by the waves, Butthe
eflect on my sell-confidence was all 100 palpable.
S0 when Alan, the organiser, came and suggested
that it prohably wasi't the right day for a journalist
to experience Pipeline first hand, Uhad 1o agree.
My dream of surfing a1 Pipeline was shipwrecked,
It looked as if 'd have t catch my waves vicariously
from the shore,



soumded wense, 1 anvone wants o pull ont, we'll give
vou st full refund,” he said. 10was a last desperate plea
for commaon sense to prevadl. But nobody paid any
attention. After which, with horns and flags and plemy
of noisy announcements, the contest began,

The judging rules for bodvsurfing arve simple.
Competilors must swim out unassisted, with no
surfbusards, no bodybreards, noteven 2 handboard,
Fins are perminted. In ench hear, competitors must ry
1o catch as many waves as they can and their
performance is scored for each wave. The rules stae:
“Highest scores are given for the most radical
comtrolled manocuvees in the most critical section of
the biggest andfor besi wave for the longest
distance.” The idea of being able 1o control anything
i s wsve Ut is up o 306 high on the face, and
breaking with a pummelling, thundering lip straight
dowm om i rock was almost heyond belief. But as
Fwas about o learn, these guyvs were exieaordinary,

In fact, Ewas about 1o fearn it the hard way. By the
time of the sixth heat, one of the contestants due 1o

come i in the seventh lost his bottle and pulled o,
Another had been rescoed, someone else hiad
wrenched o knee joint and anoiher guy had cut up his
snkle on the reef, Moreover, Adam Sanches kept
saving things like: “Ics definitely 2 sizeable day,
You've got to respect Mother Nare,”

Following the withdrawal, it was announced tha a
slot had come open for 3 kast- minute enirant. Now, T
don't know exactly how o explabn this without
seeming a lwwatic. Over the course of the moming,
the swell had gradually been easing o just under e
200 meark | figured that was only three times my
height_ 5o Dwalked up to the organisers ahle and,
with a remolo tat verged on colorame, wld them;
“UN e in” As Dsigned my waiver, however, the girl at
the desk. no doubl pertarbed by the pallor of my skin
and ity general shsence of muscles, asked me: “You
dho know what vou're doing, don'tvour”

Nt realby” |said. Why lie?

“Hawe vou swum in these sorts of conditions
beforer she asked, with mounting concern,

“Er.. o

Vet i swin al least, can't von?” she said, “I'im
nitcompletely stupid,” Dreplied. Bot | knew very well
thit 1 was.
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Stll, s 1 put oy fippers on ook consoktion
from the fact that vou'd be hard pushed to find 2
bitter place to die. Palm trees, the silhowette of 2
mountain, beautiful sand, sparkling water, plentiful
stnshine ~ this place has the lot.

The waber was warm and bess saly than | was used
. Tor geet to the break yvou had o swim through a
cross-shore rip that was moving a1 about one metre
per second with 2 messy, chuming current. Ina
couple of the heats, I'd scen some of the competitors
cartied a good S00-600 metres downshore in its
swirling ediies. 1 could feel the adrenalin pumping
and realised [was swimming faster than | could
sustain, But there was no tme o think ahout
rationing encrgy. for the white roaring walls of deuh
hid begun to bear towards me.

Before [eft the share, 1 had asked Peier, an
Australian contestant, if ke could sigest 2 strategy -

I 1w, bt just o survive, “Yesth,” e'd said.
“Don't take the sets on your head ™ The good sense
of this became apparent, the closer | came o Mose
clilfs of oeean hreaking ahead, The other thing
Peter iold me was w0 keep my eves open at all
times, even underwater. This is so you can warch
the reef and also judge when the foam of a big
wave has dispersed overhiad,

As the first rolling wall of white charged inwards, 1
slowed and dived then looked up and waited for the
turbulence to clear, It took a long time. But the seq
above eventually lightened. Quickly, | rose — into
alaring field of snow, the whole ecean white, | sank @
couple of imes in the swirling frot, then itguictened
and [ found e w ke a breath, before the nest
thustdering wrbulence rolled in,

I repeated this hall 2 dozen tmes and kept
swimming away fronn the shore. 1 was laed going,
but the rip helped me, By the time | nade it outside
the break, [was 2 long way downshore from the
conlest, With a profound sense that | was swimming
i i legue well beyond my abilitg, 1 wrmed roound in
the deep ocean and began 1o swim back up the coas,
After a bong period of solid freestyle, T drew level with
alifeguard. He wasn't there just for e - more’s the
pity. His meain duty, 1 believe, was to fly in should any
one of us become wapped underwater, be knocked
unconscious, or suffer a beoken neck.
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I thiught it might be wise 1o establish a rapport.
After all, if 1 was about 1o be mangled in 2 20-foater,
chances were it the nex time | me this goy | was
going to be out cold with twa lungs full of water. 501
canght his eve as [ erawled through, and asped ot
an embarrassing “Howdy”, Taeedn’t liave bothored,
The Eiet is, when the et stared and [ moved back
from the deep ocean into the impact zone, Twas a
themsand times too seared w catch anything.

How can | do justice 10 i? Imagine vou're pitching
about like a cork in the sew, then suddenly rising
From the deep is this monumentl, moving cliff-face.
The first thing vou note is the height. The second is
the sheer nature of the drop. U'm used to surding,
down waves with an incling on them, These were
drop-dead vertical. And, in the shallow water being
sucked up beneath vou, you can see every detail of
the reef, just waiting o beeak vour fall, The tird
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thing you noie is the way that each teerifving lip
forms a giant mbe that advances along each wave
a5 1t breaks.

If o are oo high on the wave when you try
to catcl it, you are liable w be thrown out on that
top lip, like grape seeds spat from the mouth of
a giant. If you are too low on the wave then the lip
could crash on o ol you, grinding your hones
into the reef, knocking you ot if vou take it on
the back of the head, (One contestant was 2 Vietnam
veteran, who ook up extreme bodysurding as a
suhstitute for the excitement of the jungle. Even
he sured in a helme, )

And et it was in the midst of this that these
extraordinary watermen began dropping headfirst
down waves, sticking 1o the sheer vertical wall, And
on the way, they would do tricks as though in
mockery of the danger: they would spin, wrn, roll
wnd even come riding out the tbe at the end of i all

Of courrse, Lalso positioned myself 2 mumber of
tambees B0 caatch awarve. Bat fs dfficult o catch a wave
without lenking down, and in booking dowsn one i
awstre of the height and of course one sees e reef,
and if one then looks sidewsys there is that horrible
tube coming at vou, 1 pubbed out of kaf a dozen waves
befire | resigned myself.

Newdless o say, | eame Lastin the contest, scoring
atotal of zern points. Butas the experts reassured
e, ieal’s ot really whet matters. What matters is
cach man's privite contest with the wave, And. on
that score, | figure Twon at least a pantial viciory,

Hey — Fswam ot at Banzai Pipeling on 4 hig
wititer's day. 1 swrvived 2 radical bodysurfing
heat. And afterwards, somehow, | made it hack
1o shore, unassisted. There aren't many people
who it say that. FT
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