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M
ick Fanning walked in and did something I’ve never seen him do 

in 20 years. He went straight for the refrigerator, pulled out a two 

litre party bottle of Coca-Cola, unscrewed the lid, and chugged 

half of it down like it was mother’s milk. He put the bottle back on the 

shelf, closed the fridge and sat down, staring wordlessly out at Pipeline, 

his forehead furrowed and his gaze melting. I’d seen him drink his 

bodyweight in beer before, but not that shit, never the Black Death. That 

skinny white body is a temple. It struck me as one of the most unusual 

things I’d seen in a while, but then again this has been a year for Mick 

Fanning that “unusual” don’t even come close to covering. He’s hung on 

through some big swings, lived life and death like a snail on a razor’s 

edge, hovering somewhere between mortality and immortality. He 

probably deserved the Coke.

And Mick wasn’t even hungover. 

It was December 4, the day after he’d won the Sunset Beach contest, 

but instead of partying all night as his biological imperative demanded, 

he’d had three beers and gone to bed at eight o’clock. Spent. A full day 

in the water at Sunset had left him weak, rubbery and craving sugar. I 

asked him how he was feeling, a question that considering what he’d 

been through this year could be answered on several levels. He simply 

responded, “Tired.” As he sat there watching Pipe from the backyard 

he talked about how his energy had ebbed and flowed all year. He then 

talked about the swell that was coming for the Pipe Masters, 10 feet at 

17 seconds, “Fucking big”, and how he’d have to rally one more time 

to be ready for it. 

From the minute he survived the shark attack in July, the notion crystallised 

perfectly that Mick Fanning would win the world title this year. Nothing made 

more sense. As a stunned world replayed the clip over and over – knowing 

this time how it would end – it was already being written in the stars. From 

the primal jaws of a big, dumb fish to his face reflected in a silver world title 

trophy, the Karmic dots were being joined. Pro surfing follows narrative, 

judges follow narrative, and there was no bigger story this year than Mick 

Fanning. The day after the attack I’d put $100 on him to win the world title. 

The morning after he raided my fridge in Hawaii, he was back. 

I awoke to someone in my room, going through my stuff in the dark. 

Mick had let himself in the house and was poking around trying to find 

a life vest. The swell was up and he was going surfing. Out front was 

white from Rockpiles to Sunset, a vulgar landscape, waves eating waves, 

the windows of the house rattling on the bigger sets like T-Rex were 

walking up the Kam Highway. El Niño had delivered a bastard child of a 

swell. Months ago we’d seen the thermal map and seen that huge blob of 

bathwater hugging the Californian coast (mirroring the radioactive blob 

hugging Fukushima on the other side of the Pacific), and the common 

belief was that the Hawaiian winter would bomb, and here it was, right in 

front of us, washing up to the yard and even live on our TV. 

“MATE, HE WAS GONE. BLUE AS. GONE.”

Andre Botha cradles the unconscious Evan Geiselman after a terrifying three-wave holddown that shook the entire North Shore. (Moran) Previous spread: Still shy of his 18th birthday, Margaret 

River’s Jack Robinson showcased typical bravado and sublime line to take out the Pipe trials. Don’t be surprised if you have a new favourite surfer by the end of 2016. (Davey) Opening spread: 

On pro surfing’s most dramatic day, after the wildest year of his life, Mick Fanning throws his heart to the heavens in a moment that is equal parts triumph and surrender. (Corey Wilson)
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We turned on the telly that morning just in time to watch Mark Mathews 

fall from a Jaws lip, somehow stick it, only to be crushed like a rabbit 

under a truck, his left arm torn from its socket. Watching live, a dislocated 

shoulder seemed a lucky outcome. Dorian dropped from the sky, his red 

board a sputtering Monkey Magic cloud that somehow landed him in 

the sweet spot. It was borderline real, and the broadcast should’ve come 

with a stylised violence warning. “These maniacs are straight up tapped”, 

offered Taj Burrow, watching on, holding newborn daughter Arrabella 

like a koala bear, daddy and daughter silhouetted against the raging North 

Pacific outside, the gossamer fragility of life never seeming more evident. 

Toward lunchtime the swell began to come off the boil a little, and the 

first takers appeared at Pipe. It was Jamie and John John, taking advantage 

of an empty lineup to do some step-offs on a ski. Jamie then mocked the 

wrath of the Pipeline Gods by getting towed into a Second Reef set on an 

inflatable pool toy, not only surviving, but beaching the thing. 

The laughs stopped soon after. 

Sitting in our backyard, watching on in a lawn chair, Jack Freestone 

was the first to see it. “He hasn’t come up!” he shrilled, standing on the 

chair. Jack had just watched good friend Evan Geiselman pull into a big 

First Reef wave, not come out and not come up. A second wave went by 

without any sign, and suddenly everyone was on their feet, craning their 

necks looking for a small dark head in an ocean of white. 

Nothing. 

Mick Fanning just happened to be walking past our yard with his Pipe 

board and had seen the look on Taj Burrow’s face. He knew immediately 

something was going down and sprinted up the beach to help. Meanwhile 

a third wave passed with no sign. Mick arrived just as Andre Botha and 

the lifeguards were dragging the limp and lifeless Floridian to shore. 

Later that afternoon Mick recalled the scene, “Mate, he was gone. Blue 

as. Gone. Then the lifeguards got a breath into him and the saltwater just 

gushed out.” 

It was a sobering moment, but on the North Shore these moments 

are commonplace.

Even as they pumped his chest, blue as a Smurf, guys filed past Evan 

Geiselman with their boards under their arms, headed for the water, 

ready to feed the beast. Life is at a premium on days like this, everyone 

watching out for everyone else, but it’s also damn cheap. The blood is just 

hosed off the footpath and daily life continues around it. The ambulance 

sirens Doppler down the Kam Highway, people return to their morning 

coffee, and the beat goes on.

For Mick Fanning, however, the fact he just happened to be there was 

another sign from above. White Lightning was fast becoming a lightning 

rod for life and death dices. 
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W
e had breakfast the following morning with Owen and Tyler Wright at 

Café Haleiwa. 

The prodigious siblings laughed their way through plates of pancakes 

and bacon and maple syrup, talked of downtime, talked of plans to go 

to the snow in January. Owen joked his whole year had already been his 

off-season and he might actually train during his holidays instead. There 

was no mention of his slim shot at the world title. Owen seemed to have 

forgotten as he talked about taking a van through Mexico.

The conversation then drifted – as most conversations on the North Shore 

were that morning – to what happened to Evan Geiselman the previous 

day. Owen had been in the water when it happened, and had sensed 

something eerie in the minutes leading up to it. The wave that Evan took 

had actually been his. But like everyone else, however, he’d shaken it 

off and got straight back on the horse, and when a fresh northwest swell 

hit Pipe the following morning he was straight back out there for his 

dawn constitutional. He’d been in imperious form out there and drained 

a couple of solid ones, before wearing a big set on the head and being 

washed in down at Beach Park. 

After lunch Owen lay down in bed and didn’t get back up. 

Those long, obedient limbs of his refused all commands. Waves pulsed 

through the concrete walls and the room started warping. A pallet of 

bricks sat on his chest. It felt like he was still underwater with another 

Pipe wave bearing down on him. Mick Fanning, Owen’s housemate, 

checked on him and knew immediately it was all wrong. The ambulance 

sirens were soon caterwauling down the Kam Highway again, this time 

for Owen. 

The original diagnosis was micro-bleeds on the brain. Owen hadn’t hit 

the bottom, but in layman’s terms, doctors described it as “shaken baby 

syndrome” for a fully-grown, hyper-tuned adult. Owen was immediately 

withdrawn from the Pipe Masters, his slim shot at a world title gone. 

While the news broke and his condition was spun positively, those closer 

were worried. He was weak as a kitten, and any brain injury is a walk 

into the unknown. Doctors disagreed on the severity of the bleed, one 

even clearing him to fly home to Australia almost immediately, which 

didn’t seem right as Owen couldn’t walk 10 steps without verging on 

unconsciousness. He’d spend Christmas in the same bed, and his recovery 

would be a long road. 

“AFTER LUNCH OWEN LAY DOWN

IN BED AND DIDN’T GET BACK UP.”

Owen Wright was the standout surfer at Pipeline in the lead-up to the Masters. A cruel wipeout 

only days before the event not only ended his world title chances but left him with a brain 

injury that is still causing concerns only weeks out from the start of the new season. We wish 

you all the best for a speedy recovery mate. (Corey Wilson)
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F
or Mick Fanning this wouldn’t be a world title, it’d be the world title. 

To be leading the ratings coming into Pipeline was nothing short of 

miraculous in itself, but for the universe to now be throwing omens at 

him like this, like Owen and Evan, layering the drama on thick, you felt 

that everything was being drawn toward a single point, and that point 

was Mick Fanning winning the most famous of world titles and riding off 

into the sunset, announcing his retirement, walking away on top. He was 

keeping that card close to his chest, but privately those close to him knew. 

At 34, if he won he was done. A fourth title would ice a huge surfing 

legacy, but what he’d gone through to win it would make it a golden ticket 

to surfing immortality. And anyway, after a year like he’d just had, where 

do you go from there? 

The shark attack lionised Mick Fanning. 

His public profile became stratospheric and his life got plum crazy. The 

dumb luck of surviving the shark bump on live television had brought Mick 

to the world’s attention – the primality and the context were hard to ignore, 

the equivalent of having a tiger running loose on the MCG on grand final 

day – but once they got to know the guy, they loved him. Who wouldn’t? In 

a sporting world of disposable heroes, prefab heroes, juiced-up heroes and 

heroes secretly tapping diner waitresses, here was a guy not only capable of 

fighting off great sea beasts, he was a fucking good bloke too. 

Mick turned up at Glenn Hall’s retirement party at Lei Lei’s restaurant, 

playing with a small army of kids around the turtle pond out front. 

When one of the kids slipped while reaching to pick up a baby turtle, 

Mick – who else? – was Johnny on the spot to pluck them out of the 

pond. There was nothing it seemed he couldn’t do. It was getting 

ridiculous, the newspaper headlines even crediting Mick for saving 

Evan Geiselman’s life. If he won this world title, who knew what he’d 

become. Meanwhile, inside the restaurant Mick walked around for an 

hour getting everyone to sign a T-shirt for Micro. In one corner was 

scrawled, “Glenn, you’re a great Australian… for a c--t from Ireland!”

There were however some dark shadows still swimming around in his psyche.

The afternoon before the Pipe Masters was due to begin, Mick and Parko sat 

down and talked about what happened in J-Bay. They laughed about how 

a local guy who’d been hit by sharks three times and survived claimed that 

Supertubes – where Mick was attacked – was actually the safest part of the 

point to surf. The boys joked about the irony of a guy who’d been hit three 

times giving shark advice. Surviving the attack hadn’t left Mick fearless and 

bulletproof. If anything it had given him a real sense of his own mortality. 

The shark still haunts him. Mick surfed Off The Wall later that afternoon 

and when a fish jumped next to him, so did Mick. 

On terra firma, however, the fact he’d survived the attack was an affirmation. 

And if not physically, the shark encounter was an emotional laxative. 

Since the shark, most everybody close to Mick will tell you a story 

about how he has gone out of his way to spend time with them, 

go surf, riff about life. Almost becoming hot lunch for a giant fish 

gave him fresh perspective, an appreciation of each sunrise, and 

placed a higher value on every warm soul in his life. While Mick 

characterised his first world title back in 2007 as “selfish”, won with 

ice water coursing through his veins, he was determined to make 

this one selfless. This time was going to be different. “This year I’ve 

let emotion come into it more and I’ve tried hard not to push those 

feelings away,” he said. “I’ve learned to live in those moments.” 

Well, in a year of moments for Mick there was another one yet to come, a 

moment far bigger, far darker than the shark. It was heralded by his mum, 

Liz, in tears and inconsolable, knocking on his door at 5am the morning 

he was due to surf for the world title. 

In one of the Masters lighter moments, Ireland’s Glenn Hall (by way of Umina) is chaired up the beach after his final WCT heat. (Joli) Opposite: 

He may be small in sature but he has a ticker the size of Mt Ettalong. The man they call Micro finds some shade at the Pipeline. (Frieden)
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T
he Pipe Masters began that morning with the swell still raw, still big, 

and the morbid vibe that had infused the whole winter still there. It just 

didn’t feel right. 

The sun wasn’t even over the escarpment when Bede Durbidge was 

bounced hard into the reef. As he was plucked from the surf it looked bad. 

It initially looked spinal, but would eventually be revealed as a fractured 

pelvis, a torn liver, and months out of the water. Bede’s wife Taryn ran 

down the beach with their daughter, Willow, while his friends about 

to surf their heats sipped cold coffee between tight lips. They listened 

silently to the ambulance sirens wailing for Bede, wondering what the hell 

was next. 

At this point only a handful of people knew that Mick’s eldest brother 

Pete had died in his sleep overnight back home in Australia. 

As news spread house to house, those close to him just shook their 

heads in disbelief. If there wasn’t already a sense of black satire 

about his whole year, the news of Pete Fanning’s passing confirmed 

that the gods were playing a drunken card game with Mick Fanning’s 

life. “How much more has that guy got to go through?” asked Parko, 

shaking his head. “And today?” 

To find out your brother had died, the second brother you’d lost, on this 

morning of all mornings with the world title on the line and Pipe falling 

from the sky? 

Like Owen, Bede Durbidge had a blinder on the WCT in 2015, bringing a rejuvenated mojo back 

to his heats and laying down some of meatiest hacks of the year. This bone-crunching stack at the 

Pipeline ended things on a low note and has put Bede out of the water for an unspecified period 

of time. Get well soon Bede, we’re sending you all our positive healing vibes mate. (Joli) Following 

spread: With a hurricane of emotions swirling inside him, Mick walks through the crowd and down 

to the water’s edge for his classic heat against John John and Kelly. (Joli)
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Pipeline was orchestrating this, surely, and not for the first time. The 

deepwater canyons out wide have amplified human drama for decades. 

Tom Carroll won the Pipe Masters here back in 1987 after learning that 

morning of his sister’s death in a car accident back home. Mick had said a 

month ago that he’d wear his heart on his sleeve with this showdown. That 

he wouldn’t detach emotionally as he had in previous campaigns, that he’d 

float with the tide of emotions as they ebbed and flowed. But this was 

something else, and while he’s been here before with the loss of brother 

Sean, back in 1998, this was raw. He’d taken years to turn that tragedy 

around. This time he had just minutes. 

Mick walked past our yard for his heat, punters on the beach wishing 

him good luck oblivious to the wildfire raging in his ribcage. In the 

circumstances, to simply hang together was brave, to surf was crazy 

brave, but to paddle out and beat Jamie O’Brien at Pipeline took 

something otherworldly. 

While the façade stayed stony, only God – and maybe Mick’s mum Liz – 

knew what was really going on inside Mick Fanning. After all he’d been 

through in the days and years before, there was no precedent for this; 

Mick was surfing for a world title in the hours after his brother’s death, 

potentially his greatest and his lowest moments playing out together. It 

was a cruel cosmic circumstance and there was no handbook for it, so 

Mick just did what Mick does. He blocked out the noise, put the tragedy 

in a box, and went surfing. When you walk through hell, what do you do? 

You keep walking. Don’t stop to take photos. 

A window into the grief the Fanning family were experiencing 

came soon after, when Liz Osborne walked up the beach. Supported 

by friends on each side, here was a woman who had already lived 

through it all – raised a family as a single mum, lost one son, raised a 

champion and stood by him through the wildest year of his life – now 

mourning a second son and hanging on by a thread as she walked 

through the crowd. In a flowing dress, the sand giving way beneath 

her feet, this grand matriarch kept her dignity as she fought back the 

tears. She walked up off the beach and into our backyard, sat down in 

the dining room, and just let it go. Sobbing, she repeated, “I just don’t 

know how much more of this I can take.” She left an hour later, a box 

of tissues strewn across the floor. 

By now the news had broken and the world was watching, even the leader 

of the free world, a Hawaiian. As Mick walked up the beach for his next 

heat, three Air Force choppers flew overhead in formation, playing a shell 

game to keep Obama safe as he watched on from a thousand feet. 

It was macabre theatre, but engrossing at the same time. So often lacking 

in conviction, context, and meaning, here was a day for pro surfing that 

actually mattered, a day with a beating heart. The emotional quotient shot 

like hot mercury. The broadcast fumbled around the tragedy, keeping a 

respectful distance but then putting Mick on the spot during an interview, 

but live it had real power. You took on Mick’s pain. You had no choice. 

 

After Jamie, Mick then drew John John and Kelly. I suppose if you’re 

going to win historic, going through the three best Pipe surfers of the 

modern era to do so would validate it sufficiently. Pipe was now playing 

its part, the wind having swung trade; Backdoor having switched on. This 

heat deserved this stage. 

Mick emerged from his winning wave, palms supine, fingers soft, head 

to the heavens and eyes closed. The still frame echoed a Renaissance 

fresco, and whereas his winning Pipeline wave two years earlier had been 

announced with a macho belly roar, this time Mick stayed silent. It was a 

moment of pure fatalism. It was the moment, Mick’s moment, surfing’s 

moment. It was the perfect point in time to hand him the trophy… only 

that there was another day still to surf and another twist yet to play out. 

But this day was a microcosm of Mick Fanning’s life – seismic adversity 

in the morning; something grand by lunchtime. 

The emotional toll of the day was shared though. Everyone close owned a 

piece of it. 

In the final heat of the day when Parko lost to Adam Melling after needing 

a two and being unable to find it. On his last wave he’d been smashed, 

hogtied by his legrope, and held under for too long. He came straight in 

and ran straight to the yard of his house. He wasn’t angry at losing. He 

paused for a minute, looked out over the lineup, and said, “I’m done. I 

almost drowned just then. Bede’s broken in half, Owen can’t get out of 

bed, and Mick…” He poured a tequila shot, quaffed it, and shook his head. 

“I’m too old for this shit.” 

“WHILE THE FAÇADE STAYED STONY, ONLY GOD – AND MAYBE MICK’S MUM 

LIZ – KNEW WHAT WAS REALLY GOING ON INSIDE MICK FANNING.”

A moment for Pete and Sean... (Corey Wilson) Following spread: ...was punctuated by perhaps the greatest performance of Fanning’s career. (Corey Wilson)
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A
t dawn the following day, as the garbage trucks emptied bins and 

woke sleepers on Ke Nui Road, as plastic bags rose into the sky on 

the onshore breeze, it was clear the contest had run a day longer than 

it should’ve. The waves looked like bad Portugal, and the morning felt 

hungover and emotionally drained. The dark dramas of yesterday had 

taken a lot out of everyone, Mick most of all. Most personal tragedies 

bury their hooks deeper once they’ve been slept on, and while Mick had 

surfed the house down the day before on pure instinct, second day it sat 

far heavier. Yesterday felt like a bad dream. Today felt real. 

But personal tragedies aside, three foot Pipeline or not, someone was 

going to win the world title today, and most thought Mick’s early morning 

quarterfinal against Kelly Slater would decide it. Kelly knows more 

than anyone about laying himself bare at Pipeline, having famously lost 

to Andy Irons here in the wake of his father’s death, sobbing under the 

shower in the Johnson’s yard once he’d lost. Kelly knows Pipe is a tough 

place to grieve, and on his way down to the water he’d walked over to the 

tent Mick’s crew were huddled under, found Mick’s mum, and hugged her. 

Kelly could never throw a heat – 35 years of programming would prevent 

that ever happening – but against Mick he didn’t seem to want the win. 

On that front, neither did Mick. The pair just sat for most of the heat, 

splashing water and staring out to sea. There was certainly no hint of a 

world title on the line, no bastard desire, instead there was a poetic feel 

to it. Here were these two old soldiers so defined by coloured jerseys and 

this smoky notion of pro surfing, both standing at a fork in the road, both 

contemplating deep change in their lives. Kelly, two days from revealing 

his wavepool to the world, sat there wishing he could simply push a 

button and have a perfect wave come straight to him. Mick… well, 

change has found him this year. He hasn’t had to go looking for it. By 

the end of the day it could be over for both of them, they could both walk 

away from pro surfing, and as they sat there you sensed the ghosts of a 

thousand heats swooping around them. They both seemed a little lost, but 

just not in the moment. 

It was a day for destiny all right, just not Mick’s.

Ever since the shark attack and the notion of a Mick Fanning world 

title took shape, you figured that if it ever got close, the judges would 

have his back. That if it came down to it, the unspoken narrative of the 

season would subliminally guide their hand as they put that final number 

into the computer, and pro surfing would get a famous win… a win that 

would break it into the mainstream consciousness. So when Gabe Medina 

launched an air reverse in the Pipe shorebreak in the dying minutes of 

his semi final with Mick, most thought the judges would bring it in half a 

point shy and Mick’s world title would be a step closer.

Instead it went half a point the other way. 

Mick ran up the beach, grey, ran to the very back of the tent his crew were 

gathered under, knelt down and buried his head into a towel, huffing like 

a wounded bear. Every wall he’d built around his brother’s death came 

Above: Gabby Medina and the air rev that ended Mick’s world title campaign. (Joli) Opposite: He played his role in keeping the title trophy in 

Brazil, but Gabby was clearly heavy hearted for his mentor and friend when the two embraced post heat at the Fanning camp. (Corey Wilson)
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crumbling down right then. No one spoke. His Coolangatta mates, many 

of who had flown in that morning after learning of the news, formed 

a circle around him as a sea of cameras and phones stared in. Mick’s 

job was done, and it was now up to the gods… and Mason Ho. Mick 

eventually got up, found his mum, and the pair hugged in silence for a 

brief eternity. 

Mick paced in circles for most of Adriano de Souza’s semi final with 

Mason Ho, slowly digging himself into a hole. All Mick’s world titles had 

been won in the water – he’d never had to wait for someone to lose – and 

he asked Parko, who’d been there before, “What do I do?” Parko replied 

simply, “Don’t watch.” Everyone felt the tension, except for the guy in the 

yard behind the tent who was burning down some ragged Hawaiian weed. 

He wasn’t feeling much tension at all. But the faint hope that Mason Ho 

might spring an upset soon also blew away on the breeze. Mick grabbed 

his boards and walked off toward the house without saying a word. 

Adriano de Souza – not Mick Fanning – was the world champ. In a year 

where the most unlikely of fates have befallen Mick, another unlikely fate 

here at Pipe shouldn’t have been a surprise. 

That night, surrounded by friends, Mick held an Irish wake not only for 

his brother, not only for his lost title, but for the crazy year he’d just lived 

through. There was a lot of feeling in the room. Mick didn’t say a whole 

lot, was still clearly numb, but was locked forehead-to-forehead with his 

crew for much of it. I looked around and wondered how much different 

the scene might have been if Mick had won, and figured it may not have 

been that much different at all. The trophy would have been nice, and 

it might have represented a nice metaphor for change in Mick’s life, a 

nice departure point from pro surfing, but it was still just a trophy. The 

previous two days had put that clearly into perspective. 

With the house full and the floor shaking, a circle of his crew grabbed 

two bottles of tequila and retreated to Mick’s room, each person taking 

a swig before taking the floor and saluting their old mate with a few 

words. Blitzed, few of the tributes made much sense, but the sentiments 

were clear. These were people who’d known Mick 10, 20, 30 years, 

childhood friends who’d seen him do some extraordinary things along 

the way, but nothing as extraordinary or courageous as what they’d just 

witnessed here at Pipe.

Adriano de Souza breaks down at the realisation he is the 2015 WSL World Champion. Though not the result most Australians were hoping for, there was no denying the tenacity and commitment 

of the tour’s fiercest competitor throughout the year. ADS would go on to become the first Brazlian to win the Pipeline Masters, sealing a dramatic and remarkable year for pro surfing. (Joli)
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It’s Time To Celebrate The 
Crowning Of Adriano de Souza

Story by Sean Doherty
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T
he first time I saw Adriano de Souza surf I knew he’d be world 

champ. It was one scorching January day, moons ago, when the 

old World Junior contest was held at North Narrabeen. Adriano 

was 16, looked 10, couldn’t speak a lick of English, no one outside 

of Brazil had ever heard of him, and he was drawn against Josh Kerr, 

who at that stage was the best aerialist in the country, hands down. 

There was a perfect cheese breeze and some fun little ramps running 

into Alley Rights, and Kerrsy was expected to simply take to the skies 

and dispatch Souzy or Snouza or whatever this kid’s name was, all the 

way back to Brazil. 

Which is exactly how it started, until Souzy or Snouza or whatever this 

kid’s name was launched into an air of his own, a giant forehand air 

reverse that dwarfed anything Kerrsy had done. Then he took off and did 

it again, even bigger. The crowd were collectively silenced. Apparently 

they’d learned how to air reverse in Brazil also, and they were pretty 

damn good at it. Adriano won the heat and won the contest, becoming 

world junior champion at just 16, four years younger than the guys he was 

surfing against. It wasn’t a huge stretch to see this kid winning the world 

title one day.

But that was also pretty much the last time I ever thought Adriano would 

win the world title. Even five minutes from the point where he actually 

did win the title, at Pipeline just recently, 12 long years after Narrabeen, I 

still wasn’t convinced it was going to happen. 

There’d been a lot of water under the bridge during those years, and the 

Adriano who won the world title in Hawaii was a very different creature 

to the kid we’d met at Narrabeen. He’d transformed completely from 

prodigy to pragmatist, and in this age of marketing-minted surf stars 

Adriano in many ways became an unlikely world champion… but a 

fascinating case study in how to win one. 

There was more than a touch of irony in Adriano de Souza using Mick 

Fanning’s blueprint to ultimately take the title from him. If you step 

“WHAT ADRIANO’S DONE MASTERFULLY 

IS TARGET EVENTS NOBODY ELSE IS

INTERESTED IN. THE MORE THE OTHER 

GUYS BITCH AND MOAN ABOUT AN 

EVENT, THE MORE HIS BLOOD FIZZES.” 

You live with Jamie O’Brien for a month and it’s inevitable your Pipe act is gonna light up. 

Adriano spent his entire winter in the lineup getting the joint wired and when it mattered most 

he was ready. (Noyle) Previous spread: Lifelong dream realised. Viva Adriano!
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outside the jingoism and the Brazilian stereotypes, there are actually 

strong parallels between the two on a few levels. 

If you think back to when Mick first got serious about knocking Kelly 

off his perch and taking a world title for himself, the first thing Mick did 

was look at the tour, look at his weak events, and make them strengths. 

Mick never had an act in Tahiti, so he simply bumped flights and surfed 

Teahupoo for weeks with nobody around. He made the final in Tahiti that 

year, then went on to win the title. 

Adriano’s done a similar thing, but gone about it a little differently. 

Sure, there was a lot made of him staying at Jamie O’Brien’s place this 

year in Hawaii, then going on to win both the Pipe Masters and the world 

title. But in many ways the Pipe result was an outlier. Everyone dreams of 

winning Pipe. No one dreams of winning Portugal.

What Adriano’s done masterfully is target events nobody else is interested in. The 

more the other guys bitch and moan about an event, the more his blood fizzes. 

Bells, Margarets, Rio and Portugal all fall into that category, unfashionable events 

that all happen to carry the same ratings points as Pipe, Teahupoo or Trestles. And 

you know what? Adriano has won every one of them. It’s been his golden ticket. 

I lived at Bells for years and you could set your watch by him turning up 

three weeks before Easter, and on the rankest, lamest, onshore mornings 

you’d find him out at Rincon, alone, doing heat drills in his head, mapping 

plans, driven like no man alive. He does the same thing on a micro level 

within events. As soon as the surf drops or the wind goes onshore and 

everyone’s enthusiasm gets curbed, Adriano couldn’t be more excited. 

What just happened at Pipe was a perfect point in case. When the surf 

dropped on the final day and everybody faded with it, Adriano bounced 

around like a supercharged molecule. 

 

Strategically, the other point to note with Adriano is how differently 

he surfs now to how he did a decade ago. Remember that Latino 

flyboy you met in Narrabeen? Well how many airs did you see him 

try this year? You could probably count them on one hand. What he’s 

done is read the long game here. He’s watched what’s scoring. He’s 

seen that despite the odd 10-point Medina, Slater or Toledo air, the 

tour is just now defrosting from an ultra-conservative ice age where 

rail was boss. While other guys scored nines-and-twos, Adriano 

worked out that a pair of sevens will get you out of most heats. He 

realised he didn’t need to take obscene risks, and he simply gave the 

judges what they wanted. Surfing in short arcs is his natural game, 

but he developed a classic, long-drawn bottom turn, lengthened all 

Above: With each heat win the Brazilian fervour bubbled until Adriano could barely get out of the water 

without being chaired up the beach. (Frieden) Opposite: Pipeline is his business, business is bom! (Joli)
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his rail turns for that matter, and put them to good work at places 

like Bells.

And he doesn’t fall. He just doesn’t. And that’s a good thing if you’re 

trying to win surfing contests. 

Personally, Adriano has always been a bit of a lone wolf on tour. He’s never 

really travelled with a team, and never understood how utterly essential 

a four-person entourage and a kick-ass movie section is to competitive 

success. For years he’s almost relished the role of the black sheep on tour 

(yes, yes, I realise I’ve used a wolf and a sheep metaphor back to back). I 

remember the day Kelly won his 10th world title in Puerto Rico, he had to 

beat Adriano to clinch it. Well the Brazilian worked Kelly over, bad, and 

nobody could work out why. It was a few days after Andy had died, and 

a few guys joked that the spirit of Andy had possessed Adriano, who was 

now out there hassling the shit outta Kelly. Adriano even picked beef with 

Hawaiian Dustin Barca, which was brave, if not suicidal. 

Adriano famously told SW in an interview a few years back, “the 

blood’s so hot,” when he described his love for surfing. Well, in recent 

years it’s cooled ever so slightly, just come off the boil, and it’s been a 

good thing for him.

 There’s been a change in Adriano in recent years, and you can see it in 

the way he carries himself. He used to do this thing with his chin, where 

he’d tilt his head back and jut his chin out, fold his arms, and assume 

a defensive pose like he was ready for some imminent challenge to his 

personal welfare. For the past few years his whole demeanour seems to 

have changed. His head is slightly bowed, his stance has softened, and if 

you had a dollar for every time he mentioned the word “respect” you’d 

be earning more than Adriano did this year. He’s moved with the world 

around him rather than against it, and while he’s channelled his famous 

Brazilian passion™, he’s surfed smarter and more humbly, always willing 

to learn, all of it focused with single-minded clarity on one thing.

Say what you might about Adriano’s world title win, about where he 

sits amongst the pantheon of world title greats, but the universal truth is 

that the world title meant more to Adriano de Souza than it did to any 

other surfer alive, and that’s why he won. When he beat Mick Fanning, 

the sentimental favourite, Australian hearts broke. But then suddenly we 

crossed live to Adriano in tears, recounting how this had been his dream 

ever since his brother bought him a seven-buck surfboard as a kid, and we 

couldn’t help but be moved. 

Adriano, it turns out, had crept up on us.
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“Nobody knows how good she is,” prophetically said Chris Moore.

E
ventual three-time WSL Women’s World Champion Carissa

Moore, then 12 years old, sat by her dad’s side and unassumingly

doodled on her placemat while we got acquainted. It was

lunchtime in Town, we huddled in a booth at Auntie Pastas to conduct

what would be Carissa’s first interview for Surfer Magazine. She’d

just put in a breakout performance at Haleiwa and the world had yet to

meet the bubbly little girl.

Eleven years later, Carissa is now 23 years old, the undisputed best

woman in surfing, and I still wonder if she knows how good she is. In the

last three years she’s won 12 CT contests. To start the 2015 season Riss

won handily at Snapper and Bells, then made the final at Margarets. It

looked like she was going to just waltz her way to her third title before a

mid-season skid slowed her temporarily. Then came Hawaii. It would be

fair to say that no woman’s ever locked in a run like that.

First came Maui, where she needed to finish two spots ahead of Courtney

Conlogue to win the title. In all-time, 6-foot, offshore Honolua Bay

she not only won every heat she surfed, she rewrote the book with her

tube-to-power carve combos. Her surfing struck a very Curren-esque

nerve. Then came the women’s specialty show at Pipe, where she clicked

into a Backdoor bomb to take the win. She not just won heats, she beat

allcomers by a country mile.

“Coming off the title the first two or three weeks were so busy because

I was doing a bunch of stuff around the Pipe contest, and then had to do

this filming project with Red Bull, then I had to get all the Christmas stuff

done. I wanted to get a Christmas tree setup and find time to be with the

family,” says Carissa, now happily engulfed by the holiday malaise. “It

was hectic, but it’s been really nice to be able to be home and enjoy it

with everybody.”

“I’ve had some media obligations and some sponsor stuff, but basically

I’ve just been enjoying my time at home,” continues Carissa. “I’ve been

surfing a little bit. I just spent some time on Molokai with some kids over

there. That was really fun. Basically I’m keeping it pretty simple.”

Purity of line is what separates surfing’s greats from the rest of us and Carissa has got it in 

droves. Previous spread: World Title number three in the kitty, Carissa is free to enjoy some 

pipes at home before preparing for 2016 and a feat she’s never managed – to successfully 

defend her crown.

“A RECENT STATE DECREE JUST

OFFICIALLY NAMED JANUARY 4 ‘CARISSA 

MOORE DAY’ IN HAWAII. NOT EVEN

PRESIDENT BARACK OBAMA HAS HIS

OWN DAY BACK HOME IN THE ISLANDS.”
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Her plans may have been to keep things simple, but a recent state decree 

just officially named January 4 ‘Carissa Moore Day’ in Hawaii. Not even 

President Barack Obama has his own day back home in the islands… 

something maybe she can hang over him at the next Punahou School 

alumni gathering.

“Oh my god, it’s crazy. It’s such an honour. I’m definitely in disbelief 

hearing that I have my own day. It’s kind of ridiculous,” laughs Carissa. 

“I feel like I’m just a girl that’s really blessed to be doing what I’m doing. 

To be honoured for that, I don’t know if I deserve it, but I’m extremely 

honoured to have that position. I gave a little speech, my whole family 

came down. I got to meet the mayor. It was a very special moment. 

The mayor’s a really nice man, super genuine. It was really cool. It 

was something I never thought about or fathomed was even possible. It 

definitely came as quite a surprise. It was really sweet how it happened. I 

think my trainer knows someone that works in the mayor’s office and she 

mentioned to me that they were considering giving me my own day. She 

was like, ‘They’re thinking of giving you your own day.’ And I was like, 

‘No way!’ Then she got in touch with my dad and they started organising 

everything. That’s kind of how it all started.”

Carissa’s able to humbly accept all the compliments that come with her 

accomplishments because she’s learning that it gives her a platform for 

change. It gives her a voice. And with a voice comes power.

“I haven’t really stuck with one venue to channel my energy to have a 

positive impact,” she says, striking a serious tone. “I’ve been involved 

with Access Surf where we help people with disabilities surf. I’m 

doing this work with Waves For Water. I want to experience a lot of 

different things and help in a lot of ways. There are so many good 

foundations and organisations out there that do good things. I really 

have enjoyed being part of it. At some point I would like to find a 

meaningful way to give back to my community. I would love to help 

people achieve their dreams, especially in Hawaii. I’m just in the 

brainstorming process right now. I don’t even know what’s possible 

and that’s super exciting.” 

Home obviously is where her heart is, and when she talks of the islands 

she grows especially sentimental.

“Hawaii has given me so much,” she says. “Growing up here is such 

a blessing. I have all my family and friends here and they’ve been so 

supportive. And that extends to the people that I see every day in the 

water and let me go on waves. There’s been so much aloha and support 

for me, it’s really very humbling, especially at the Maui event. Everyone I 

saw was rooting for me and sending me good energy. There are too many 

people to thank and too many moments that have been fundamental in 

my life to bring me to where I am to mention. It feels good. And I should 

give back. I haven’t done enough of it and I hope I can do more. I hope I 

can make Hawaii proud when I travel the world and spread the aloha… I 

mean, I’m trying, but I’ve got a lot to do.”

In about three month’s time she’ll have to pack up the board bag and get 

back out on the road. She’ll be defending a world title, as well as a title 

at Snapper Rocks. She will obviously have a target on her back, but it 

doesn’t sound like she’s given any of that much thought.

“To be honest, looking at next season and the future, for the most part the 

goal is always the same. I want to continue to improve my performances, 

improve my strategy and improve my game. I don’t have a number of 

world titles I want to win or any weird, big goal like that; it’s just to keep 

improving myself. I love competing. I love what I do. Hopefully I can 

continue to do that and share a little positivity along the way. We’re all on 

tour and we all want to win, but just making sure I’m enjoying the journey 

and life is my big goal – as cheesy as that may sound. I’m really excited 

about the future.”

What do world champs do when they’re not out being total legends? They sit and chill on the couch 

at home watching rom coms like How to Lose a Guy in 10 days starring the delightful Kate Hudson. 
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I
was walking down from the north to see Pipe under a swell. From the

Rocky Point side, through the shaded carpark with its giant pickups

and the pineapple juice guy, emerging into bright sun. A huge crowd,

maybe a couple of thousand people of all ages and nationalities crowded

in front of the peak. Selfies with the warning signs. Furtive arse-checking

behind sunnies. A stadium with no gates and no seats.

I stopped just north of the partially-completed judging tower for the Pipe

Masters, and picked my way between spectators to the highest slope at the

back of the beach, trying to get an angle into the barrel.

I’d been to Waimea earlier in the morning, under grey skies and misty

rain. For a first-timer, the swell there was impressive, rolling into the

punishing shorey that’s both comedy show and horror flick. But viewed

by those with experience this swell was considered a fizzer, and nowhere

near Eddie size.

No such problem at Pipe. There were only eight or ten surfers out there,

compared to the eighty or so of the day before. And no longer was the sea

lit up by emerald-green, backlit barrels. Now it was the blinding white-

on-blue you might associate with an Australian high-summer backbeach.

Only huge. Skis circling, swells rolling in off second reef, fizzing with

intent. As I took up my position against the barrier fence at the edge of the

scrub, a bigger set washed up onto the beach, spilling over dry sand and

sending onlookers scattering with thongs in hand.

A tall thin man in hi-vis had dug a trench in the sand, about a foot deep,

extending a hundred feet between the judging tower and the beach in

front of the carpark. He prowled up and down the line of the trench with a

spade in his hands, accosting people who spilled sand back into it in their

haste to find a better vantage point. My trench, man, he’d implore with

hands outstretched. Can’t you see the trench? The tourists would look

through him as though the sound of his voice was pre-recorded.

In front of me, three good ol’ boys had set themselves up with deckchairs

and a boombox. Thin shoulders, wide bellies. Not surfers, but perhaps

members of the amorphous demographic “sports fans”. Bizarrely, their

drink of choice under the blazing tropical sun was Guinness. A thick

Fenian stew of roasted barley, drunk warm by a bunch of college boys

After a big roll in and delayed bottom turn, Ev’s line into the barrel looked about as good you 

could hope for. Moments later disaster would strike. (Moran) Previous spread: Lots of sand 

on the end section, combined with a thick north swell, turns Pipeline into into a ugly beast 

deserving of its rep as the world’s big daddy wave of consequence. (Davey)

“BUILDING INTO FIRST REEF, 

THE WALL STOPPING DEAD 

WHILE THE LIP CATAPULTED 

MURDEROUSLY FORWARD.”
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frying in their own sweat. The boombox maintained a nauseous melange

of frat party vanilla: Rock Around the Clock, Brown-Eyed Girl, Working

for the Weekend…

The sets feathered way out to sea, rolling slow and shouldering before

building into First Reef, the wall stopping dead while the lip catapulted

murderously forward. Owen Wright picked off wave after wave, his

distinctive shape and even his considerable frame dwarfed by what was

going on around him.

I was holding the fence wire in one hand, and with the other brushing the

big grains of Pipe sand off an upturned foot, searching among the pale

pads of my toes for an urchin spine I’d picked up the previous day. Over

the boombox strains of La Bamba came a collective gasp, rippling through

the crowd. I looked up to see a giant set on second reef, by some distance

the biggest set of the morning. I raised the camera and watched the first

wave through the viewfinder.

There was a surfer positioned up in the attic between the top corner of the

foamball and the sleek curve of the face, just under the lip. He dropped

in beautiful position, slightly on a diagonal away from the foam, then

curved elegantly into a bottom turn, his weight back on the fins and the

buried rail. A classical plume of spray streaked behind the outer fin until

the surfer unweighted and set a barrel line halfway up the face. The point

of all this being that the guy could not have surfed this wave any more

perfectly than he did.

For a brief, exquisite instant he stood tall in the barrel and then the thing

shut down.

It’d reduced in size slightly by the time it closed out: maybe ten foot

Australian – God knows what that is on the local scale. Almost every

wave of the morning had ended this way, Owen being the only exception

with his surreal ability to select waves with exit signs. Everyone else,

the bodyboarders especially, seemed to accept an ending that involved

detonation in the shallow end section, white foam turning yellow as it 

heaved up the big grains of Pipe sand. No-one makes it out.

So the surfer went in and the last thing I saw through the viewfinder was 

both his feet, still planted firmly on the board’s deck as the curtain fell. 

A thick green back on the wave as it came over, testament to the massive 

forces involved, tonnages of water that stalked him from behind the visible 

wave face like jackals after prey.

Then nothing.

You look on, you look to the next waves in the set, not because you’re 

callous but because that’s the habit of the eye. No-one makes it out, so 

you don’t give them another thought. But suddenly people were yelling, 

differently and more urgently. Whistling, not in salute but like they wanted 

someone to hurry. Hey! HEY!

A few running.

I raised the camera again and the long lens found a bodyboarder chasing a 

surfboard as it drifted north, close to shore. Odd, but not alarming: a surfer 

chasing someone else’s board in heavy surf is a good deed, not a crisis. 

But he was chasing hard. Then I could see that it wasn’t the board he was 

chasing but a person: a floating head in the whitewater, being drawn by 

an unseen hand north towards Rocky Point. Not a raised swimming arm. 

No reflex response to the impacts of successive waves. No response to the 

pursuing bodyboarder. Lifeless.

The yelling on the beach intensified. People were standing now, pointing. 

More of them were walking north, following the two floating humans. By 

now the bodyboarder had reached the stricken surfer and was holding him 

as they swept past the carpark, already about a hundred and fifty metres 

from where the barrel had closed down. The red bodyboard bounced 

madly alongside the white surfboard, leashes entwined by the turbulence. 

Engine noise, revving hard: a quad bike tearing down the beach with two 

The wipeout and the resue as they played out. Thanks to Andre Botha and the Hawaiian lifeguards Ev would survive and make a complete recovery. (Moran)

“I’M NOT SURE WHY IT’S RIGHT TO WATCH THE GLORY OF SOMEONE

BEATING PIPE, AND WRONG TO KEEP WATCHING WHEN PIPE BEATS 

SOMEONE. ARE THEY NOT TWO SIDES OF THE SAME COIN?”
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lifeguards on it. One jumped off the back at speed and ran into the water 

with a belt, reaching the two of them as the bodyboarder clung grimly 

onto the slumped body. They began to inch towards shore. 

Now the whole beach seemed to be up and moving, people holding phones 

aloft to film it all, watching the crisis through their screens although it 

was unfolding in front of them. Every wave that slammed into the knot of 

rescuers: the bodyboarder, the gathering lifeguards and the unresponsive 

surfer, had me thinking: what if it’s his neck?

The dread was rising in me as I watched the running spectators 

disappearing over a ridge in the steeply canted beach. What’s happening 

behind that hummock? Do I want to see it? Why do they want to see 

it? I remembered the mags I’d read as a kid in the 80s, describing Steve 

‘Beaver’ Massfeller’s hideous impact with the lava in a Pipe Masters heat. 

They ran pictures of him, prone on the beach, the wound fully visible, the 

big grains of Pipe sand clinging to his bleeding head. I felt sick.

Unaware of the drama unfolding inshore, other surfers were still running 

the gauntlet out there. 

Panic started to overtake me. Does writing for a surf mag make me 

someone who should push to the front of the voyeurs’ mob and start taking 

notes? What if the surfer had already died on impact and we’re all pushing 

for a glimpse of his corpse? Have these people with their fucking phones 

thought any of this through?

By now there were sirens on the Kam Highway. The lads had 

abandoned their stouts and their boombox somewhere in the middle 

of David Lee Roth’s inferior cover of California Girls. No doubt they 

were pressing forward to get their piece of whatever was going down 

further along the beach. 

I didn’t have a way of rationalising the rage that was building in me. I’m 

not someone who slows down to gawk at car crashes. That’s not a moral 

position: it’s just that if you can’t offer assistance, I don’t see why you 

should be feasting on someone else’s pain and distress. On the other hand, 

I’m not sure why it’s right to watch the glory of someone beating Pipe, 

and wrong to keep watching when Pipe beats someone. Are they not two 

sides of the same coin?

I decided to wander back to the place where I was staying at Rocky Point. 

The park was by now crammed with people, and as I worked my way 

through the mob, head down and aiming for the carpark, I found myself 

blocked by a wall of paramedics. I’d pretty much blundered into the exact 

eye of the storm. They’d got the surfer up the beach and laid him on a 

picnic table. Around him, like the shoots of some mutant plant, a forest of 

arms holding phones. 

A man in a cap with a silver moustache was reversing away, checking his 

screen with a small smile. I wanted to smash the phone and him with it. 

The only thing visible between the crowd and the gathered backs of the 

ambos was the surfer’s unmoving feet. The pale pads of his toes, speckled 

with the big grains of Pipe sand.

It took me a while to get back to the house, and I wandered around the 

kitchen making coffee and trying to process it. Now, like the rest of the 

voyeurs, I was scouring the internet trying to find word of the incident: the 

surfer was Floridian Evan Geiselman, the rescuer a South African named 

Andre Botha. Mick Fanning was somehow caught up in it. Geiselman had 

been carted off to Queens, in and out of consciousness. The nature of his 

injuries, and his prospects, weren’t clear at first. But it seemed he’d lived 

through a three-wave holddown.

Bernie Baker, the veteran Hawaiian writer and photographer, is the 

owner of the place where I was staying. He wandered into the kitchen, 

doing his rounds, and I found myself recounting the incident to him, 

hoping he could make sense of it. He sighed like he knew how the 

story ends.

“That’s just what happens here,” he said. “Every week, from now 

till April.” 

A photo that appeared on Andre Botha’s instagram a few days after Ev’s rescue. In the caption Andre wrote. “It’s important to thank all the people that are saving lives 

everyday and don’t get the recognition and pats on the back that they deserve. Thank you North Shore Lifeguard Association you guys are the true heroes!” (Botha)
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We make surf travel
easy for you in 2016...easy or you in 20y 6 .

Here’s 6 individually tailored, boutique trips with strictly limited numbers, at highly accessible rates for your enjoyment. All “experiences” 

will sell out rapidly, so get in early to secure your spot and be able to tell your friends and family you were part of something special in 

2016. To book one of these trips or one of many more tailored experiences or a more typical surf trip. Call Now 1300 009 283

1 TEX PERKINS /Phil Jamieson 

Surf Music In Paradise:
Tex Perkins (Beasts, Cruel Sea, 

Dark Horses etc) & Phil Jamieson 

(Grinspoon) are playing 6X shows in 

7 days at Hidden Valley Resort, Bali 

this September 5-12. Tickets are 

selling fast, so get in now & enjoy 

this truly unique opportunity to surf 

all day & groove & socialize at Tex & 

Phil’s gigs at night.

2 PETE MURRAY  At Kandooma 

Surf Music In Paradise:
Sitting less than 10 metres from the 

stage on a bean bag, a cold drink 

in hand, friends & family nearby, 

& like-minded fans is unbeatable. 

Join Pete at Kandooma in June 2016 

for 3 x gigs in 7 days & surf & groove 

till you drop.

3 OCCY Go With A Pro 

Surf Indo With Occy:
1999 World Champion – Australia’s 

favourite surfer of all time - Occy 

returns to Aloita Resort, The 

Mentawai in Sept 2016. His 2014 & 

15 Legends trips sold out in record 

time, this trip will be no different. 

Tickets on sale now. Delay at your 

own peril.

4 BARTON LYNCH Go With A Pro 
Join 1988 World Champion – Barton 

Lynch at Kandooma Resort, The 

Maldives In May 2016. The Perfect 

Wave ambassador, super coach & all 

round gentleman - BL‘s 2016 Carpe 

Diem experience is already sold out, 

So come to Kandooma with the King.

5 PAM BURRIDGE Go With A Pro  

Coaching At Kandooma

August 2016. Australia’s Bona Fide 

Queen of the waves – Pam Burridge 

has hooked up with The Perfect 

Wave to run her incredibly popular 

surf coaching clinics. Pam laid all 

the foundations & she has all the 

knowledge & wisdom to share.

6 SURFING MERMAIDS 

Mystical Surf Adventures
Hosted by European models/athletes 

Janni Hönscheid & Sylvi Bódi. They 

love to travel, surf new waves, meet 

new people, experience, inspire & 

live outside of the comfort zone. 

They invite like-minded people to join 

them in the Maldives,  Indonesia or 

The Carolines for the experience of 

a lifetime. March 20 - April 5 in the 

Mentawai or July 31 - Aug 10 in the 

Maldives. P-Pass in November.





Owen Wright speaks to Sean Doherty three days before 
a heavy wipeout ends his 2015 World Title Campaign

Y O U C A N ’ T T R U S T“
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I
t’s three days before the Pipe Masters starts, and I’m sitting on Owen 

Wright’s veranda watching Pipe. It’s small, but even at this size it’s like 

watching a campfire, hard to look away. Owen is “somehow” in the 

world title race despite having a year where he’s chased swells and good 

times more than heat wins. He’s been in impeccable form both in and out 

of the water, developed a rabid lust for life, the happiest he’s ever been. A 

big, grinning, high functioning Labrador pup. 

He’s a longshot at Pipe to win the world title but doesn’t seem to care too 

much. There’s a big swell coming for the opening days, and he knows that 

if there’s swell, he’s a chance. Pipe is his place. He hasn’t surfed anywhere 

else on the North Shore since he was 18, seven years ago. 

As it turns out, the swell would claim Owen himself. Two days after 

this interview he took himself out of the game before even surfing 

a heat, wearing a couple of big ones on the head during a morning 

freesurf and suffering bleeding on the brain. The dark irony of a year 

where he’s lived bigger than ever before, was that the year would end 

with him lying in bed, spaced out, weak as a kitten, his next surf too 

far away to even contemplate. 

SW: It’ll be interesting to see which of you world title guys survive 

this first big pulse of swell. 

Owen: [Laughing] Literally. Whoever physically survives this swell 

will win. 

We need to talk about the Crocs.

I wear them in memory of my late uncle, actually. He had this thing 

where he always wore Crocs to the bowling club and to the beach. 

He was going golfing at this hell expensive golf club with a $90,000 

membership, and he’d rock up in his Crocs. So I’m wearing them in 

the family tradition. They actually feel really comfortable. I wonder 

why I didn’t do it earlier. Your feet don’t sweat. You don’t have to 

wear shoes. They win on a lot of levels, and apparently they’re 100 per 

cent contraceptive. 

Is that true for you?

So far, yes.

Give me some words to describe this year.

Different. I would say this year has been very different for me. But there 

was a method to my madness this year, which has actually worked out far 

better than I imagined. Competitively it hasn’t been too bad, and on the 

other side of things I’ve done a bunch of travel and seen a whole bunch of 

new things. Basically had a holiday year with some contests interrupting 

it. In previous years I’ve been so dedicated to the tour and locked down, 

and this year I went the other way. 

You had a gap year while still on tour?

Ha ha, yeah. But it worked great. I had the funnest year of my life.

[At this point Gabe Medina walks past after getting out of the surf and 

says to Owen, “Hey, no bullshit okay!”]

Has your mind been altered and your outlook on life changed this 

year simply because you’ve spent so much time inside the tube?

The number of barrels I’ve had this year is ridiculous. I just wanted to do 

things that I really loved, and I love getting barrelled. I looked for good 

swells this year and places I wanted to go. It was a year in general where I 

travelled to find good surf and get as pitted as I could. Everywhere I went 

I just got pitted. I was in the right place at the right time a lot this year, 

things worked out well, and I always seemed to be with Corey Wilson as 

well to shoot it all. The number of shots we got this year was ridiculous. I 

did seven trips before August. That’s a lot. 

“THERE WAS A METHOD TO MY MADNESS THIS YEAR, WHICH

HAS ACTUALLY WORKED OUT FAR BETTER THAN I IMAGINED.”

The albatross wing. (Corey Wilson) Opening spread: The buttery swoop of Mr Wright’s early entry at the Pipeline. (Corey Wilson)
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You’ve changed this year, but has your surfing changed?

[Laughing] I’m a different surfer… I barely turn anymore! I’m going to 

have to work on that for the off-season, change it up a bit, try and turn. 

I’ve literally been going straight all year. Hopefully I’m going straight out 

here at Pipe.

You seem detached from the world title race. You realise you’re still in 

it, right? 

It’s so weird. I talked to Tyler about this all the time and she didn’t realise 

I was in it till Portugal. She said, “Owen, you’re in a world title race. Why 

have I not known this?” I was like, “I don’t know.” I had that goal and I 

had that vision, but the way I went about it was completely different than 

how I’ve gone about it before. It threw a lot of people’s perception of what 

I was doing. I was clearly having a good time, but then suddenly here I 

was still in with a chance. It threw a lot of people’s perceptions out, but 

deep down when the singlet goes on I’m going for it, but outside of that I 

really don’t feel that weight. I don’t feel the competitive heckle this year, 

which has been great. It’s definitely given me a different way of thinking 

about things and a different way of living.

Growing up through the system as a child prodigy you’ve had a lot of 

intense years ever since you were a kid.

For sure. I’ve had little breathing space in my life apart from injuries, and 

when that happens you’re never in a good place in your head. When I was 

on tour I was always heavily scrutinised with coaches and the space just 

wasn’t there, so this year has been great to have that space yet still have 

that goal and just a different way of going about it. A few people didn’t 

understand it at all, but people who knew me and have seen me grow up 

and train 13 times a week plus surf sessions, they saw me this year and 

they understood. For me this year has been one of my easiest years. It’s 

just happened. I got to the end of it and I’m still here. I’m ready to go. 

I’ll get to the end of the year and I’ll be on holiday, and I think I’ll start 

training instead because it feels like I’ve been on holiday all year already. I 

don’t know… there’s something to be said for that.

You can’t keep that intensity up forever.

It’s so true. I’ve got to the end of this year and I feel like I want to be on 

tour for another seven years. It feels like next year is going to be my first 

year again. I feel so refreshed. I feel like such a grom.

I wanna talk about the energy of Pipeline and how much you tap into it.

I think this place has an energy that flows through you. It’s so sleepy 

when there’s no surf, but when the waves wake up it’s so intense and so 

much happens in one day that you have to know how to channel it. I feel 

like when it wakes up I wake up. I’ve been cruising when it’s small like 

this, just mucking around, but once it’s on I surf all day, and it needs to 

be that way. It’s so intense the energy when it turns on. The day after that 

last swell I was ready to go again, but as soon as I woke up and saw it 

Owen paddled out on this afternoon at Pipeline, snagged this beast set straight off the bat, got gargled like a lozenge and spat into the channel, rode the thing to shore where he high fived his 

bro Mikey, walked up the sand and was back on the veranda at the Rip Curl house before the next set popped out of the horizon. Length of entire session – four minutes. Legendary. (Joli)
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was small it was like a wave went over me and it felt like a bus hit me. 

It switches on and off just like that. I’m done. You don’t feel it until the 

swell drops and the adrenaline wears off.

You sit on the perch up here and watch it all day. Is it like watching a 

campfire? How mesmerising is it?

You lose track of time. I like to surf early in the morning, but if you don’t 

surf first thing and you’re trying to pick a window, there’s no right or 

wrong time to go. Right now I’ve been sitting here watching it for the last 

two hours. It’s good entertainment though. You get to see everything that 

happens out here. 

Where else do you surf on the North Shore? I can’t remember seeing 

you surf anywhere else. 

Nowhere else. I did a trip here earlier this year and we surfed Rockies, 

and it was the first time I’d surfed Rockies since I was 18. I moved to this 

house when I was 18 and I haven’t surfed Sunset since then, I haven’t 

surfed Rockies, I haven’t surfed Logs, I haven’t surfed anywhere but here 

since I was 18. I’m 25 now, so for seven years I’ve surfed nowhere else 

but Pipe. Paddling out at Rockies felt so strange.

You were out in the water the other day when Evan Geiselman almost 

drowned. What did you see?

It was weird because Julian and I were sitting right there. It was actually 

my wave, but Evan was further out and had a wedge into it so he paddled. 

I was like, sweet, and I’m sitting there with Julian as he took off and we 

were talking about it, and right then we suddenly had this weird feeling 

come over us. I told him we should probably be careful out here, not 

go too hectic, hey. We’ve both got a fair bit on the line and it’s pretty 

dangerous. Sure enough it had already happened. Ev was underwater, 

knocked out. While we had that conversation Ev was getting held under 

for three waves. Then we heard the screams and we both got chills down 

our spines and started racing toward the beach to try and find him. He was 

so far down the beach in the current though that he’d disappeared already. 

He was so lucky the right guy was there to save him. 

Does being in close proximity to that change your thinking at all? 

You have to be all balls and all confidence to surf this place, but does 

something like that plant a seed of doubt?

For me it just makes me surf smarter. I won’t feel doubt, it’ll just make 

me look closer at the wave and what’s going on. I’ll go a fair few waves, 

but I’ll be pretty calculating as to which ones I go. I don’t think I fell off 

that day Evan almost drowned, and I got some good pits. There were some 

solid ones, but I felt in control. Once you come off though you have no 

say in what happens. You’re at the mercy of the place.

The worst you’ve been owned out here?

A Backdoor wave a few years back. I was racing one through the 
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inside of Backdoor and I fell off in a hole in the reef, both my legs 

went down into the hole and the wave bent me forward halfway down 

my thighs. I had these huge hematomas across my legs that went red 

to black, straight through to the bone. It could’ve snapped me in half. 

I thought my legs broke. I floated in and couldn’t stand up at all. I was 

weak. I floated in the shore and could hardly move. It was pretty hectic. 

Other than that I popped my shoulder out in the comp the other year and 

have had a few stitches.

What about your four-minute surf the other day when you caught 

that bomb and came straight in. 

Well, the story is that I 

was doing this shoot for 

Rip Curl down at Haleiwa, 

just walking around, and I 

was kinda pissed off. I was 

like, “Guys, this is not what 

we’re here for.” So they cut 

me loose to surf and I was 

racing back and I had this 

feeling that either the best 

thing in my life was going to 

happen or I was going to get 

fucked up. I didn’t know if it 

was going to be really bad or 

really good. I was kinda a bit 

spaced out as I was rushing, 

but I paddled out without 

getting my hair wet, barely 

duckdived a wave. Straight 

into the lineup, hadn’t even 

sat up on my board yet 

and I seen a peak standing 

up, slightly out a bit and boom. That was it. Got barrelled and came 

straight in. I said to Corey as I ran past him, I’m only going to catch 

one wave and it was literally a doozie within four minutes. It could 

have been less than four minutes. It was such a bizarre experience. The 

best wave I’ve ever had out there and I caught it within four minutes 

of paddling out.

That was the best Pipe wave you’ve ever had? Really?

Hands down. When you get a barrel here you never claim – never – but 

I knew it was a good one. The circumstances of having just got out was 

almost more impressive to me. I just swung around straight into it, and 

I’m like, I’m going in. The best four-minute surf of my life. How am I 

going to beat that? Guys wait 10 years for a wave that good and I jagged it 

in four minutes. Especially at a place like Pipe with everyone in the world 

here, a heavy crew. It was just one of those moments. It felt like I did back 

in Fiji, another moment when everything was just going my way.

Who showed you the ropes at Pipe?

I’d have to say Laurie [Towner]. He was a few years older, and I 

remember every surf I went for Laurie, Coleborn, Walshy, there was a 

definite crew right there, and every surf I’d see them. 

How many years were you 

surfing out here before you 

became comfortable?

I feel I’m only just finding 

it now. I think this year, 

spending so much time in the 

tube this year has given me a 

new confidence. I’ve had so 

many big waves this year, a 

lot of big surfs; bommies at 

home, Chopes, Fiji, a lot of 

big surf and the confidence 

has gone up as a result. 

But you know, you can 

definitely come unstuck. 

That’s when it happens.

Do you have a set of 

markers in the lineup?

I used to have a spot but I 

think I’ve actually kinda 

chucked it out. I had a 

spot, and having a spot works, but there are so many different types 

of waves at Pipe, why limit yourself to one? Why have one wave? I 

want all of them. There are a lot of different spots out there – different 

angles, different swells and peaks – and to master them you need to 

know all the swells. That’s why I’ll look at John John and he’ll get a 

wave from anywhere in that mess, and that’s a skill.

It’s likes the waves comes to him with his name on it…

But in reality he just knows. It’s not an accident at all. He’s like, 

sensing there’ll probably be a Backdoor one coming and shift over 

there just beforehand.

“ONCE YOU COME OFF THOUGH YOU HAVE NO SAY IN

WHAT HAPPENS. YOU’RE AT THE MERCY OF THE PLACE.”

Opposite: Another pre-Masters bomb dismantled by the big O. (Corey Wilson). Inset: “Everyone pays their dues at Pipeline.” So goes one of 

surfing’s great cliches. After the season’s most memorable performances, Owen found himself paying more dearly than most. (Corey Wilson)
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Are you a science or a “feel” kind of guy when it comes to swells and 

surf here at Pipe?

I don’t read charts. Not at all. Don’t read the charts, just wake up. 

How do you go with the human element out there?

I respect all the local guys and give them plenty of room. You’ve got 

to give them room. I know the guys, I surf on most swells with them, 

know them, give them their room and you know with those guys that 

if they’re paddling for a wave they’re going, one hundred per cent. 

They’re decisive. Other than that, just try and look around and get 

creative and see what the swell’s doing; go inside, outside, move 

around. There are so many people out there. Two waves in an hour 

is a good result out there. One wave in four minutes is pretty damn 

good too. 

How do you become visible to those guys? Most of them look straight 

through everybody else. 

Since I was 17 or 18 I’ve spent probably two months here every year 

and I surf Pipe every time it breaks. I don’t know if that gets you 

noticed or not, but I go out on dark every day it breaks and the local 

guys generally sit and watch that first hour cause it’s not the best hour, 

so they see me get a wave here and there, sneak a few. I’m not trying 

to get noticed, just trying to get waves when I can. It’s a different 

ballgame when you surf without that pack as a reference. 

Have you had run-ins out there with crew? 

A bunch. A really nice guy, a Brazilian guy I’m friends with now, I was paddling 

for a wave and he was beside me and I pulled back and my foot got stuck in his 

legrope. He got held up and went over the falls and he thought I’d pulled his 

leggie. He paddled back out and was blowing up, and I said, “Look at my foot, 

dude.” It was swollen like a balloon. I’ve dropped in on some guys accidentally, 

being too committed, and I’ve had that happen to me, but nothing too hectic. 

Who are your Pipe heroes?

I think my hero is John John. He’s pretty gnarly. Guys who are incredible 

out there… guys like CJ and Damo. They’ve been so gnarly for so long, 

and Tommy Carroll of course, just totally in control of something that’s 

almost impossible to control. 

Does this wave do strange things to people’s minds? Why do guys get 

so obsessed with it?

[Laughing] I just think it drives people insane cause they can’t get a wave! 

It’s a beast, you can get backwash, lulls, it’s not perfect. People always 

ask what is heavier, Teahupoo or here, and I think it’s here because it’s 

not perfect. If you want to get barrelled and stand there, Teahupoo is your 

thing. Here you can’t stand tall and relax. Teahupoo’s perfect. You can 

trust it. You can never trust this place. I get obsessed with waves I like 

and waves that challenge me. Pipe is challenging. I’m not obsessed, more 

looking for the challenge… and the challenge never ends here.

Let’s hope Owen makes a full recovery ASAP so that we get to see more of him threading the needle at Pipe in 2016. (Corey Wilson)
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I
wasn’t going. A group of friends had hired a luxe pad directly in

front of the west peak at Sunset and were sending cruel photos. A

cold beer with a plus-size righthander in the background. Swaying

palms over an empty beach. Etcetera. Then a few things fell together

and at the last moment, I found myself on a plane. There had been no

chance to line up interviews, no agenda, no chance even to pack the

most basic of equipment. One minute you’re in the nosebleed section

of the Tulla departure gates: the next, you’re in The Cauldron. With

no thongs.

At first the lack of footwear was infuriating and I resolved to buy myself

some double pluggers, even if I had to ask for ‘flip flops’. But before I

could find them for sale I’d got used to the feel of the ground again, and

secretly started to enjoy the extra feed of information that bare feet bring

when you’re studying a new place.

Not being a fan of the grass-skirt-and-ukulele version of Hawaiian

tourism, getting out of Honolulu was something of a priority. The distance

from there to the North Shore is surprisingly small - about the same as

Sydney to Palm Beach - but it can descend into a gridlocked nightmare

if you muck it up. Nearly three in ten Hawaiians are employed by the

government: “government” here being a byword for the military. And

twice a day, all those people and a burgeoning tourist sector workforce

make their way to and from Honolulu to the bases and the resorts. It’s a

migration you don’t want to get caught up in.

Answer: “The Bus”, a democratic, dirt cheap and efficient service that

places you, the tourist, on vinyl benches among everyday Americans

going about their business, for the princely sum of two bucks. In my

case I had the pleasure of listening to two old boys with fishing rods

and buckets talking about the coming swell and the soaring price of

Opposite: Connor Coffin air drops into Pipe on a day that looks deceptively empty and do-able. 

That he managed to find the break from the Kam Highway is also worthy of note considering 

there isn’t a single sign pointing out the location of the place. (Davey) Opening spread: Waialua 

Sugar Mill, once a home of teeth destroying sweetness, now a collective of the world’s finest 

shapers. (Bilderback) 

“I HAD THE PLEASURE OF LISTENING

TO TWO OLD BOYS WITH FISHING RODS

AND BUCKETS TALKING ABOUT THE

COMING SWELL AND THE SOARING 

PRICE OF PINEAPPLES.”
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pineapples, all the way over the big hill in the middle of the island at 

Wahiawa, and down into the flats around Haleiwa.

The pineapple thing has an ongoing resonance for Hawaiians. The 

Hawaiian Pineapple Company, founded in 1901 by the Dole family, 

was one of the bastions of colonial control once the Americans deposed 

the Hawaiian royal family. It later became the Dole Food Company, 

and grew into a huge multinational agribusiness, trading in pineapples, 

bananas, vegetables and other tropical staples. The company has been 

the subject of litigation over its use of pesticides and its labour practices 

in places like Colombia and Nicaragua. These days, Dole’s corporate 

HQ is in Delaware, but the public face is a cheery floral display at its 

tourist centre in Wahiawa. 

You enter Haleiwa by crossing the Anahulu Stream on a structure called 

the Rainbow Bridge, which is not colourful at all but vaguely echoes the 

design of the Arizona Memorial at Pearl Harbour. A giant mural of Jimi 

Hendrix suggests some sort of spliff-devouring reggae nirvana, but the 

truth is a little more white bread. The major food franchises are heavily 

represented, and a hive of small stores has built up flogging trinkets to 

mugs like me. The legendary Campbell Brothers operate a showroom here 

which is partially a bottleshop selling hundreds of fascinating craft beers, 

and partially a boardstore selling Bonzers, surely the world’s coolest (and 

weirdest) surfboards. The boat harbour evokes Jimmy (Buffett), not Jimi 

(Hendrix). Decaying boats propped up on 44-gallon drums, an atmosphere 

of rum and deckchair entropy.

Stepping off the bus at Sunset (“Yo buddy, this is Sunset”), the mythology 

and reality of the seven mile miracle collided. From Haleiwa at the 

southern end to Turtle Bay Resort in the north, the land of surfing dreams 

is not much more than a stretch of country road. Admittedly overcrowded, 

but a country road nonetheless. I’d heard this said many times but never 

quite believed it: how could something so obsessively discussed, so 

iconic to so many people, be so under-developed, the legendary breaks 

so obscured and unremarked upon? Is it a deliberate outcome of the 

‘keep the country country’ movement? Or is it just island life? It seems 

improbable that no ageing surf mogul has ever tried to build a resort here, 

or even just a bar.

“THERE’S A GRIPPING SENSE OF

AUTHENTICITY ABOUT THE PLACE.”

Big wave surfing champion Josh Kerr gets back to his roots with a big ol’ slob air on a pristine 

morning at Pupukea. (Gooch) Previous spread: Colours and vibes from a North Shore winter. 

(Bilderback/Davey/Moran)
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There are few signs of any kind of infrastructure on the North Shore, 

the sprawling grounds of the Sunset Beach Elementary School being the 

notable exception. The word ‘Sunset’ recurs frequently: it’s a school, a bus 

stop, a mark on the tourist map. ‘Waimea’ also evokes a place as much 

as a wave, so it gets a good run. Yet the word ‘Pipeline’ is nowhere to be 

seen – not even at the carpark that vaguely indicates its position. From 

the Kam Highway it’s impossible to tell when you’ve passed it unless you 

know what you’re looking for. Could you drive past Bells or Snapper in 

blissful ignorance of their location?

There are no clubs on the fabled stretch, no restaurants either, and only 

one supermarket. But the solitary active building site is adorned with a 

banner that says “Support Your Local Hells Angels Chapter” (what do 

they want us to do, donate money?), so it looks like there’s a club of 

sorts coming. 

Oahuans are relaxed about most things, but are surprisingly insistent that 

you take your shoes off when you enter their homes. (On visiting Mark 

Healey at his home above Pupukea he took it one step further and hosed 

off my muddy bare feet before allowing me entry). There are chickens 

everywhere, coconut husks and even cane toads (the stock that were 

introduced to Australia came from here in 1935, so Bustin Down the Door 

was a form of overdue revenge). When it rains at night, giant African land 

snails (also introduced) wander over the paths. Stepping on one barefoot is 

like putting your heel through a turd in a helmet. 

There’s life going on behind the walls of foliage, out beyond the muddy 

margins of the Kam, but it’s hard to discern. Somewhere there are kids 

riding trikes. Somewhere the elder statesmen of Waimea turn their milky 

irises to the sea. Somewhere Owl Chapman cackles in his lair, stroking the 

rails of a giant red single fin.

House numbers have five digits. The Hawaiian alphabet has only thirteen 

letters, twelve of which seem to be vowels. And these are clues to the 

inner nature of the place: nowhere else in surfing is as dependent on 

specialised knowledge as the North Shore. You have to build up smarts 

through repeat visits. The bewildering array of reefs and beaches, each 

with its own intricate sets of permutations relating to swell size and 

Honolulu – the birthplace of modern surfing featuring Diamond Head on the far right. It also has a bitchin’ restaurant called HY’s 

Steakhouse if you ever want to eat primo beef and crab with a total hotty while a man plays the Star Wars theme on flamenco guitar. (Davey)
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direction, local preferences, board selection and so on. The suddenly 

changeable weather, even in the ‘stable’ winter months. The lack of 

obvious gathering places for people – except of course, Foodland.

Directly across the road from the beach at Sharks Cove and around 

the corner from Waimea, this sprawling temple of middle-American 

consumption has been voted five times as Hawaii’s best grocery store. 

There’s a who’s who of the world tour wandering the aisles, and chickens 

in the carpark. I met a writer who’d long ago reported for supermarket 

trade mags and actually covered the opening of the store in the early 

eighties. Prior to that point, you’d have to wonder what everyone did for 

sushi and giant trays of ahi poke. When you google “foodland North Shore 

oahu”, you get an auto-suggestion “what time does foodland close”, a sure 

sign that these auto-suggests are created by stoned people.

The experience inside is much like a fluoro-lit bowling alley, with piped 

music and speckles of brilliant colour down the aisles, an Aladdin’s 

Cave of sugar and hydrolysed vegetable gum. As a souvenir for the kids 

I selected cheese snacks shaped like goldfish, sold in a miniature milk 

carton. Obviously. My unshod feet soaked up the chill off the lino as I 

wandered past the dairy section and tried to decipher which one was the 

normal milk. The sheer abundance is disconcerting: the flipside is that 

more than 14% of Hawaii’s population (one in seven, in other words) 

receives emergency food assistance. 

The staff are friendly – eccentric even. You get accustomed to American 

Customer Service™ in Hawaii. American customer service is polite and 

deferential, but if it could be faulted, it’s on the side of lacking personal 

warmth. (“Okay, so lemme get that for you right there.”) Not so at 

Foodland. The checkout ladies are actually looking for a laugh, and if it’s 

at the sight of overwhelmed Australians struggling with three hundred 

varieties of potato chip, then that’s just fine. If you give them a phone 

number – your phone number, your mum’s phone number, any phone 

number, they give you a discount. (No, I don’t know what they do with the 

phone numbers. Mum says no-one’s rung.) 

On the subject of food more generally, it’s likely that we all absorb certain 

stereotypes about Hawaii from consuming years of surf media. In my case, 
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I imagined platters piled with ribs and giant cups of Pepsi, so big that you 

could wear them on your head if you ever got through the frightening 

quantity of soft drink. Maybe I ate in the wrong places, but this vision 

didn’t really play out. Merchandising, on the other hand - every food 

outlet, from Cholos Mexican to the burger joint to the juice bar, does its 

own T-shirt and hat, and alongside your trucker cap you can get wicked 

donuts from Ted’s Bakery, a fifty-year institution disguised as a besser-

brick toilet block behind Sunset Beach. But most takeaway food comes 

from candlelit trucks and stands parked in the empty lots near Foodland: 

tacos, Thai and the ubiquitous garlic shrimp (Haleiwa reeks of it). It was 

affordable, healthy food.

Buying fuel is not so Zen. It’s called ‘gas’ for starters, despite patently 

arriving in liquid form. If, just for example, you’re not wearing any 

shoes, you may be called upon to pre-pay. Now the bliss-out ends and 

the serious maths begins. You’re buying in imperial gallons, not metric 

litres, using the world’s most inefficient currency – note after note 

after identical green note, and then silver and even copper coins with 

no rounding off so you have to get it down to the last cent. Driving a 

rented hatchback on the wrong side of the road with a giant V8 pickup 

bearing down on you is the easy part of the equation compared to 

putting fuel in the damn thing.

America’s abiding love of gasoline ties into another dimension of the 

place: its crucial military role. Reading Simon Winchester’s thumping 

history book Pacific is a reminder of just how strategically important, 

and therefore how militarised, the Hawaiian Islands are. Soldiers are sent 

to the Middle East from the bases here. Schofield Barracks in particular, 

which is home to somewhere north of 15,000 people, has been the staging 

post for American military engagements for over a century. The film 

version of Jones’s From Here to Eternity, with its famous shorebreak 

snogging scene, featured soldiers based at Schofield. The place provides a 

heavy counterpoint to the idyllic vibe of the North Shore.

Opposite: Amazing that one tiny stretch of coastline continues to draw us back year after year. 

More scenes from a winter in the life. (Gooch/Moran/Davey) Above: Foodland carpark, complete 

with local chooks. (Davey)
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Huge satellite dishes listen to the night sky from Oahu’s mountain ridges. 

And there’s a constant procession of military aircraft droning from west to 

east above Sunset. Chinooks and other heavy helicopters, big transports, 

rumbling the air in a way that’s entirely different to the photographers’ 

choppers that buzz close over the breaks. The biggest of the war machines 

leave a dirty exhaust plume behind them. One memorable morning a 

squadron of them flew past with heavy troop vehicles suspended on giant 

cables under them like storks carrying armoured babies.

Ten minutes’ drive out of Haleiwa, the country soul of the place coalesces 

in the Waialua sugar mill, a scar in the landscape, visible from a distance 

by the dramatic rusting steel of a chimney and kiln rising out of the 

greenery. Waialua Sugar Company was a subsidiary of Doles, another 

commercial beast that fed itself on cheap labour and seized land. The 

business outlasted all the other sugar mills on Oahu, but ultimately closed 

in 1996. Nowadays, Haleiwa Surfboard, Pyzel, Third Stone, John “JC” 

Carper, Eric Arakawa and a host of independent glassers, fin makers, 

photographers, artists, a farmers co-op and even a coffee business have 

all made their homes here in the abandoned sheds, set in a blasted post-

industrial landscape with the Waianae mountains in the background. 

It’s a curious hub of creativity amongst the thorns, the broken concrete, 

the mud, dead cars and ever-present chickens and dogs, a kind of rustic 

beauty. According to Duncan Campbell, the shapers used to work just 

inland of the Kam Highway at Sunset, and were making a hell of a 

mess up there, dumping acetone in the ground and worse. There was 

pressure for them to move on. So they got together and formed a little 

collective and got things happening at the old sugar mill site. Nobody 

minded too much about this smelly new industry moving in: according 

to Campbell “sugar refining’s about the only thing that’s more toxic 

than surfboard shaping”.

There’s a gripping sense of authenticity about the place. Here, the 

North Shore seems to live and breathe in the rusting Pontiac, the plain 

white curves of an Arakawa pintail and a palm tree as foreground to a 

breathtaking tropical escarpment in the distance. The circus has pitched 

its tents on the beach, but in the quieter places there’s a community going 

about its business.

“THE LEGENDARY CAMPBELL BROTHERS

OPERATE A SHOWROOM HERE WHICH

IS PARTIALLY A BOTTLESHOP SELLING

HUNDREDS OF FASCINATING CRAFT

BEERS, AND PARTIALLY A BOARDSTORE 

SELLING BONZERS.”

John John FLorence is the prince of Oahu’s North Shore and when he’s in the water laying down 

mountain carves like this even windblown overcast days become a sight to behold. (Frieden)
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T
wo days after Billy Kemper won the Pe’ahi Challenge he was on 

the North Shore of Oahu, sitting easily on the back stoop of his 

sponsor’s house overlooking Off The Wall. The waves were an 

unimpressive four-foot. Gabe Medina was out flicking air reverses. Light 

trades ruffled the palm fronds overhead. With no inclination of surfing this 

day, Billy was a man who, in the last 48 hours, had achieved the crowning 

achievement of his young surfing life. 

In the yard next door, the ever-jazzed Herbie Fletcher scurried about 

trying to get everyone in place for his annual Wave Warriors shoot. “We 

can’t do this thing until Eddie [Rothman] gets here. I just called him,” 

twanged Herb.

A who’s who of Pipe aficionados mingled, bullshitted, sipped from free 

cans of Purps and waited for further direction. On the sideline sat Billy. 

Post-coital glow intact, contently aloof, he watched the bantering. He’d 

been heartily congratulated by the tribe when he first showed up, but 

now, stationing himself in a quiet corner of the yard, he took delight in 

hanging back. His young daughter played on the green grass. He exuded 

contentment. The part in his hair was sharp. His fade crisp.  

If December 6 at Jaws was one for the history books, then it was Billy 

who wrote the happy ending. Hollywood couldn’t have scripted it better. 

Ol’ Bill played the role of humble local to the hilt. Forever in the shadow 

of more dominating island personalities, when the biggest show in surf 

came to town, he seized the moment. Recognising fate had chosen him 

this time – not Albee Layer, not Ian Walsh, not Kai Lenny – Billy surged. 

With Maui blood running hot through his veins, and the memory of his 

late brother, Eric Diaz, motivating him, he went out, put it all on the line 

and came away with aces. 

“It still doesn’t feel real,” said Billy in the backyard.

In 1969 astronaut Buzz Aldrin described his vantage point from the moon 

as “beautiful, beautiful, magnificent desolation”. A similar sentiment had 

to be stirring somewhere inside of Billy. How does one rationalise taming 

a beast like a trip to the moon or wilfully paddling into the hugest waves 

in the world? Once you climb Mount Everest, what do you do when you 

have to go back down to the bottom?

Aldrin couldn’t find the answer. It wasn’t in the bottle. Love wasn’t 

the answer as he burned through two marriages. He eventually ended 

up briefly selling Cadillacs in Beverly Hills (and after not being 

able to successfully move one car in six months walked away). Sir 

Edmund Hillary suffered from years of depression and drank heavily 

after becoming the first man to summit Everest. Now, that’s not to say 

Billy’s going to get on the sauce and start selling used Toyota Tundras 

in Paia, but he’s also only 25 years old; there’s a whole lot of glorious 

life left to be lived. To keep this surfing racket going other accolades 

will have to come.

Enter role model supreme, one Patrick Shane Dorian. Nobody in the business 

has done it better. A devout family man, these days he only leaves his home 

in the Big Island highlands to chase swell and hunt. Giving his prey a fighting 

Above: The unassuming Billy Kemper of Maui took down some of the world’s greatest big wave surfers 

on his way to winning the Big Wave World Tour event at Pe’ahi. (Servais) Opposite: Billy’s taildrop from 

the lip of this avalanche resulted in what he called the worst wipeout of his life. (Servais)
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chance, he prefers to wield a bow and always eats what he kills. His son kills 

it on a mini ramp. Over the course of his career Shane’s been judicious with 

his money, loyal to his sponsors, and time after damn time, finds a way to 

charge harder than anyone. His drop in the “warm-up” session had the world 

buzzing before the hooter even sounded. As Shane tries to knife the drop, his 

board gets hung up in the early morning offshores, forcing him into a kind 

of check turn airdrop that would have killed most men. He goes weightless, 

his toes are the only thing connecting him to the board, and somehow he 

negotiates all this in the gurgling, frothing pit. Somehow he regains control 

and makes a long, drawn-out bottom turn look easy. The artistry is in the 

technicality. It is now a strong XXL Ride of the Year nominee. 

Greg Long is another that leads by example. The thinker of this group, 

he’s still reconciling with his near drowning at Cortes Bank in 2012. Long 

plays his cards much more methodically these days. He’s content to wait 

out the back for a big one—“the right one”. But as one of the winningest 

big-wave surfers in the sport’s history, he’s also not apt to let opportunity 

pass him by. At Jaws his head is clearly in the game. In Round 1, when the 

swell’s power really flexes, he strokes into what Dave Kalama calls one of 

the biggest waves ever paddled into at Jaws. That alone would be enough, 

but Greg then proceeds to pack the closeout barrel like he was grom back 

at T-Street. The judges throw him a nine for the effort. He goes on to get 

third in the event. He walks away satisfied with the result and calls the 

wave one of the best of his life.

Then there’s Mark Mathews, who’s one of the few that lives up to the 

term “hellman”, and god bless him for it. At Jaws he’s done before 

he even begins. Destroyed by all the fury the northern shore of Maui 

can muster, for as right as everything went for Shane on his drop it 

went wrong for poor Mark. Hung up in the wind, be barely makes it to 

the bottom before being pounded into oblivion. He gets his shoulder 

ripped from his body, his flotation vest tries to eat him, and then he 

takes another 40-footer on the head. The beating is emblematic of the 

pay-to-play scenario that plays out all day. In the end it’s a miracle 

nobody dies. 

Somewhere amongst this potent maelstrom Billy finds his groove. He 

blitzes his first heat, squeaks by in the semis with one 8-point ride, and 

then in the opening minutes of the final, he finds the perfect line on a long 

running tube. He disappears, comes out well after Neptune’s breath, and 

everybody’s left playing catch-up from there.

“Ok! Fuck, man! Everybody, get your boards and get on the goddamn 

beach,” affectionately shouts Herb back on the North Shore.

Billy is snapped back to the now. He gets up, grabs his favorite Pipe 

board and joins the group of surfers making their way down onto the 

sand. John Florence slaps him on the back. They exchange a smile. The 

winning is good. The prizemoney is nice. But the brotherhood, that’s 

the timeless stuff. It’s what’s inspired Herb’s whole Wave Warriors 

project for “over 30 fuckin’ years, man,” and as Billy goes from 

aspiring kid following in his fallen brother’s footsteps to champion of 

the big-wave wave world, it’s now up to him what role he plays in this 

grandest of plays.

Previous spread: Greg Long’s barrel promted this compliment from Kelly Slater on social media. “You 

are as gnarly as it gets! Must’ve learned how to pull into 30 footers in San Clemente?” (Servais) 

Opening spread: Nic Lamb pulls the ripcord only to get blown back over the horizon. (Bielmann)
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T
he WSL Big Wave World Tour got the day it sorely needed on

December 6, 2015 with an event at Jaws that blew everyone’s

faces off. Mark Mathews was first alternate and although he

didn’t get a start he did manage to catch the day’s biggest set. Here

he takes us through what it’s like to ride a bomb at Pe’ahi. Hold on to

your breakfast.

SW: Worst summer ever?

MM: One of the worst. I haven’t been injured for ages so to be out of

the water when we’re getting record El Nino swells is pretty painful.

And there’s another Jaws swell coming as we speak?

It’s looking like one of the biggest swells I’ve seen in quite a while.

So the injury is your shoulder. How bad is the damage?

I’ve been out of the water for five weeks already. Initially I thought it was

just a standard dislocation so I wasn’t that worried, thought I’d maybe

do six weeks out of the water and be back surfing and paddle myself into

the winter. Then I got it scanned and it turned out they had to go in and

operate and once they were in there they found even more damage so it

could be anything between four and six months before I’m ready to surf

big waves again.

What did they actually do when they got in there?

They fixed up three ligaments in the joint capsule, I tore all my rotator

cuff muscles so they had to re-stitch all the tendons in there and then

they had to fix my bicep muscle and I tore a nerve and that stopped my

deltoids from working. I was lucky because the surgeon who operated on

me had just done a procedure on a motocross rider the month before with

almost identical injuries so when he went into my shoulder and saw all the

damage he knew exactly what had to be done to get it all fixed up.

So you got destroyed, but let me ask you this, was it worth it?

No way. (Laughs) Fuck that.

Are you serious? Man I’d let you rip both shoulders off for a ride like 

that. Did seeing the footage help to ease the pain?

I was with my girl Brittany and I’d just gotten out of the hospital after they’d 

reset the shoulder back into place and she had footage of the wave that Dad 

had sent her from the TV at home, it had already been on the news. I said, 

“Put it away, I don’t want to see it at all. I don’t want to know.” Because in 

my head it felt like a big one but it didn’t feel like the biggest wave ever. I 

didn’t want to look at the wave and be like “Meh” and make myself more 

depressed than I was (laughs). Then Hippo and a few other guys had a look at 

it and they said it was pretty massive so that eased the pain a little.

Everyone I’ve spoken to believes it was the biggest wave ridden that 

day by some margin. That must feel good to hear.

I dunno. It looks huge on certain angles but there’s no way it was worth it. 

I’d take it back 100 times over. Going that wave was a stupid decision. I 

only swung and went it from where I was because the comp was about to 

start and I hadn’t caught a wave yet.

Before we get into the detail of the ride, tell us a bit about the lead-up 

to that day for you.

I was an alternate for the event but I knew long before it started that I 

wouldn’t get a go because enough guys were flying to Maui to surf in it. 

I was on the North Shore so I flew in anyway because I figured I’d get a 

couple of hours in before the comp started to get a few big ones.

Were you involved in any of the pre-event meetings and all that 

energy in the lead up to the event?

Nah, I was just with Britt and I came in late and was pretty much on my 

S U M M I T

Mark Mathews On What It’s Like 
To Go Over The Edge At Jaws

Interview by Vaughan Blakey

Mark Mathews and the eerie silence of weightlessness. (Servais)
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own program. If I’m around all that energy I get too excited so I have to

measure myself into those sorts of swells. I like doing my own thing and

staying away and relaxing until the morning when you know it’s massive

and then you flick the switch.

When you woke up on that morning did you know how big it was?

I woke up early and planned to get out there on dark. I wanted to have a

lot of time. The buoys were way bigger than what was expected. I only

had a 9’8” and a 10’0” and I’d arrived there thinking they’d be sweet

but when I heard it was huge I had to drive 45 minutes to go and get

my 10’6” which was in another town getting fixed. So I didn’t get down

to Jaws until about an hour before the comp was due to start. I had a

shocker. And worse of all the 10’6” wasn’t there, it was a 9’8” so I’d

wasted all that time to get a board that I already had in my quiver.

Being an ill-prepared big wave surfer is such a no-no isn’t it?

Yeah, I had really bad preparation. Me and Hippo are kind of renowned

for it which isn’t a great thing. We’re regarded as big wave cowboys.

So you get to Pe’ahi and you see the first set, how are you feeling?

When I first got there I saw a set that was easily the biggest set that broke

that day. I was rushing around trying to get ready when suddenly everyone

in the competitors area just starts screaming, “Look at this one! Look at

this one!” And I ran down to watch and saw this wave that looked like…

well, it looked like a legitimate set wave that you’d surf on a day when

paddle is out of the question and everyone is there to tow. I hadn’t seen a

wave that big for ages and I got excited because I thought it was gonna be

that huge all day and it’s on those sorts of days that you can get the biggest

wave of your life. So that made me extra rushed.

Were there guys already in the water?

Not at that stage and it took me probably an hour to reach the line-up from

the time that set broke after stuffing around with the boards and the wrong

fins and all of that. By the time I got out there Hippo and about 10 other

guys were in the line-up but it was already obvious to me that the swell was

dropping a fair bit so I paddled way deep to the back peak because I wanted

at least one big one.

Do you know your marks out there?

Sort of but Shane Dorian jumped off the ski out there too so I just lined

up based off where he was sitting because he knows it so good.

And then he got that loony one with the outrageous sideways

suspendo drop?

Yeah, like almost straight away he got that monster and I was right next to

Mark Mathews inhales his figs up into his ribcage and holds on for the love of all that is dear 

to him. (Servais)

“IT’S ON THOSE SORTS OF DAYS

THAT YOU CAN GET THE BIGGEST 

WAVE OF YOUR LIFE.”
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“KNOWING HE MADE THAT WAVE, FROM

THE POSITION HE WAS IN, IT MADE ME 

RETHINK WHAT WAS MAKEABLE.”

him, looking at him as he’s caught up in the lip because I was just scraping 

over it and I thought that he was gone for all money. I thought he just got 

absolutely fucking smashed. And next thing he’s paddling out with the 

biggest grin on his face (laughs). Knowing he made that wave, from the 

position he was in, it made me rethink what was makeable, because he was 

so airborne and the thing was barreling top to bottom and I was just like 

“Fuck! If he’s making that then it’s possible to make just about anything.”

But in that moment of paddling over that first wave and seeing 

one of the best big wave surfers in the world get hung up before 

disappearing over Niagara Falls, surely you felt sick in the stomach? 

Oh man, it is like that, but also you’re so alert. There’s so much fear 

and you’re trying to read what the waves are doing… Am I in position? 

Am I too deep? Can I make the drop from this part of the reef? All these 

things go through your head so quick and you’re trying not to second 

guess whether you can make it or not. That’s why I reckon Shane-o is 

the best I’ve seen in big waves because he believes. He knows and trusts 

his judgment of what’s possible. He doesn’t let fear affect his judgment 

and that’s really rare. When you’re in position and those maxing sets are 

coming your way you’re always battling those internal voices and you 

have to be definite… Yes this is makeable. I’m in the right spot. I’m going 

for it. The heavy thing is all your survival instincts are screaming the 

complete opposite.

Is the volume and sheer height of these waves something you ever get 

used to or feel comfortable in?

Because you don’t surf waves like that all year it can take a little while to get 

your head around that volume of water coming at you and then to turn around 

and make yourself paddle for one… it’s not something you slot straight into 

when you first get out there again. But after you’ve been out for a while and 

you see guys get a couple you begin to relax into it and if you get back-to-

back swells you can start to feel really comfortable in that sort of surf. 

Let’s break down this wave. You’ve been in the water for an hour 

and haven’t caught a thing, you’ve seen Dorian fall out of the sky, the 

comp is about to start and suddenly this thing starts growing out of 

the horizon and is coming your way. What next?

My first feeling was that I was super deep. This set was coming out of the 

west and generally if you’re sitting on the back peak at Jaws you want a 

set wave to come from the north because it’s a much easier wave to make 

What is life? Why does one sock always go missing in the wash? Where’s the peck of pickled 

peppers that Peter Piper picked? And how the heck did Shane Dorian ride out of this ridiculous 

drop on the first big set of the morning at Jaws? These are just some of the questions that will 

haunt humanity for eternity. (Bielmann)
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with a nice big shoulder. So I knew as soon as I saw it I was too deep and I 

probably wouldn’t  make it to the channel, but I also knew this would be the 

last big wave before the comp started. I hadn’t had a wave all morning, the 

competitors were already in the channel with contest rashies on, I was pissed 

off that I wasn’t in the comp... it really didn’t matter what was coming through 

at that point because I was gonna have a crack at it no matter what.

So you go and you’re paddling your guts out and you make the 

decision to stand up and the wind gets under your board and you’re 

levitating at the summit of the biggest wave you’ve ever caught. 

Yeah, and I could have probably avoided that. The mistake I made 

was that I paddled out to it. I paddled out because I thought I could 

get a chip shot into the wave, which, if that had happened, might have 

given me the chance to get a better angle into the wave and potentially 

make it, even from that deep. But it backed off so I was chasing it in. 

You can see when you look at the photos that where Shane-o is sitting 

would have been a much better place to get into that wave. Once I put 

my head down and started going for it I was resigned to pretty much 

going straight. And yeah when I got up to my feet and looked over the 

edge it looked a bit like I was dropping off a building, but I knew if I 

could keep the board straight I’d be a chance of making it.

It makes me feel sick man. That limbo. Those weightless seconds, 

all that time to think, then the gravity kicks in and it’s just 

RAAAAARRRGGGHHH!

(Laughs) Yeah, once that gravity comes into play it all happens so quick. 

All I could think as I was falling was “Keep the board straight! Keep 

the board straight!” And then I felt the board connect with the wave face 

absolutely perfect, no nose dive or grab in the top part of the board at all, 

and I remember so clearly, clear as day, the boys who were waiting for 

the comp to start sitting out wide just screaming. And I thought that I was 

already at the bottom of it but I just kept flying down at 100 miles an hour 

and when I finally did get to the bottom, that’s when I started to panic 

because I could see the whole thing bending in on me and I was waaaay 

too deep. I was scared the lip would hit me in the back and hammer me 

into my board. My technique for jumping off waves of that size usually is 

to dive forward with an arm in the water to break the surface, but you just 

can’t do it on a wave that big. It turned out to be a bad move. 

You’re at the base of the biggest wave you’ve ever caught, you’re 

going faster than you’ve ever gone and you try to eject only to have 

your arm torn off your body at the shoulder.

I tried that move out there a few years ago and it worked so that’s 

probably why I tried again. 

Were you conscious the shoulder was out or was the adrenaline 

overpowering the pain?

It was horrific. I knew straight away it was out. I felt that sickening 

white flash of pain and I grabbed my arm and just got rolled for ages. 

Cartwheel after cartwheel, just getting beaten around by so much 

The swell for the early was absolutely maxing. (Bielmann)
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violence. I had air in my vest already but it wasn’t fully blown up and 

I got pushed super deep, so I let go of my shoulder for a second to pull 

the inflation cord but because I didn’t pull it early enough it took ages 

to get up. When I could feel myself slowly rising toward the surface 

I was kicking, kicking, kicking and I broke the surface just in time to 

see the next one coming over me. I was so lucky to get that breath in.

Did the second one let you up easy or punish you again?

Oh man, it was so brutal. I was trying to stay calm but the pain was 

in a realm I’d never experienced. Nobody saw my head pop up after 

the first wave so everyone thought I’d had a two-wave holddown 

and by the end of the second whitewash I’d been rolled a long way 

in. By the time the ski did get to me I couldn’t even pull myself up 

on the sled because the pain was so intense and a third wave rolled 

me as well and that was almost the worst because by that stage I 

was starting to think I couldn’t take another beating with my arm 

hanging out like it was.

When you say you’re getting rolled by whitewash on the inside, we’re 

not talking two to three footers are we?

Nah, you’re still looking at a good 8 foot wall of whitewater at least. I had 

the buoyancy vest on too so there’s no getting under it. You just get rolled 

by it. The guy who eventually picked me up realised what was going on 

and he actually stopped his ski in the impact zone, jumped off and hauled 

me onto the sled before zipping me out of there.

How was the ride back to shore?

I’ve never been in pain like that before. I was passing out on the boat 

ride back from the bumps and then when I finally got to the hospital we 

went through that whole process of trying to put the shoulder back in and 

eventually they just put me to sleep to do it. I think the comp was up to 

the semis when I eventually came to. 

Did you spend the night in hospital?

Nah, I got released and I flew back to Oahu that night because I had to fly 

to America the next day. I had to do a speech at a conference in Dallas so 

that was my priority. 

It was an amazing day for big wave surfing and it seemed like the 

whole surfing world was sharing this sense of awe of what had played 

out. Did you get to share in any of that?

Mostly through the text messages I was getting and on social media 

which made me feel so much better. I caught up with a couple of 

people at the airport, I saw Hippo. Shane-o posted something, Kelly 

messaged me… so it wasn’t all for nothing. But aside from that I 

was just back with my girl and then off to mainland America on my 

own program.

Ha! Well, you made prime time news at home, man.

Yeah and at least I didn’t slip down the rocks and dislocate my arm before 

I even got out there.
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S
hane Dorian is beat. His voice is scratchy and his breathing heavy.  

It’s two days since he and a bunch of other legends surfed the biggest 

and cleanest Jaws session in history, and only a month since he 

miraculously landed a big ol’ shifty from the lip of a wave that was every 

inch north of 50 foot. He surfed Jaws again yesterday for a bit of fun 

but today the swell is gone and the strange readjustment to life without 

the immediate threat of death is only just beginning to settle in. The 

43-year-old is 25 minutes from hitting the hay when SW calls him at his 

home on Hawaii’s Big Island.

SW: How you feeling man?

SD: Fucking exhausted dude. I’m really tired. I’m decompressing now 

and it’s craziest the emotional comedown. It’s almost like a depression. 

I don’t know how else to describe it other than your vitality is gone. I’m 

physically drained, mentally drained and emotionally drained. It was an 

intense couple of days.

That’s a couple of amazing swells in the space of a month, the first in early 

December and the second only the day before yesterday. At what point do 

you switch on? Is it as soon as you see the weather maps go purple?

Yeah, the second those swells look like they’re going to be on it gets hard 

to sleep. I’m pretty prepared these days, I have all my shit together, but 

there’s a lot of thinking and logistics that go into it… booking flights, 

getting to the wave early, you’re trying to eat well, you don’t want to 

feel sick or have a little sniffly nose, you want to feel 100 percent. When 

the waves are that monumental you don’t want anything fucking up your 

psychology. It’s such a mental game out there that if you have a little 

crack in your fin box or a sniffly nose or a nagging injury in your elbow, 

like I had, all that stuff messes with your head. It’s a lot to think about, so 

when you’ve spent all that energy on preparation and then you surf and 

then suddenly it all goes quiet… the fatigue slams you pretty hard.

That level of thinking is so intense. I can’t relate at all to the perfection 

you need to be feeling to get out there and be on your game.

Yeah, and you can get jaded after a while. You see all the imagery and you 

see so much going on that you begin to just expect that people are going 

to come up all the time… but they don’t. Just a little bit of bad luck out 

there and someone would have drowned very easily. The consequences 

are so real.

What blows my mind about these swells is that you look at the lineup 

and it’s absolutely packed. Surely, not everyone can be committed to 

that mindset of perfection? 

“JUST A LITTLE BIT OF BAD LUCK 

OUT THERE AND SOMEONE WOULD

HAVE DROWNED VERY EASILY. THE 

CONSEQUENCES ARE SO REAL.”

Holy bowls! Big, clean, hollow and about as perfect as terrifying can get. Josh Redman. 

(Servais) Previous spread: Aaron Gold’s totally skyskraping mega drop is the new high water 

mark for biggest wave ever paddled. (Servais)
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I think the big question is; what’s my motivation for surfing these waves? 

There are a few hungry, hungry dogs out there, guys who are trying to 

prove themselves in hope of getting onto the Big Wave World Tour, in 

hope of getting in the Jaws event, in hope of getting a sponsor… and that 

type of motivation is really, really dangerous. “This is my day, everyone’s 

gonna know who I am if I go on the biggest wave ever…” whenever you 

get that sort of attitude that’s really dangerous man.

What’s your motivation in chasing and riding these swells? 

My main goal is to come safely home to my family. That’s my main goals 

number one, two and three. After that it’s just trying to be out there and 

experience days like that. I honestly don’t feel I have anything to prove to 

anybody except for myself, so my whole thing is like “Look, I’m gonna 

paddle out here, I’m gonna try not to listen to my ego, I’m gonna try and 

not force anything to happen. I’m gonna try and put myself in the right 

spot and if the right wave comes to me and it feels like I should go for it 

I’m gonna try and really commit to it.” Other than that I’m not gonna do 

anything stupid because I’ve got responsibilities.

It sounds like you learn so much about who you are, where you’re 

at and what you’re doing with your life when you’ve got that kind 

of self-awareness?

The brain uses a lot of energy to focus when you’re sitting out there and a 

set comes and you start scratching for the horizon and you’re scared that 

you’re a little too far in and you might get caught. Or when you’re getting 

sucked over the falls, everything in that moment and from that perspective 

allows you to have a really clear head. Things that are actually important, 

you can really figure out what matters most to you when you’re stuck 

under that much water for a long time (laughs).

People dedicate their lives to all sorts of physical and spiritual 

pursuits in the hope of finding that sort of clarity!

Oh, you can have a super cosmic conversation about exactly that. It’s a 

really unique experience to push your self that far, to be out there and 

experience that level of fear and then try and figure out how to come to 

terms with it. Because there’s a lot of fear involved. I don’t care what 

anybody says it’s scary out there.

Where does the day before yesterday sit for you in comparison to the 

best big wave sessions you’ve had over the past decade?

It was historic in every way. We’ve never paddled it that big. We’ve never 

seen it that clean all day. We had it in 2012 and that was really good for 

half a day, from 2pm till dark it was really glassy and big but it was bigger 

and more consistent two days ago than 2012. It was definitely the biggest 

and cleanest I have ever seen it and not only since we’ve been paddling it, 

but also, like if you go through all those old Jaws days of Laird and those 

guys towing, you will never find a day that big or that clean. I don’t think 

people really understand how rare that is. Last time it was like that may 

have been 20 years ago. It couldn’t be less than 15 years ago. And for me 

it was significant in a special way because I’m always wondering how 

many Jaws sessions I have left in me. I’m very realistic about my age and 

my goals and what I want to do and I was out there and I was conscious 

of this thought I was having which was, “This is the best I will ever surf 

Jaws. This is the best I will ever see it from the water.” Because it’s so 

rare to see it like that and I guarantee I will not be surfing Jaws when it 

gets like that again. So that was a cool thought to have. I was stoked that I 

got to experience that because if it happened three or four years from now 

I might not be out there.

And with that understanding comes a feeling of gratitude and you’re 

free to enjoy all of it a lot more.

Yeah, and I did. I had a great day man. I was super stoked. It was really 

difficult that day. I mean a lot of really good surfers, Jamie Mitchell for 

example, I consider him one of the best big wave riders – his technical 

ability, his fitness, his mental game, he’s very fired up and he’s an 

aggressive surfer and he always gets good waves – he only caught one 

wave in six hours that day. Billy Kemper, he just won the Jaws event, 

he’s super dominant out there a lot of the time and he only caught one 

wave that day too and I think he ate shit on it. It was big and perfect and 

the best it ever gets and even so, a lot of really top surfers had a really 

difficult time out there. So I was really grateful to get a handful of really 

great waves.

How was the vibe in the water compared to the first Jaws swell when 

the comp ran? Was it a more enjoyable space to be in this time around?

Oh yeah, much more enjoyable on this swell. I was talking to Dave Wassel 

about it today and he was saying that he wishes that they didn’t have 

the contest when they did so that they could have run this swell… and I 

couldn’t have disagreed more. The Jaws event was a huge success and 

everything but personally I don’t like to compete at all so I was so stoked 

to be able to freesurf all day. To not be in a specific heat and to not have 

that pressure of like “Hey your heat’s on, you gotta surf right now. And if 

you don’t catch a wave in the next hour... you lose.” I got to sit out there 

for two hours and get the waves I really wanted.

After watching the big wave events at Jaws and Todos it seems really 

obvious that the standard competition format of heats working 

towards a final throughout the day just doesn’t make sense. 

It doesn’t.  Almost always the best surfing in big waves happens in freesurfs. 

Ninety nine per cent of the time. And until the guy who wins the Big Wave 

“YOU CAN REALLY FIGURE OUT WHAT MATTERS MOST TO YOU WHEN 

YOU’RE STUCK UNDER THAT MUCH WATER FOR A LONG TIME.”

Dorian did what Dorian does best. (Servais)
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World Tour is the same guy who everyone agrees is the best big wave rider then 

it’s always gonna be that way. Big waves and surf comps are a super difficult fit.

The bar has been raised again with this Jaws session and I guess the 

obvious question now is, where to from here? Is it equipment that allows 

you to actually start turning on these waves? Is it hunting even bigger 

surf? Where does it go after what we’ve seen over the past month?

I don’t think we’ve seen a ceiling yet as far as size goes. There are 

certain swell directions for Jaws that make it easier to surf than what 

we saw the other day, and if you got it glassy with that different swell 

direction I think you could actually catch a much bigger wave. I mean, 

it’s possible, I don’t want to do it but I think it’s possible to catch a wave 

quite a bit bigger than that wave Aaron Gold caught. I wouldn’t want to 

do it but it’s possible. And I think the equipment will change. You could 

see that a lot of the guys who caught waves that day… they basically 

just went straight. They did amazing to make the drop, incredible, but 

you could see their boards didn’t want to react, they weren’t able to 

draw a line, they weren’t able to get on edge halfway down the face like 

they needed to to successfully ride the wave. I think Albee Layer is onto 

something for sure. Not that you need to ride an 8’6” on that wave that 

Aaron Gold caught but, I will always ride a 10’6” out Jaws, and I rode a 

9’6” out there yesterday and felt super, super good. I felt like I was able 

to make much quicker turns and more subtle adjustments on the wave 

which was super exciting because I was able ride the wave differently. 

And that’s what it’s all about. I watch Kai Lenny out there and Albee 

and they surf the wave really, really good. They’re actually surfing the 

wave, they’re not just charging. It’s their performance on the wave itself 

that’s incredible and a lot of that comes down to the fact that they’re on 

the right equipment.

I have to ask you about that drop from the first swell (page 109), 

because even watching it at home, when you got stuck up in the lip, I 

felt like I was choking on an avocado seed.

(Laughs) Oh dude, I was already taking my breath. I was already 

preparing for a super long hold down. I was positive I was eating it on that 

wave. I was out of control. I don’t know how to explain it and I’m sure 

there’re people out there who think I knew what I was doing and I stuck it 

or whatever, but I literally just landed on my board and somehow rode out 

of it. I could do that another 99 times and I’d fall every time.

Tom Carroll was saying in a Coastalwatch interview yesterday that 

he wondered how you guys deal with a beat down in surf that size 

– which is interesting because he’s no stranger to getting absolutely 

flogged. Can you enlighten us as what goes on?

I did a breath holding class and I got taught what to do right before a 

big hold down, so if I’m at the base of a wave and I can see it coming 

and I have a couple of seconds, like three seconds, then I do that breath 

sequence. The biggest thing is not to panic. The most dangerous thing 

for your breath hold is panicking. You have to learn how to not fight it 

because even if you get held down at North Narrabeen on a big day and 

you’re underwater for a long time the moment you start struggling and 

fighting you’re burning up your energy and burning up your breath. It’s 

like stepping on the accelerator in your car it just burns up all your gas. 

So if you’re able to go with the flow and relax you can hold your breath 

way, way longer. And if you have a vest and your vest is inflated then 

you’re able to not panic so much because you know you’re going to come 

up eventually and so you can kind of just kick back… even though you’re 

getting absolutely destroyed (laughs).

I’ve always tried to imagine what the human body looks like during 

a really heavy wipeout, but with the water removed. It would be so 

amazing to see how many cartwheels and contortions our bodies make 

under there. 

It really would be. I think the technology is there, surely some sort of 

science team could put someone in a lycra suit with senses all over 

it and they could do a computerized model of what sort of stress and 

trauma the body goes through when you get bounced at Jaws. That 

could be frightening.

“I DON’T THINK WE’VE

SEEN A CEILING YET AS

FAR AS SIZE GOES.”

Jamie Mitchell only got one, but at least he got pitted! 

Legend! (Servais)
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