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What is it that makes us explore?

The restless urge to pack up and go. 

When the rumor of a perfect wave won’t leave your mind.

The anticipation, the laughs, the disasters, the surf.

It defines who we are...
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Kelly Slater, prodigious and gifted as he may be,  
owes much of his success to the intimate, personal relationships  
he’s fostered with some of surboard design’s greatest minds.  
Al Merrick, Simon Anderson, Maurice Cole, and Greg Webber 
all have built surfcraft for Slater, leaving their ingerprints on his 
approach in the process. But his most recent collaborator, Australian 
planing-hull enthusiast Daniel Thomson, has helped push Slater’s 
curiosity to new experimental heights. Here, we see the fruits of Slater 
and Thomson’s labor up close at Restaurants—a familiar turn on a 
familiar wave, made fresh and new by some unfamiliar equipment.
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Q. So why did you want to do an interview issue 
this month?
A. It seemed like the right time. Some of the 
surfers making a mark on our culture at the moment 
have really unique voices. As a writer, when you ind 
subjects like that, sometimes it’s good to step aside 
and let them tell their own story. I’ve always loved 
interview issues for that uniltered perspective.  
Our culture is illed with so many obeat characters, 
and it’s always stimulating to climb into their heads, 
shine a light into some of the more obscure corners, 
and see what’s going on in there.

Q. Oh yeah? Who were some of the most 
compelling people in the issue?
A. Everyone in the issue is compelling for diferent 
reasons, but I was particularly drawn in by the 
interview that Sean Doherty did with Bruce Irons. 
With everything that Bruce has been through, the 
fact that he’s adopted a positive outlook and rekindled 
his passion for suring is inspiring. And thank God, 

because his suring is just too damn good to fade into 
obscurity. Do you remember Bruce and Andy’s parts 
in Momentum: Under the Inluence? I swear I must have 
watched those sections a thousand times growing up.

Q. I was always more of a Campaign guy when it  
comes to Bruce’s video parts, but I see your point. 
You personally interviewed Mason Ho for the issue, 
right? That’s surprising. You’ve always struck me  
as sort of a lazy hack.
A. Well, Mason is a pretty easy guy to interview.  
You know how his approach in the water is so weird 
and spontaneous? It’s exactly the same on land. You 
never know what he’s going to say, but you know 
it’s going to be entertaining. We touched on a lot of 
diferent topics, but the main focus was on whether 
or not he can maintain his weird style of suring if he 
wants to make the World Tour. I really hope he can.  
I’d watch every heat, as I’m sure a lot of people would.

Q. I see Daniel Thomson in the table of contents  
as well. What do you think of everything he’s doing  
in surboard design?
A. I think his approach to shaping is really 
interesting. Compared to the sweeping design changes 
of the shortboard revolution, the last 30 years seem 
pretty uneventful. There’s been a lot of incremental 
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reinement, but I think every surfer is looking forward 
to the next Big Idea in surboard design. I’m not sure if 
Tomo’s boards are that, exactly, but I like that he’s  
doing something bold and diferent. I actually ride his 
Vader model on occasion. The thing goes really well.

Q. Really? Is your dad pissed that you’ve been 
riding someone else’s boards?
A. No, he’s totally cool with it. He loves checking  
out other shapers’ designs and dissecting why they  
work or why they don’t. I think most shapers approach 
each other’s craft with a kind of bemused curiosity irst 
and foremost. Wait, how did you know that my dad 
shapes my boards?

Q. I know all kinds of stuf about you. I know  
that you’ve kept your wetsuit in your car all week and 
it’s starting to smell. You should probably burn that 
wetsuit, and maybe burn your car while you’re at it.
A. I don’t know where you’re getting your information, 
but you’re way of base. My wetsuit doesn’t smell. Why 
would it smell? Who said anything about pee…err…what?

Q. Smooth. You do realize that everyone knows  
you’re interviewing yourself, right?
A. No, nobody thinks that besides you.

Q. Isn’t that a pretty narcissistic thing to do?
A. That’s it, this interview is over.

Todd Prodanovich, Editor

The Interview
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On the cover: Bruce Irons’ suring has always been a 
balance of seemingly opposite traits, simultaneously 
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brother Andy in 2010, much has changed in Bruce’s 
life, but if this image from Backdoor is any indication, 
Bruce’s suring today is as bold and stylish as ever. 
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K AIWI BERRY 

Boat Captain / Waterman 

Hale‘iwa, HI

OLUKAI.COM/ANYWHEREALOHA

A RARE ENCOUNTER, 

SHARED ONE DEEP 

BREATH AT A TIME.   

Few know the sandbars off 

Hale‘iwa Harbor better than 

Kaiwi Berry. His grandfather 

first brought him here as a 

little boy. Back then Kaiwi 

could barely see over the 

boat’s rail, but he remembers 

sharks circling to the 

horizon. Now he splits his 

time between lifeguarding 

on the North Shore, and 

taking visitors from all over 

the world to swim with, 

and find respect for, those 

most misunderstood marine 

species.  Hale‘iwa, HI 
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It took two or three years of interviewing surfers 
before I igured out that the wave-riding part of the 
deal—turns, tubes, wipeouts, and whatnot—as a topic 
of discussion will leave you stranded at the corner 
of Cliché and Banal every time. Add competition 
suring to the dialogue and at best you’ve got people’s 
attention up until the next event. No, suring makes 
for worthwhile conversation only when it lits like 
Tinkerbell around a larger, more universal topic.  
With Phil Edwards, it was the oversold California 
Dream. With Kaipo Jaquais, it was fatherhood.  
With Pam Burridge, it was sexism. With Cheyne 
Horan, it was drugs, sexuality, apartheid; given that 
he was a high school dropout, and considering how 
stoned he was most of the times we talked (or maybe 
because of how stoned he was), Horan was a fairly 
gung-ho conversationalist.

With Ken Bradshaw and Mark Foo, it was about 
suring’s mostly juvenile version of male friendship.

The irst time I really got my interview game 
tight was for a 1988 Outside magazine proile on  
Foo and Bradshaw. As I pitched the article to  
Outside editors, the reader was going to get big-wave 
thrills and spills aplenty, but the real show would be 
the long-simmering Foo-Bradshaw rivalry. And oh  
my, over the course of a few balmy days spent on  
the North Shore that spring, as I zipped back and 
forth between the two surfers, gently instigating,  
the lowers of contempt and ridicule blossomed  
before my eyes.

Bradshaw: “Just the way Mark warms up before 
he surfs. Down there at the edge of the water, this big 

public display, like, ‘Here I go, everyone! I’m getting 
warmed up now!’”

Foo: “There’s some resentment, I think. Right 
when Kenny starts to get some real attention for what 
he’s doing at Waimea, all of a sudden I’m out in the 
lineup with him. And making more money, too.  
I know what his sponsors pay.”

Foo and I were standing on Kam Highway  
next to his mailbox one hot afternoon when Bradshaw 
rattled by in his VW van, stopped, reversed, and 
parked in a small cloud of dust on the shoulder.  
He ambled over, all smiling and cheerful, and 
immediately bent down to look at Foo’s chest.  
“Hey!” Bradshaw’s voice was full of mock amazement. 
“What’s this?” Out went a thumb and foreinger to 
quickly yank out one of the half-dozen hairs of Foo’s 
chest. Bradshaw held the small black iber up for 
inspection. This was master-class bullying. “Foo-Foo! 
You are becoming a man!” For a moment, I thought 
Foo, never mind the 50-pound weight diference, was 
going to bull rush Bradshaw. But he swallowed and 
countered weakly with a remark about Bradshaw’s 
grossly hairy back. Bradshaw just stood and preened.

So yes, the Foo-Bradshaw rivalry, hitting on all 
cylinders, was everything a young writer could wish 
for. But as I’d already igured out, even before the  
hair-tweezing episode, their enmity had a lot to do 
with stunted male friendship.

Bradshaw, the older of the two—he was 35 in 
1988, Foo was 30—was himself inching up on this 
discovery. “Other guys here on the North Shore really 
don’t like Mark,” he told me a day later. “Rick Grig 

MARK FOO AND KEN BRADSHAW
Words by Matt Warshaw Photo by Steve Wilkings

Archive

8819
called me at midnight a couple years back, screaming, 
‘Who the fuck is this little kid?’ He was upset about 
something—some bullshit ‘look at me’ comment  
Mark had just made in a surf magazine. And I had 
to calm Ricky down. I’ve done that a few times.” 
Bradshaw paused. “Ten years ago, I was the guy people 
didn’t like. I had really bright-colored boards, with 
huge Bradshaw stickers everywhere, and people like 
Ricky gave me a hard time. ‘Brag-shaw,’ things like 
that. So if I stop and look at it, 10 years ago I was sort 
of a toned-down version of Mark.”

Move forward six years. Foo and Bradshaw 
jump in a car together and haul ass across the island 
to board a Honolulu–San Francisco redeye, hoping 
to catch the tail end of a Mavericks swell. Some 
bickering, but no more feuding. The two are pals, in 
fact. Tow partners. When Foo died the following day, 
Bradshaw stayed in California, made the brutal calls 
to Foo’s family and iancée, waited for the autopsy,  
and lew the body back to Honolulu. I interviewed  
him a week later. Suring and death: that was 
front and center. But male friendship was again in 
view, except this time without swager and denial. 
Adulthood had iltered into both men’s lives over 
the past few seasons. Suring had become common 
ground, not disputed turf. I’d watched it happen.  
I had it on record, in fact. S
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Feature

Seven voices that are defining modern surf culture



37

BRUCE IRONS   DANIEL THOMSON   ADRIANO DE SOUZA   COURTNEY CONLOGUE   PAIGE ALMS   LEAH DAWSON  AND MASON HO
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Five years after his brother’s passing, Bruce Irons discusses coming 
to terms with life after Andy and rekindling his passion for suring 
Interview by Sean Doherty

#1
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Feature

on the evening of August 27, 2011, in Tahiti. It was a crazy night 
after an even crazier day. We were perched on plastic lawn chairs in 
the middle of a yard party at Teahupoo, a dozen beers in, buzzed by 
mosquitoes and boozed partygoers, the air positively izzing after 
the waves surfed earlier that day on the fabled Code Red swell.

It was almost a year since Bruce had lost his brother, and, as 
Bruce put it, he felt like he’d been “on a mission to take myself out 
of here.” Bruce was running fast and loose and acting bulletproof. 
Earlier that day he’d taken one of the bigest waves ever ridden 
at Teahupoo, which blew him into the lagoon and blew his shorts 
clean of. A few weeks earlier he’d taken one of the bigest waves 
ever ridden at Cloudbreak. Both times he’d gone within a whisker 
of joining his brother, but had somehow survived, crediting Andy 
for saving his hide on both occasions, describing Andy’s presence 
“like I had a bubble around me,” keeping him safe when Bruce 
needed it most.

But it was hard to get a read on how Bruce was really handling 
his brother’s death. Their connection went much deeper than 
blood, and Bruce was now a yin without a yang. He was seeing a 
“spiritual channeler” at the time, and as much as he was telling 
me he’d made sense of it, how he’d been to the bottom and could 

I’D LAST INTERVIEWED BRUCE IRONS
only go up, I igured he was trying to convince himself more than 
anyone else. As we sat there under the Tahitian stars with the 
lagoon boiling and the ocean groaning, Bruce joked and laughed 
but was also at times verging on tears. It was clear he was still 
hurting, bad. Bruce described the waves that day as “vortexing 
tornadoes,” and I igured his emotions might be doing something 
similar. It all just seemed too soon. Bruce needed time.

The following interview took place roughly four years after 
our lawn-chair conversation, and Bruce had spent much of that 
time out of the public eye. Bruce was about to leave California, 
where he spends the summer with his kids, to surf his best 
Hawaiian winter in years. He’d just been down in Mexico with 
John John Florence, suring way too much, and he sounded great: 
animated, candid, weaving pidgin, laughter, and four-letter words 
together in nearly every sentence—classic Bruce. But there was 
also a clear sense of calm about him. He echoed certain sentiments 
from our conversation four years earlier, but, unlike back in Tahiti, 
this time around Bruce sounded convincingly close to inding peace 
with the loss of his brother. It’s what I’d hoped to hear. Like all 
surfers, I just want to see Bruce Irons happy, suring like his brother 
was still out there with him.

Opposite: Any surfer in the 
know would place Irons among 
the best-ever Backdoor surfers. 
For evidence as to why, look no 
further. Photo by Noyle

Below: Irons has strugled to 
ind the lame that went out the 
day his brother died. But if his 
suring on the North Shore this 
season was any indication,  
the worst is behind him.  
Photo by Hawkins

#1
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SD How’s life in California treating you? 
BI My kids are here, so I’ve had a house in Carlsbad 

for a while, and now I’m living up near L.A.  
My daughter is in irst grade and my son is almost 
4 years old. I stay over here a couple of months 
through the summer and then spend winters in 
Hawaii. It’s a lot of back and forth. It’s not Kauai, 
but it could be worse. It’s all about my kids, and  
I know I can still ind a sick wave when 
everything links up right.

SD Is it easy to disappear in the crowd  
in California, like you’re hiding in 
plain sight?

BI Oh yeah, totally. I live in the Palisades, on the 
edge of L.A., and that’s what I love about being 
over here; everyone’s going fast and doing their 
own shit. I can do my own little thing and no  
one bothers me, which is nice.

SD Does that suit you, being out of  
the scene?

BI Totally. The whole scene, I don’t give two shits 
about it. I prefer going at my own pace and 
hanging around people who are in the same  
frame of mind as me. I don’t give a f--k about  
all that other shit.

SD What about the scene on the  
North Shore? It’s a scene, but isn’t  
it your scene?

BI The North Shore is its own world, and I feel 
really comfortable there. I’ve been going there 
for so many years that it’s basically home. I know 
everybody, and I know what everybody is into. 
You can pick who you wanna be with and what 
vibe you wanna run with. Today, I’m just into 
suring and hanging around good people who 
make me wanna go suring. Motivated people. 
People who are positive and just want to get 
barreled. I try to avoid the people dwelling in  
the dark corners. You can ind them everywhere.

SD How do you reckon your suring  
has changed in the past ive years?  
Has it matured?

BI Yeah, for sure. I feel like it has matured, because 
I’m less worried about what everyone thinks and 
less worried about how I’m supposed to perform.  
I don’t feel like I have to go 150 percent of the 
irst turn or whatever. I can just low along the 
wave, and that kind of suring feels like me. I 
guess that feeling comes with age and maturity. 
I’m not so wiged out in my head, trying to 
impress everyone in the water and on the beach. 
I’m out there suring and having fun. That’s the 
way it should be, right? I wish I had realized that 
a long time ago, but it comes with age, I suppose, 
being comfortable with yourself and your suring.

SD Where are the best waves you’ve  
had recently?

BI I just went to Pasquales with John John [Florence] 
for four days. It was only 4 foot, but it was super 
fun and rippable. The sandbars were so good.

I didn’t realize 
how much my 
brother was my 
ultimate motivator. 
He was the only 
person I ever 
really cared 
about impressing 
in surfing.

Spread: Though Irons’ suring is best suited for 
harrowing tubes, his luid style in the small stuf  
is also a thing of beauty. Photo by Hef
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SD How’s the vibe with you and John 
John in the water? Does it remind 
you of the vibe you and Andy had? 

BI It’s good. On the surface it’s just friends suring, 
but there’s an unspoken competitive thing 
going on. That kid is so f--king good, it really 
makes me want to try my hardest to get one up 
on him, which is good. I like that feeling. I really 
haven’t had a motivation or a push in suring 
since my brother died, and watching John surf 
got me excited to go surf again.

SD In the years after your brother died 
there was a collective groundswell of 
sentiment out there for you—people 
wanting you to do well, to come out 
the other side OK. Did you feel that? 

BI I felt it for sure. Those irst few years, I knew 
that everyone wanted me to do well, and that 
they meant well, but for me it didn’t matter. 
I felt it and I appreciated it, but I lost my 
motivation in suring. I didn’t realize how much 
my brother was my ultimate motivator. He 
was the only person I ever really cared about 
impressing in suring. When he died, I just 
looked at the ocean and all I saw was him not 
there. I didn’t realize I felt that way until he was 
gone, and it took me until recently to inally 
start suring for myself for the irst time in my 
life. I felt all that support before, but it doesn’t 
mean anything unless I can feel it within me as 
well. I had to go to the bottom before I could 
build myself back up, and that’s what I did.

SD That Code Red day when we talked, 
you were on a mission, throwing 
yourself into everything, and even 
though you seemed sure you’d made 
sense of your brother’s passing, I left 
not really feeling convinced.

BI I remember feeling like I had it sorted out 
then, but after that there was just nothing. 
Everything lined up that year: the Fiji swell,  
the Code Red Tahiti swell, a new sponsorship. 
But it kind of went quiet after that. No one  
has really seen me suring much since then, 
until now.

SD Those Code Red and Fiji days, you 
got lit up bad on a couple of waves, 
and I remember you told me that you 
felt you were wrapped in a bubble 
and felt safe because Andy was there 
looking after you.

BI That one wave in Fiji, I deinitely did. I felt this 
bubble around me—’cause brah, I should have 
gotten smoked on that wave. It was the closest 
I’ve ever come to drowning. I actually visualized 
the wave before it happened. I always talk to 
my brother out in the water; I felt calm and 
comfortable out there, and I knew that wave 
was coming. But when I went down, I almost 
drowned. If there was another wave behind 
it, I would have been done. I hit the reef, my 
jersey was over my head, I lost my breath, I was 
about to black out. But just as I got to the top, 
suddenly Russo [Daniel Russo, photographer] 
was there on the ski to grab me. 
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The sadness never goes away. But I’ve dealt 
with it on a spiritual level, accepting the fact that 
when it’s your time, it's your time.
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A month later in Tahiti was another 
prime example. Koby [Abberton] picked me 
up that morning to get out there, and he was 
trembling. I said, “I don’t want to even look at 
it,” because the more you look at a day like that, 
the more you’re going to think about shit that 
can go wrong. When I got that wave and I went 
over, I didn’t feel a f--king thing. I was backwards 
and upside-down in the lip with my arms out, 
thinking, “This is the worst thing that could 
happen.” I thought my arms were going to rip  
of and I was going to get buried in a crack in the 
reef and never come out. But nothing happened. 
Nothing. I came up without a scratch. So, yes,  
I felt very protected.

SD It’s been ive years now since Andy left. 
What’s got you back to this point?

BI You know, the pain never goes away, and the 
sadness never goes away. But I’ve dealt with it on 
a spiritual level, accepting the fact that when it’s 
your time, it’s your time. I’ve been going over a 
lot of things in my life with my brother—things 
he said to me and things other people said to me 
about him—and I’ve added it all up in my mind 
to the point where I can accept now that it was 
just his time to go. The time, that helps. Time 
makes it easier. And me growing spiritually, 
emotionally, and realizing how I want to feel 
when I wake up in the morning, how I want my 
day to go. Do I want to feel like shit, or do I want 
to do good things and hang around good people? 
That’s growing up, I guess, and I feel like I was 
forced to grow up after my brother died.

SD How alike were you and Andy? 
BI We were two peas in a pod. We were very, very 

similar. Maybe his drive was a little bit diferent 
than mine, and I would say maybe I’m a little 
calmer and less sporadic than he was. He’d 
f--king let you have it one minute, then he’d hug 
you the next. I think about things a little more 
before I act, which isn’t necessarily a better thing. 
If you hold onto shit and never get it out, it burns 
a hole in your stomach and your soul and that 

makes you angry. My brother just let it out;  
good or bad, it came straight out, and then  
he’d move forward.

SD Both you and Andy have said you surf 
with a lot of noise in your head and a 
bit of anxiety. But from the outside 
looking in, nothing seems more 
natural than watching you two surf.

BI For me, that was mostly from suring smaller 
waves in front of people. When the waves are 
biger, I don’t have any thoughts in my head, 
especially when I’m in the barrel. When I’m in 
the barrel, it’s the most peaceful and quiet my 
mind will ever be. I’m trying to igure out how  
to get the feeling I have inside the barrel and 
carry it onto the beach, and into the day and 
into the night. I feel like the f--king Dalai Lama 
in the barrel, you know what I mean? It’s the 
ultimate feeling of peace, and you get it suring 
biger waves like Teahupoo and Pipe. I know it 
was the same for my brother as well. When you 
get those late drops and you’re into it and it just 
f--king lows, nothing from the outside world can 
get to you. It’s pure bliss.

SD What do you think now when  
you watch old footage of your  
brother suring?

BI F--k, the hairs on my arms and neck stand up, 
and that’s when I get really sad. I really miss him, 
and I really miss his suring—how raw he was and 
the lines he drew. I actually really like watching 
old footage of him and Kelly battling it out in 
contests. In every turn I can feel it and I can see 
it in my brother’s face—that pure emotion, the 
sheer will to win. When I see that, it makes me 
so psyched. That motherf--ker wanted it more 
than anybody, and I feel it when I watch him 
surf. That’s the feeling I’m still chasing. 

SD And what do you see when you  
look at Axel?

BI I was just on Kauai for a few weeks with my 
son, Koby, and he and Axel hung out together. 
Seeing my son and Axel doing their thing, 
brah, it’s so funny. It’s exactly like me and my 
brother. Axel is a bit older, so he’s Andy, and to 
see Koby pushing Axel’s buttons is all time. Axel 
rules all the other kids, then my son comes in 
and he just screws with Axel’s whole program, 
which is exactly like it was with me and my 
brother. [Breaks into hysterical laughter.] Brah, 
you wouldn’t even believe it; Axel even looks 
exactly like my brother—his eyes, especially, but 
also his forehead and his hair. He’s also got the 
same temper tantrums, and he’s all like, “I’m 
the best!” My son is a little weedy, but when no 
one’s watching he’ll slap Axel in the head. It’s so 
funny. It’s just amazing to see it. Having Axel 
makes everything better for everybody—my 
mom, my dad, Lyndie, and me. Thank God  
for that little kid.

Left: Irons cut a striking image on his way down  
to the beach at Pipe, carrying a craft distinguished 
by his brother Andy’s iconic Rising Sun airbrush. 
Photo by Joli

Opposite: Focused and it, 
Irons’ displayed plenty of 
powerful rail suring along 
Oahu’s North Shore this winter. 
Photo by Bielmann

Overleaf: It’s been a long, hard 
road for Irons, but this winter  
he found himself back in form, 
and back on top in the lineup  
at Pipe. Photo by Noyle
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Daniel Thomson is exploring 
decades-old theories in an attempt  
to unlock the future of surboards
Interview by Justin Housman 
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JH Your suring ability could very easily 
have led you to a life as a pro surfer, 
yet you’ve chosen to make a living 
building boards instead. How does 
your suring afect your approach to 
designing boards?

DT I wasn’t actually involved in the grommet  
contest scene growing up. And my dad always 
shaped surboards in the backyard, so I’ve been 
immersed in surboard design for as long as  

I can remember. For me, deciding to shape was 
following the path of least resistance. My ego 
desired the fame of being a pro surfer, but I 
don’t have the spirit of a competitor. Also, I felt 
I had this gift where I could see things in three 
dimensions, understand how designs work, and 
then rebuild them in a diferent way. I knew if  
I put my time in, I could combine that with my 
skills as a surfer to test my crafts and hopefully 
become an inluential designer.

Daniel “Tomo” Thomson clearly did, and now he’s making use of his interest in 
geometry and luid dynamics to build some of the most bizarre and intriguing 
surboards in the world. There was a time, not too long ago, when to stroll across the 
beach with a square-nosed, split-diamond-tailed, 5'1" surboard under your arm meant 
you could expect plenty of smirks and “get a load of this guy” kiteboard jokes from 
parking-lot peanut galleries. But now, among the rows of stock-standard thrusters in 
your local core shop, as well as under the feet of Kelly Slater, you’ll increasingly ind 
Tomo’s unconventional shapes. The son of legendary New South Wales shaper  
Mark Thomson, Tomo honed his world-class suring at the bucolic points near 
Lennox Heads, all while eagerly absorbing shaping theories handed down by his  
father as well as visiting surf monks like Derek Hynd and Tom Curren. Tomo’s 
boards—short, parallel railed, all angular noses and tails—look like surfcraft that  
have been transported to our time from a distant, mathematically oriented future  
of suring. Which is strange, considering he’s obsessed with board designs that are 
nearly 80 years old.

Right: Daniel Thomson shows 
of what everybody’s quiver  
may look like in ten years; not 
a pointy nose in the bunch. 
Photo by Dawe

Opposite: Having Slater as 
a test pilot is a blessing and a 
curse. Authoritative feedback, 
sure. But Slater’s talent level 
makes every board look good. 
Photo by Carey

WE REALLY SHOULD HAVE PAID MORE 
ATTENTION IN MATH CLASS.

#2
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JH Your shapes look like a futurist’s 
idea of surboards, but you draw 
from some pretty old theories about 
shaping, especially Bob Simmons’ 
parallel-railed planning hulls from the 
postwar years. What role does the past 
play in the future of surboards?

DT I guess I started looking into old designs because 
I was inspired by the twin-keeled ish I was riding. 
The feeling that you get out of those boards 
is really unique, and it made me look at their 
designs a little more closely. I’ve always  
tried to make high-performance boards, but 
the ish inspired me to look to a diferent style 
of outline to try to capture that speed and that 
low. I didn’t really want to make retro boards;  
I wasn’t looking to replicate something that had 
already been done. I wanted to understand the 
theories that designers have used in the past 
and ind out what would happen if you applied 
them to modern surboard design. Once I started 
experimenting with that, the designs weren’t 
something from the past anymore. I just started 
freewheeling, going for whatever felt right, and 
keeping that evolution process going.

JH Do you think Simmons would 
recognize one of your designs if  
you could transport one back  
through time?

DT Totally. There were a couple boards I’ve 
made that I think were much more closely 
representative of what Simmons was actually 
doing than are a lot of the mini-Simmons shapes 
you see around. If you measure the aspect ratio of 
the width to the length of the typical mini-
Simmons, you’ll see they aren’t accurate  
to the original Simmons boards. I’ve measured 
the aspect ratio of a lot of authentic Simmons 
boards and copied that ratio into a more 
performance-oriented board. That gave me 
a much narrower board, but I felt that the 
round nose and wonky tail were limiting to 
performance, so I chopped the nose of into an 
arrow shape and redesigned the tail.

JH Can you scale up your parallel-rail 
designs to make bi�er boards as well?

DT Absolutely. The best thing about those boards 
is that, because they’re basically rectangles, the 
nose and the tail are identical in width. So the 
scaling algorithm can be blown out to ininity, 
and the board would stay perfectly in scale. You 
can technically build any of my boards to any 
length and size, and it’ll be perfectly functional 
relative to the weight of the rider. A lot of the 
SUP guys have actually been using that design, 
because it’s such a scalable board, and you can 
make a tiny SUP out of that rectangular shape.

JH Have you ridden your boards in  
huge surf?

DT I haven’t used the parallel outline in a big-wave 
board because it allows for so much speed, and in 
big waves speed is not always your friend.  
On a really big wave, you want to add more 
control into the equation, so you want a more 
pulled-in tail. Although there are certain big 

waves that would suit my designs. On a big,  
open-faced wave where you can really put it on 
rail—places like Sunset, big J-Bay, big Lennox—
these boards feel amazing. You’ve got an open 
canvas and you can just carve like you’re on a 
snowboard. But I haven’t explored the big-wave 
paddle realm, mostly because I haven’t been ready 
to surf those types of waves myself. But I want to 
explore all those avenues.

JH Where do you see the direction of 
modern shortboard design heading?

DT There are two lineages in surboard design: one  
is the theory of displacement, and the other is the 
theory of planing. Simmons is behind the planing 
hull theory, which is that a wide tail block and 
straight outline maximize lift and reduce drag, 
and you turn using the rail. The displacement 
theory is all about cutting through the water 
e�ciently, like a big cruise ship, which leads to 
needle-shaped boards with pulled-in noses and 
tails—the typical modern shortboard. The outline 
is real sleek, with the goal of cutting through 
the water. The planing hull, on the other hand, 
is designed to sit on top of the water. Combining 
those two schools of thought to ind the best of 
both worlds is where I think the future of board 
design lies. A shorter board with more volume, 
blunt entries, and a symmetrical aesthetic is,  
to me, where surboard design can continue  
to evolve. That shape still allows for powerful,  
on-rail suring, and also faster rotations once 
you’re in the air.

JH Do you think the ideas behind your 
designs are lost on the average surfer? 

DT Whether they understand the concepts or not, 
any level of surfer can beneit from them. I think 
my boards are easier to ride than any traditional 
high-performance board. The rectangular outline 
is a much more stable platform to paddle on and 
to surf on. Because of the volume distribution,  
it doesn’t tip around. You don’t need to be a  
great athlete to generate speed on them.  
They’re very intuitive, and to me, the perfect 
board is whatever enables the rider to surf their 
best. You shouldn’t have to be at the peak of 
your physical abilities to get the most out of a 
surboard. I think we’re leaving the era of having 
to be a pro to ride a pro’s board.

JH A lot of people get hung up on the 
appearance of your boards. Do you  
like how your boards look?

DT Initially, it wasn’t about the aesthetic, but once 
you start to associate a certain look with a certain 
sensation while suring, then it becomes really 
attractive. It’s easy for me to understand that 
people can look at these boards and see them as 
gimmicks because they look so diferent. But the 
designs are functional. Now when I look at pointy 
nosed boards, they gross me out. To me it looks 
really retro. I’m pretty certain that the parallel-

Opposite: “To me, the perfect board is whatever 
enables the rider to surf their best,” Tomo explains. 
Of course, perfect, wind-groomed right-handers 
don’t hurt one’s performance either. Photo by Walsh

»
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A shorter board with more volume, blunt entries, 
and a symmetrical aesthetic is, to me, where  
surfboard design can continue to evolve.
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railed aesthetic is so functional that we’ll see 
more and more of them out there. They might 
not replace the standard shortboard completely, 
but they’re deinitely going to have their place.

JH What’s it like to have Slater interested 
in your work? Does his interest 
further validate what you’re doing?

DT Kelly’s a very interesting human being. He 
operates on such a high level in so many facets 
of life: suring, competing, health, business, and 
all-around intellect. To be honest, I was a little 
intimidated by him for a while because he’s been 
a hero of mine for so many years, but we’ve got an 
intellectual bond. We break down diferent areas 
of board and in design and igure out ways to 
rework things. We’ve been trying to blend his and 

my ideas for a perfect surboard, and riding the 
waves of trial and error. I’m continually striving 
to reine my concepts to meet his incredibly high 
standards. Whatever comes of it, I’m just super 
stoked and grateful for the opportunity to work 
with him.

JH What do you see as the future  
of high-performance suring? 

DT I think the future will be more diverse, with a 
wider variety of designs that allow for a much 

more freestyle approach with really surprising 
lines, rather than everyone riding the same type 
of board, jamming the shit out of the lip and 
doing an air reverse on the end. It comes down  
to people opening their minds to diferent boards 
and diferent ways to ride waves. I don’t think 
that suring will be unrecognizable in 20 years, 
but I think it will be very diferent. Every sport 
needs to evolve.

JH It seems like there have been a lot 
of advancements lately in surboard 
construction materials. Do you think 
polyurethane is inally on its way out?

DT I think the development of new materials in 
surboard construction is absolutely going in the 
right direction. I’ve always been a proponent of 
epoxies and carbons. Polyurethane is so limited 
in its performance characteristics, even though 
pros riding polyurethane boards are still topping 
the podiums in contests. But that’s because 
suring is very hung up on the business side, 

and what materials are popular is limited to the 
production of the big brands. I think that once 
a material like carbon iber is used widely, and 
properly, it’s going to seem that a board that 
doesn’t use it is deicient. Once surfers develop 
an understanding of the feeling of diferent 
materials, they adapt really quickly.

JH What about for you? Do you have 
more breakthroughs to make in  
your designs?

DT The creative process for shaping is like a staircase: 
you go step by step, you tweak a little of this and 
a little of that, and eventually you get to a point 
where you break through the ceiling and a board 
takes on a whole new dynamic. I’ve had some 
great results in multiple concave bottoms these 
past 18 months or so. I’m inding that enhancing 
the bottom contours instantly improves the lift, 
speed, and sensitivity of the board, and I think 
that the signiicance of that shift could be on 
par with when we went from domed bottoms 
to concaves. The only thing holding back more 
experimentation in bottom contours is in the 
physical labor of building them. But I do think 
quad concaves and multiple belly-channel boards 
will be commonplace pretty soon. I’ve also been 
experimenting with a hybrid of shortboards and 
planing hulls, putting traditional tails on boards 
with parallel rails and squared-of noses. Those 
boards ofer some new feelings, so I’ll roll with 
that and see where it goes. 

And I don’t think inless boards have 
really been done right yet. I have some ideas 
about how to make inless boards so you don’t 
have to squat down and hold onto the rail, but 
can really lean into the rail, like a snowboarder 
does. I think that’s possible, and I’m quite 
conident that I’ll eventually get into that. But 
right now I’m kind of preoccupied with trying  
to reinvent the modern shortboard. [Laughs.]  
I’m not going to get bored anytime soon. S

Right: When Tomo isn’t taking 
measurements in the shaping 
bay, he can likely be found doing 
ield testing wherever the waves 
are pumping. Photo by Shield

Opposite: With Kelly 
Slater’s longtime interest in 
unconventional surfcraft, it 
should come as no surprise that 
Tomo’s futuristic shapes feature 
prominently in Slater’s new 
Slater Designs surboard line. 
Photo by Ellis
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I don’t think that surfing will be unrecognizable  
in 20 years, but it will be very different.
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How Adriano de Souza clawed his way to his irst world title
Interview and translation by Junior Faria
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a touristy beach city 40 miles from São Paulo, Brazil’s 
economic epicenter. But he grew up worlds away from 
the luxury beachfront apartments where São Paulo’s 
upper-class families spend their weekends. De Souza 
comes from a neighborhood straddling the line be-
tween favela and working class—what could be called 
a ghetto—in an environment that grounded him and 
helped instill his ierce determination to succeed.

De Souza was raised in a two-room house that 
also served as the family business; his hardworking 
parents ran a small liquor and grocery store from their 
home. “My father’s bar was literally inside our house,” 
de Souza recalls. “Only one wall separated it from our 
small living room and kitchen.” 

Angelo de Souza, Adriano’s brother, is 11 years 

older and was the irst surfer in the family. “As a kid, 
Adriano hung out on the street all day because  
my parents had to work and didn’t have time to take 
care of him,” Angelo says. “So I started taking him 
to the beach with me to get him out of that environ-
ment.” It was Angelo who purchased Adriano his irst 
surboard—a secondhand thruster that cost  
30 reais (about $7). That surboard changed their 
family forever.

Fast-forward two decades and, against all odds, 
de Souza is a world champion and a Pipeline Master. 
A few days after his return to Brazil following the two 
bigest victories of his career, I sat down with the new-
ly crowned champ in Florianopolis, Brazil, to discuss 
how far he’s come.

ADRIANO DE SOUZA HAILS 
FROM GUARUJÁ, BRAZIL,

Opposite: De Souza’s  
humble beginnings shaped  
his unparalleled work ethic, 
which served him well at Pipe 
last season. Photo by Craig

This page: A moment 
de Souza will never forget. 
Although he attributes 
Gabriel Medina for paving the 
way for young Brazilian surfers, 
de Souza kept their dream alive 
with his championship win. 
Photo by Canavarro
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JF You qualiied for the World Tour in 
2005, when you were 17. What were 
your irst impressions of the “Dream 
Tour” as such a young competitor?

AS The conditions were challenging, and so diferent 
from the ’QS. I had a hard time adapting, 
especially because I was the youngest surfer on 
Tour. When other young guys like Jeremy [Flores] 
and Jordy [Smith] qualiied, I started feeling more 
comfortable and relaxed. It was nice to have guys 
my age to push me and to learn from. During 
those irst few years, I was just ighting to keep 
myself on Tour.

JF When did you realize that you had the 
ability to win a title?

AS Once I inally started getting good results. 
At irst, all I thought about was gaining more 
experience and winning the judges’ respect. Back 
then, the ’CT was like jiujitsu: you had to work 
hard if you wanted to be a black belt. Everyone 
knew that it took years to climb up the ranks and 
ight for a world title. I inished between the top 
10 and top ive for a few years, and started feeling 
way more conident. But all of a sudden Gabriel 
[Medina] stormed onto the Tour and broke all 
the rules! [Laughs.] He won two events in his irst 
year. I grew up listening to older Brazilian guys 
telling me about patience and how you had to 
work your way up. But Gabriel changed all that. 
He brought a new dynamic to the World Tour.

JF Who were you looking to for 
inspiration when you irst made it  
on Tour?

AS I looked up to the previous Brazilian generation, 
who set an example for me—guys like Peterson 
Rosa, Fábio Gouveia, Pedro Henrique. I had 
the same strugles they did, and I learned a lot 
from them. But Gabriel took it to another level. 
He was very important for us because he broke 
through all these barriers that had existed for 
years and he created a new path for the younger 
Brazilians, like Filipe [Toledo].

JF Have you ever felt any kind of 
prejudice toward Brazilians on the 
World Tour?

AS Yes, of course. Maybe it’s because Brazilians don’t 
speak English very well, or because we have a 
diferent cultural background, but for us, it can 
be hard to make friends on Tour and feel like 
you belong there. The fact that Brazilians are 
labeled as “loud” or “rude” by so many people 
perpetuates this pattern. The prejudice comes 
from way back, though. Previous generations of 
Brazilian surfers didn’t have a good relationship 
with gringos. Some had problems in Hawaii, and 

Spread: By his own admittance, de Souza isn’t the 
most talented surfer on Tour. But he is certainly one 
of the most determined. De Souza, focused on the 
long wall ahead. Photo by Craig

I wanted to be 
respected for my talent and my 
competitive ability. I learned 
to speak English and pushed 
myself to surf and compete 
at the highest level.
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I’ve heard plenty of stories about ights on the 
beach. So, when I qualiied for the Tour, I felt 
that tension. But I wanted to change it. I wanted 
to be respected for my talent and my competitive 
ability. I learned to speak English and pushed 
myself to surf and compete at the highest level.

JF You’ve really made a point of putting 
in time on the North Shore as well. 
Why is that so important to you?

AS Hawaii has always been my greatest weakness, so 
I made it a priority. I’ve always known that world 
titles are decided there, so I focused on training 
for those waves. Back in 2013, when I competed 
in the Volcom Pro at Pipe, I proved to myself 
that I could do well out there. I competed against 
some of the best Hawaiians and I made the inals. 
I needed to feel that momentum, which is hard 
to get at the Pipe Masters. Not that the Volcom 
Pro is any easier than the Pipe Masters, but it 
was nice to get more heats under my belt. As 
hard as it is for me to admit, in 30-minute heats, 
talent alone is not enough to win. For example, 
Hawaiians are the best at suring Pipe, but if 
they don’t hustle and work for it, they leave an 
opening for the competition. If you don’t give 
everything you’ve got, you’re not going to win 
heats. I’ve worked hard my whole life, and I 
applied that same energy to suring Pipeline.

JF You stayed at Jamie O’Brien’s house 
this year. Was that part of your 
strategy to improve at Pipe?

AS I wanted to stay at Jamie’s house so I could be 
right there on the beach at Pipe for the whole 
season. I knew that only Jamie could help me 
do that, since I’m not sponsored by brands that 
rent houses along that stretch. I didn’t really 
know Jamie at the time, though. We respected 
each other as surfers, but we didn’t have a close 
friendship. Basically, I had to swallow my pride 
and knock on Jamie’s front door to ask him. He 
was reluctant at irst, but I insisted and explained 
to him how important it was for me to stay at 
Pipe. I almost beged him! [Laughs]. A week later 
he called and said he had a room waiting for me. I 
immediately felt that a huge door had opened for 
me. I was really blessed to have that opportunity. 
Others have tried the same thing with Jamie, 
but were refused. I think Jamie looked at me 
and thought, “OK, I’ll believe in you.” It wasn’t 
something our sponsors coordinated or anything 
like that. He took me in sincerely.

JF Do you think staying with Jamie at 
Pipe paid of?

AS Yes, but I still had to put in the hard work.  
I surfed Pipe ive times a day. Jamie would see  
me grabbing my board and say, “Are you really 
going out again?” Jamie and everyone that hung 
out at his house were super cool to me. He made 
it clear to everyone that I was his guest, and that 
made things easier. All the locals at Pipe stop  
by his place all the time, and I started to feel  
like they weren’t looking at me as a total stranger 
anymore. For example, Kai Garcia is like a  
sherif at Pipe, and he’s always paying  
attention to what’s going on in his backyard. 
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I always work to improve my flaws. 
Winning a world title doesn’t mean that 
ends for me.
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When the Pipe Masters was over, he came up to 
me and said, “You’re one of the most dedicated 
guys that I’ve ever seen surf this wave.” That 
meant more to me than anything I have ever 
accomplished in Hawaii.

JF How did you feel during the Pipe 
Masters? Clinching the title there 
must have been nerve wracking.

AS It was an amazing event. We had very good  
waves at irst, which was like a dream come  
true already. I remember thinking, “Oh my God, 
it’s all happening! This is all I ever wanted!” At 
the same time, my coach [Leandro Dora, Yago 
Dora’s father] was always reminding me to stay 
focused. He “kept my foot on the ground,” as we 
say in Brazil. We just took it heat by heat, and he 
helped keep me free from anxiety. Lots of surfers 
get caught up in the waves and all the hype at 
Pipeline. It’s easy to forget you’re in a heat and 
just go for the big ones when it’s that good.

JF Was it hard to watch from the beach 
during Mick’s heats?

AS It was actually ine for me. I love watching  
Mick surf. When he and Kelly Slater were 
ighting for the title in 2013, I was on the beach 
the whole time, and I saw how Mick reacted 
in heats and how quickly he adapted when 
necessary. It’s hard to learn from Kelly because 
he is just too talented to relate to him. [Laughs.] 
But Mick is like a teacher to me. I’ve always 
admired how strong-minded he is. And last year, 
even during his inal heats at Pipe, I always paid 
close attention to him. I never stopped watching  
his heats.

JF What was going through your mind 
at the end of your heat against Mason 
Ho, when the horn sounded and you 
realized you’d won the title?

AS I’ll never forget that moment. I’d dreamt about 
it for such a long time, and it inally happened. 
My life has never been easy. I’ve achieved my 
goals by ighting for them, and I knew a world 
title wouldn’t be any diferent. Winning the title 
wasn’t something I did for money or fame.  
It’s always been personal. I wanted to write my 
name in suring history. Everything I worked  
for my entire life added up to that moment.  
It was the best day of my life by far.

JF Was winning the Pipe Masters one  
of your goals, too?

AS I never really thought about winning the Pipe 
Masters, but if there was one guy who wanted 
to win that event more than anything, it was 
Ricardo dos Santos [a close friend of de Souza’s 
who was murdered in Brazil in 2015]. Winning at 
Pipe was a way of honoring him. He was on my 
mind the whole time. 

JF Now that you’re the world champion, 
do you consider yourself the best 
surfer in the world?

AS I think that John Florence is the best surfer in 
the world. He’s the best in all conditions, and he 
blows me away. The lines he draws on a wave are 
beyond comparison. He’s like Kelly Slater 2.0. 
The only diference between them is that Kelly  
is as competitive as he is talented. That’s why 
Kelly has accomplished so much in his life. 
Gabriel is like that too—both extraordinarily 
talented and competitive. I think that John 
and Gabriel are proof that the WSL’s world 
champion—me, in this case—is not always the 
best surfer in the world.

JF So then how do you beat the best in 
the world?

AS With my will to learn, always. I study all my 
faults and weaknesses. I’ve always looked in the 
mirror and told myself, “I am nobody; I need 
to learn.” I always work to improve my laws. 
Winning a world title doesn’t mean that ends  
for me. 

JF What’s next? How do you follow a 
world title?

AS Suring wise, I think I’ve reached my peak. But 
that doesn’t mean I won’t win another world 
title. I just need a new approach to keep my 
momentum going. I’ll have to change everything 
in order to maintain my standard. I want to keep 
suring at the same high level, and I’ll keep doing 
everything I can to be a champion again. But I’m 
taking everything as it comes. I’m thankful for 
my health and the opportunity to surf another 
day. So I’ll make the most of it and move on. S

Above: Like his fellow 
countrymen on Tour, de Souza 
bleeds green, yellow, and blue, as 
evidenced by his contest quiver. 
Photo by Miller

Opposite: According to de 
Souza, continuous learning is 
the key to his success. But by 
the look of this turn, his on-rail 
suring is nearly faultless. 
Photo by Ellis
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I’ve been on Tour for five years now, 
and even the transition within that time 
has been insane to watch.
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AD In what ways do you feel that  
women’s suring has improved over  
the past decade? 

LD It’s an interesting time. I think women’s  
suring really blew up after the movie  
Blue Crush came out just over a decade ago, but 
in a sense we lost our community identity when 
that happened. It seemed that way until your 
generation came along, Courtney. That’s when 
we started seeing competitive surfers that were 
elegant, powerful, really technically sound, and 
could keep up with anyone in the lineup. I don’t 
think that was happening 20, or even 10, years ago.

CC I’ve been on Tour for ive years now, and even the 
transition within that time has been insane to 
watch. Today, when I go out for a heat, it’s game 
on. As soon as you drop your guard, you’re done. 
I think all the women have drastically improved. 
The equipment is getting better, the performances 
are getting better, and the locations are a lot 
better with Fiji and Honolua Bay back on the 
calendar. When the WSL came along, they really 
supported us in a positive way, especially with 
increasing the prize purses to be more equal  
with the men’s. 

Turtle Bay Resort on the North Shore of Oahu,  
where I met an eclectic trio of world-class surfers—
World Tour competitor Courtney Conlogue, Maui 
charger Paige Alms, and longboarding style master/
ilmmaker Leah Dawson. The conversation jumped 
between seemingly disparate topics, like Conlogue’s 
recent competitive performance at Honolua Bay,  
the monstrous tube Alms nabbed at Jaws in 2015,  
and Dawson’s unhinged approach to riding single-ins.  
But eventually the discussion turned to the complex 
topic of what it means to be a female surfer today.  
And while their voices are uniquely tuned by the 
diferent paths they’ve each taken, together they  
speak volumes about what women’s suring has 
become: a community of diverse characters that  
is more powerful than the sum of its parts.

THE SUN HAD  
JUST SET OUTSIDE

Opposite: If you want to calibrate the current level 
of women’s competitive suring, just look at Courtney 
Conlogue’s performance throughout the 2015 WCT 
season. Here, Conlogue puts her power on display on 
a rippable Lower Trestles right. Photo by Ellis

PA I think the Tour stepping up with the prize 
money and the event locations are key. I stopped 
doing the ’QS when I was 20 or 21, when those 
good spots were taken of the schedule. I was over 
it. It wasn’t worth it to me to be on Tour if those 
prime locations that I dreamt about as a kid were 
suddenly out of reach. And to not have Honolua 
Bay as the inal stop? That’s just…

CC Anticlimactic?

PA Yeah! Exactly!

CC Tahiti was taken of the schedule too. I was 
feeling the same way my irst year on Tour;  
I never had a groveler board until that point.  
You have to put us in good waves to allow us  
to show the level we can perform at.

PA The men’s contests are held at diferent 
locations, and at the end of the year, the world 
champ [title] is deserved because they’ve surfed 
well in all types of conditions. To allow the 
women to inally do that again is awesome. 

LD Paige, I was just talking to someone yesterday 
about how you’ve had the same smooth, 
drawn-out style since you were like 14. And 
you’ve continued to maintain and translate 
that style into big-wave suring. It’s absolutely 
remarkable that you can stay so composed in 
such a heavy situation. You look graceful. I can 
look at footage, and just from your style I can say, 
“That’s a woman riding that wave. She’s charging, 
yet still suring with so much grace.” Everything 
you’ve accomplished in the last 10 years is a 
testament to what women are really capable  
of in the water.

AD Paige, do you feel like there are more 
women in big-wave lineups today than 
there were a few years ago? 

PA For sure, but I think it’s still a really small 
community. It’s funny, I get asked a lot about 
who I think would be good big-wave surfers if 
they decided to go for it, and both Courtney  
and Leah have been on my list.

LD [Laughs.] Oh no! I’ll ilm you any day, though. 

CC Actually, I will surf big waves at some point in 
my life, but I’m deinitely not there yet. I haven’t 
done your training yet. I need to be able to do 
six-minute breath holds; I’m only at two minutes. 

PA That’s still pretty good. But yeah, I’d say there 
are a few more women who surf big waves than 
there were in the past, and they’re more talented, 
calculated, and well-rounded. Not to say 
anything negative about the previous generation, 
but 10 years ago there were a lot less women  
like that.

AD Do you think there will ever be a  
big-wave tour for women?

#4,5,6
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PA I do. But I don’t really think the way to progress 
the sport of big-wave suring is through the 
competitive aspect. The Pe’ahi Challenge was 
amazing, and I deinitely would’ve loved to have 
been part of a women’s heat that day. I would 
never say no if a women’s big-wave tour came 
about, but I just think it’s more important to 
have a deeper connection with Mother Nature. 
Putting a time limit on something like that 
changes everything. In a contest, you might have 
one hour to perform. Sometimes Shane [Dorian] 
and Greg [Long] sit out the back for four or ive 
hours during sessions and don’t catch anything, 
and they’re the best in the world. When you put a 
time constraint on heats and you have a contest 
window, I don’t really know if crowning someone 
as a world champ really proves they’re the best 
big-wave surfer in the world.

CC I kind of agree with that. Of the few times that  
I have dabbled with biger waves, I’ve sat out 
there and waited for the one that felt right for 
me. Trying to catch two waves in that little  
time sometimes forces you to go for waves  
that you wouldn’t normally go for. And that’s 
when risk comes into play and you might take  
a crazy pounding.

LD Yeah, and I think there’s a bit more risk for  
women than there is for men. We’re more fragile. 
Our physical makeup is diferent. So forcing 
women to go on waves that we intuitively feel 
is not the best thing for us is probably not a 
good idea. Women are more in tune with gut 
instinct—our intuition—and we follow that. 
Listening to your gut, I’ve found, is so important 
to staying safe and not getting injured.

PA I agree.

LD And you don’t go on waves that you don’t want  
to go on, right? 

PA Absolutely.

AD Women are undoubtedly suring 
better than ever, but do you still  
think there’s a performance gap 
between men and women that we  
need to overcome?

PA Men and women are diferent, and we choose  
the way we want to surf and how we want  
to portray ourselves on a wave. I just think,  
“Does it really matter that we choose to surf 
diferently than men?”

CC No, it’s suring. It’s an art form and an 
expression. Even though I’m competitive,  
I don’t focus on getting the score when I’m  
riding a wave. I just surf the wave the way I  
think that it should be surfed. The next person 
might see the same wave diferently and draw 
diferent lines. If I want to huck a big air,  
I’ll learn how to huck a big air, but that’s not 
what I want to do at this point in my suring.  

I’m working on my foundations, on what  
I want to work on, on what I want to display, 
competitively and artistically.

LD And you’re doing a very good job at it. 

CC Thank you! But I wouldn’t claim “she’s a  
better surfer” or “he’s a better surfer.”  
We’re just diferent athletes drawing diferent 
lines out in the lineup. Why compare? We  
should just appreciate.

AD Do you feel like there’s a more equal 
playing ield than in the past in terms 
of sponsorship opportunities?

CC For women, there’s a huge market that hasn’t  
been tapped yet. I think the next step to 
enhancing sponsorship will be approaching  
non-endemic brands, going outside the surf 
industry and showing other people how  
amazing suring is. 

PA Yeah, as far as sponsorship goes in the big-wave 
world, I really think we can tap brands outside  
the industry because you don’t have to be a 
surfer to relate to it. If you walked into Sports 
Authority and saw an ad of someone on a huge 
wave, even if you’d never surfed before, you’d still 
be drawn to that. But if you see an ad of someone 
doing a cutback, unless you know the technical 
skill it takes to do that, standard maneuvers  
can be really hard for non-surfers to relate to.  
I think it’s going to take those outsider 
companies to support the women’s side of big-
wave suring and show these women as amazing 
athletes. Right now, within our tiny big-wave 
community, I think there are only one or two 
women who are making money from suring.  
I’m fortunate enough to have a little help from 
my sponsors, but getting to this spot was 10  
years in the making.

LD And you’re at the top of your sport. I was  
a competitive longboarder for a while, but  
now I ride all kinds of boards and I’ve realized 
that there’s really no space in the surf industry 
for women like myself. There’s not much help.  
I could only name a handful of women in the  
world who are lifestyle surfers.

PA And that’s crazy. There are a lot of sponsored  
male freesurfers who never have to do a contest, 
so why isn’t there more backing for people like 
you who are extremely talented surfers?

LD Well, I think it will breed a lot of opportunity 
when people realize that there are a lot of  
women around the world that will never put  
on a contest jersey, but they will still fall in love 
with the lifestyle of suring, and being able to 
connect with those women is a really valuable 
thing. We really need to get our community 
together, because in many ways we haven’t had 
our own voice. Like, there haven’t been many 
women’s surf ilms, either.

Opposite: Leah Dawson, 
midway through a graceful 
cheater-ive tube stall in Noosa, 
Australia. Dawson is just as 
stylish as any of her male 
counterparts, but she hopes 
gender-based conversations will 
eventually give way to more 
universal concerns about the 
ocean and the environment. 
Photo by Old�eld
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What I see the 
conversation shifting to 
in the future is how can 
we, as surfers, regardless 
of sex, be more of  
change-makers?
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CC It’d be great to see more ilms put out by 
women that push the level of performance, 
cinematically and suring wise. I think that’s 
one avenue that women haven’t really taken yet. 

LD Yeah, there hasn’t been much light shined on 
women’s suring in ilm, but that’s what’s so 
exciting about it.

CC There’s so much opportunity.

PA I want you guys to see my movie. It turned  
out great. [Laughs.] I think it’s a good voice  
for women’s suring. [Alms recently �nished  
working on a full-length pro�le movie, The Wave  
I Ride.—Ed.]

LD I’m so excited to see it.

AD Do you think a time will ever come 
when we won’t need to have these  
kinds of conversations? Do you see 
a future when women’s suring will 
have equal footing in our culture?

PA I sure hope so. The fact that this is still an issue 
in 2016 is discouraging. I feel like the time is 
now to gain equality, but there haven’t been 
enough substantial changes within the surf 
industry in order for that to happen. Things  
are improving, no doubt, but the industry as  
a whole needs to take a step back and look at 
the biger picture. Women are much more than 
just their looks, and they should be celebrated 
equally, like the men, for their accomplishments 
as athletes. When the industry takes action 
to make that happen, then there will be equal 
footing. It has to come from everyone, not just 
the women.

LD I think the conversation about the state of 
women’s suring is changing and we’re already 
feeling it. What I see the conversation shifting 
to in the future is how can we, as surfers, 
regardless of sex, be more of change-makers? 
Just as an example, the environment is facing 
so many problems today, and we have this 
connection to it through the ocean. What can 
we do together as surfers to help? That’s where  
I want the conversation to shift.

CC With suring, I feel like we have a huge  
platform to talk about the things that we feel 
are important, whatever they happen to be.  
People ask me about sexism and judging 
between male and female, and I always think, 
“Shouldn’t we be past that now?” It would be 
nice if we could utilize our voice to talk about 
other things that are also really important.  
We need to move beyond all this gender stuf, 
and I think we will be able to do that soon. S

Opposite: Paige Alms, showing with this massive 
Jaws barrel just how far women have pushed the 
envelope in the heavy water arena. Photo by Noyle
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When it comes to drawing unusual lines, Mason Ho 
is suring’s premier artist Interview by Todd Prodanovich

Weirdo
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in his overgrown yard in Sunset Beach, scratching his dog, Hurricane, 
behind the ears, reassuring him that he is, indeed, a good boy.  
“Well, except when you bite people,” Ho qualiies.

Hurricane and his owner are both oddities: one is an old, 
three-leged pit bull mix, and the other is one of suring’s strangest 
characters. Ho is best known for his unorthodox approach in the 
water, doing things like of-axis airs and cross-step loaters, sometimes 
on the same wave. He also gravitates toward weird surf spots, 
spending much of his time getting barreled and dodging jaged rocks 
at one of Oahu’s least-surfable slabs.

While Ho’s playful, chaotic dance translates perfectly on video, 
which is how he’s made a name for himself as a freesurfer, he explains 
that he has lofty competitive aspirations as well. No one doubts that 
Ho has the raw talent to succeed against the world’s best; the question 
is whether or not he can do so without losing the unique, rough edges 
that have deined him as a surfer.

MASON HO IS SITTING IN A RUSTY LAWN CHAIR

Above: The Ho family has 
innate knowledge of  Pipe  
and Backdoor in their DNA. 
Here, Mason draws an 
instinctive line. Photo by Hef

Opposite: Powerful waves 
breaking on dry rocks aren’t 
most surfers’ cup of tea, but 
Ho has an uncommon a�nity 
for this particular break. “It’s 
kind of a sketchy, stupid place 
to surf,” Ho admits. But that 
doesn’t stop him from suring  
it frequently. Frame by Pringle

#7
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Growing up here, it feels 
like everything revolves 
around Pipeline.
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TP It seems like you’ve been suring some 
pretty sketchy waves lately. Have you 
lost a signiicant amount of skin over 
the last year?

MH I actually got away with suring Castle Rock  
for a little while, just getting a couple charley 
horses here and there from hitting the rocks,  
but my luck ran out last session and I got some 
pretty good gashes. It’s not the worst I’ve ever 
had, but it’s deinitely the worst I’ve had in a  
long time. [Laughs.]

TP Are you the only guy who surfs  
that wave?

MH I had it to myself for a little bit, but now I’ll  
go out there and see a couple guys, and I’m just 
like, “Grrrrrrrr.” But I’m kidding. I’m no tough 
guy. A lot of the time, they’ll paddle up and be 
super friendly and I just melt. Next thing you 
know, I’m like, “Yeah, boys! I hope you guys  
are having fun!” But I do wonder what they’re  
doing out there. I don’t even know why I surf 
there sometimes.

TP But you love weird waves, don’t you?
MH Oh yeah. I love ’em. For me, it’s all about that 

feeling you get from suring by yourself and 
getting so in the zone because you aren’t worried 
about the crowd. It seems like anyone could ind 
their own perfect wave back in the day, but now 
it’s so hard to do that. You have to settle for the 
weird waves if you want to surf alone. But my 
dream wave is probably the same as any surfer’s 
dream wave: a nice, perfect, safe barrel on sand 
that breaks anywhere from 1 foot to 25 feet.  
I don’t like suring over sharp rocks; that’s just 
where I end up inding uncrowded waves.

TP I remember last time we went suring, 
you had a DVD player in your truck 
and you’d watch the ’80s surf movie 
Follow the Sun on loop. Do you pay 
much attention to modern suring?

MH I’m actually not super tuned into that. I feel  
like watching modern suring kind of pollutes  
my mind. Sometimes I’ll check out someone’s  
Web clip to see where the standard is at, but  
after 30 seconds, I’m just like, “Holy shit! Time 
to turn this of.” [Laughs.] Everyone is so gnarly, 
it can be a little intimidating. But it’s funny, 
because everyone comes to the North Shore,  
and I love watching them surf in person.  
You don’t even have to do anything that sick,  
and I’ll be yelling in the lineup because I’m so  
excited by it. But on video, I’m not as into it.  
I do like watching Dane [Reynolds] clips,  
though, but that’s kind of a given. Everyone  
loves watching Dane.

Spread: According to Ho, suring Pipeline wasn’t  
his focus until he turned 18. Fast-forward a few years, 
and now he’s one of the best to surf it on any given 
swell. Photo by Noyle
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TP So what do you get from watching 
old-school surf movies?

MH I get inspired by the subtle diferences in 
everyone’s lines back then. I feel like everyone 
had more distinct styles, and I’d like to have 
that in my suring. I think I’ve got a lot of the 
new-school maneuvers down, so now I want to 
sprinkle in some of that subtle style like surfers 
used to have. It might be something as small as 
the way you turn your head, or where your hands 
are. I think mixing those two aspects—the  
old and the new—is really fun. But sometimes  
I have a hard time following through on it, 
because I don’t want to look like I’m showing  
of or anything.

TP With your dad and uncle being  
Pipe legends, it must have been only  
a matter of time before you wanted to 
make a mark there as well. Have you 
been trying to step it up out  
there lately?

MH For sure. It deinitely has to do with my dad 
and uncle, but it’s also just part of being from 
the North Shore. Growing up here, it feels like 
everything revolves around Pipeline. Everywhere 
you go in the winter, everyone is always talking 
about how Pipe was that day or who got the wave 
of the day. People would always tell me, “I saw 
your dad get the craziest wave at Pipe today!” 
When you hear that as a kid, you just hope that 
eventually you’ll be the guy who got the wave  
of the day.

TP When was the irst time you surfed 
proper Pipe?

MH I remember suring it at about 6 foot when  
I was 10 or 11. I was on a Rawson with this 
wannabe Andy Irons airbrush, mostly just 
paddling around trying to get a feel for the 
lineup. For a long time, Pipe petriied me. I didn’t 
get serious about suring it until I was about 18.

TP You’ve gotten some crazy Pipe waves 
in the last few years. Do you feel a lot 
more comfortable out there now?

MH I feel dangerously comfortable out there now. 
[Laughs.] I might get myself in trouble, but there 
are a few things I want to try out there. I really 
want to take of on one and swing a few turns 
left and right [makes swooshing, kung fu sounds] 
as I’m dropping in and it’s jacking up, and then 
just pull in super deep. You can’t get too cocky 
out there, though. The morning when Owen 
[Wright] was getting all those mental ones and 
Evan [Geiselman] got hurt, my dad told me that 
he didn’t want me to go out. He said it wasn’t any 
good. But then later I found out he paddled out. 

Top and bottom: In small waves, Ho tends toward 
unusually tiny, disc-like surf craft. “Those boards 
still surf with really high performance, but they can 
also it into any little pocket,” says Ho. Velzyland, 
case in point. Frames from Pringle
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My dad used to do that all the time: if it looked 
sketchy, he’d lie and tell me it was bad, but then 
I’d always hear about him getting a sick barrel 
later. But I’m not falling for that anymore.  
So after I heard he paddled out, I went straight 
to Pipe. But, of course, on my very irst wave,  
I pogo-sticked of the bottom on my tailbone. 
I’ve never hit the reef so hard at Pipe. As soon as I 
hit, I just had shooting pain all the way up to my 
neck; it was like a nightmare. I came in and could 
barely walk, and my dad was there on the beach 
just giving me this look, like, “I told you so.”

TP That’s crazy, because you had to surf 
the Pipe trials just a day or two after 
that, right?

MH Yeah, I could barely walk the day of the event.  
I hobbled down to the beach and saw a 12-footer 
come through, and I just thought, “Man, I hope 
suring is easier than walking.” I was about to 
ride one of my small boards, but my dad told  
me I’d be an idiot not to ride my 8'0". I igured  
I should listen to him this time, so that’s the 
board I rode.

TP Are you usually trying to ride the 
smallest board possible out there?

MH Totally. Ask anyone who surfs Pipe a lot and 
they’ll tell you: smaller boards are so much better 
for maneuvering inside the barrel. You can speed 
up and slow down to avoid chandeliers and weird 
sections. Biger boards don’t give you as much 
room to make those little adjustments. Slater 
rides the smallest boards ever, and that’s part of 
why he can spot any weirdness in the tube and 
make adjustments to get around it. If I’m riding 
a big board out at Pipe, it’s usually because I’m 
injured, or I’m really hungover, or it’s really windy 
and I need some help getting into ’em. You can’t 
get as deep, but it’s easier to get waves, for sure. 
It’s like playing Mortal Kombat and putting in 
a cheat code to win; the 8'0" is the cheat code to 
catch waves at Pipe.

TP So you’ve surfed in the Pipe Masters 
before, but last year was the irst time 
you’ve surfed a World Tour event 
abroad. What was it like getting to 
experience that at Bells?

MH I’ve always wanted to go on the road and surf a 
World Tour event. Suring ’QS heats is fun, but 
it’s like choir: you’re up there with a bunch of 
guys and everyone is trying to be the one with 
the nicest posture and loudest voice. [Laughs.] 
Maybe my voice sucks that day, or maybe I’m 
hunching over a bit. It’s just hard when you only 
have one heat to show what you can do, and the 
waves often don’t give you much to work with. 
But I love the idea of the Tour, because the waves 
are better, they’ve got man-on-man heats, there 
are more people on the beach, and there’s just 
more energy. I like to use that. It really gets me 
ired up.
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In my mind, I want to make the Tour in 
the old-school way, which is to make it on 
your own terms with your own style.
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TP I remember you came in after beating 
Mick Fanning in Round One, and 
you gave one of the better post-heat 
interviews of the year. You’re quite  
the public speaker.

MH Oh no! I got so set up on that one. He 
[interviewer Todd Kline] was like, “Did you see 
the heat going that way?” And before I even 
paddled out, I was just telling myself to aim 
for an air on that inside section, which I did. 
So when he asked me that question, I just said, 
“Yeah!” But I realized afterward that he was 
talking about beating Mick, so I kind of felt 
weird about that. Mick is the best, I didn’t  
mean any disrespect or anything.

TP I think those of-the-cuf responses 
are great, though. Most post-heat 
interviews are pretty bland, so 
someone needs to stir the pot now  
and then.

MH The funny thing is that I just want to blend  
in and be more normal in those interviews.  
I don’t want to be the guy who always has to say 
something funny when there’s a microphone in 
front of him. But it doesn’t matter what I want 
to do, because everything I say in those situations 
comes out weird anyway. Uncle Jef [Crawford] 
is always like, “Man, you really need to work 
on your interviews. You need to think faster 
and talk slower.” So I think about that before 
interviews, and I’m like, “OK, just be normal  
this time. Just thank your sponsors and get  
out of there.”

TP In contests, you have this sort of Dane 
Reynolds quality where you don’t 
seem to have a lot of heat strategy, but 
if you get a good section, you’re going 
to do something crazy. Do you feel like 
that comes back to bite you, though?

MH Yeah, because unlike Dane, I’ve only got about  
a 50/50 chance of making whatever I try on those 
sections. [Laughs.] My irst couple years on the 
’QS, my whole theory was that I should just go 
for the bigest air I could possibly do. But say 
you’re in your irst heat of an event and just need 
a 4 to win, so all you need to do is a speed check 
and then a little turn on the closeout. I would 
always skip the speed check and do a big air, but 
sometimes I’d land on the back of the wave or get 
stuck in the whitewater and I’d just be thinking, 
“No, no, no, no, no!” Because in that situation, 
you know you’re not gonna get the score, so you 
just lew to the other side of the world to lose the 
irst heat of a contest. So when that happens, do 
you just shrug that of and show up at the next 
contest with your same theory?

TP Sounds like that would wear on you 
pretty fast.

MH Yeah, so you kind of have to tone it down a little 
bit, which has worked pretty well for me, and I 

feel like I’ve gotten a lot better at suring heats. 
But at the same time, contests can be poison 
for your suring. When I was younger, I was 
doing weird stuf that I can’t even do anymore, 
which is a bummer. If you make up your mind 
to just focus 100 percent on winning heats, 
then you can’t even go for weird, crazy stuf in 
your freesurfs because you’re so worried about 
blowing out an ankle or tweaking a knee. It’s 
like, “Do you want to be able to go for huge airs 
in freesurfs? Or do you want to be healthy for  
a contest when the whole world is watching?” 
It’s a tough question to answer.

TP Do you think there’s a way to have 
your cake and eat it too? Can you 
make heats and still maintain the 
weirdness?

MH I think there’s a way. One thing that helps is to 
freesurf with younger kids who just keep you 
ired up on doing crazy stuf. It’s funny, because 
I noticed that with my dad. He’d always surf 
with kids, and he’d always try to out-kid them. 
Sometimes I’ll call up one of my younger 
friends to surf, and they might not even rip 
that hard during the session, but they’ll just be 
joking around and running their mouth. I’ll be 
thinking, “That’s right, keep talking shit. Just 
watch my next wave.” You end up competing 
with each other in a diferent way. You’re not 
trying to do the cleanest combo, you’re trying 
to draw the weirdest, craziest line.

TP Is your ultimate goal to make the 
Tour, but keep your suring weird in 
the process?

MH Exactly. In my mind, I want to make the Tour 
in the old-school way, which is to make it on 
your own terms with your own style. I don’t 
want to be the guy who doesn’t make it one 
year, and then cuts all his favorite foods out  
of his diet, starts training more than he surfs, 
and treats every session like he’s in a heat.  
I wanna paddle out at my spot, and if I see some 
contest guy going for a run on the beach in 
training mode, I’m gonna try to catch a wave, 
get barreled in front of the guy, and do a big air. 
Hopefully I’ll get him so psyched that he never 
wants to train again. That’s my training: I’m 
gonna surf the way I wanna surf, not run on 
the beach. S

Spread: Although Ho’s 
approach is unmistakably 
modern, he has nothing but 
reverence for the styles of 
suring’s past. Here, he draws 
a classic line in Indonesia. 
Frame from Pringle
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O�

A quick trip to France turns into a month-long, transatlantic swell chase Photos by Tom Carey
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Middle: Noa Deane, Andrew 
Doheny, and Colin Moran  
recently set a course for 
Hossegor, planning to spend a 
few weeks suring the famously 
perfect, peaky beachbreaks.  
But when the waves went lat 
just a few days into their trip, 
the trio decided to rethink their 
itinerary. Instead of sticking 
around and waiting it out, they 
struck out across the Atlantic, 
chasing various swells across 
three continents and inding 
plenty of perfect surf along the 
way. Here, Deane takes light in 
Morocco during the third stop 
of their trip.

Left and right: “We went 
from France to New York 
and back to France to get to 
Morocco, and inally to France 
once more before lying home,” 
says Doheny, pictured here 
catching a few Z’s alongside 
Deane and Moran before 
catching a plane to Morocco. 
“I think we boarded a total of 
10 planes throughout the trip—
just nonstop driving, lying, 
and suring.” 
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Left: “This was my irst 
trip with Noa,” says California 
native Colin Moran. 
“Before he joined us in France, 
the vibe was kind of mellow. 
But when he got there, 
he turned the trip around. 
He’s nonstop, always just going, 
going, going.” Deane, trying 
to stay fresh despite his 
nomadic state.

Right: In Morocco, the 
group was greeted by fun and 
consistent surf, especially 
around the small town of 
Taghazout. This wave in 
particular acted as a swell 
magnet, providing ample ramps 
for the light-footed Deane.
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Spread: “Morocco feels kind of 
like a North African version of 
Baja,” says Moran, pictured here 
threading a heavy Moroccan 
slab. “There’s nothing on the 
coast and very few people 
around, but so many good surf 
setups. This day was especially 
fun. It was overhead and 
o�shore with no one else out.”
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Left and right: If variety is  
the spice of life, then Deane 
(left) and Doheny (right) are 
enjoying a very lavorful 
existence. “Everything was 
spontaneous,” says Doheny. 
“We did whatever we could to 
ind good waves and have the 
best experience along the way.”

Middle: “Everywhere we went 
was a culture shock for me,” 
says Doheny. “The weirdest part 
was suring New York one day, 
then waking up in Morocco the 
next. But nothing has time to 
get stale when you’re constantly 
on your way to somewhere 
new.” Doheny, acclimating 
to unfamiliar territory and 
ditching his ins in the process.
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Opposite: “When we irst 
got to New York, it was just 
windy and rainy and wild,” 
says Moran. “We thought we 
made a bad call lying all the 
way from France for that, but 
the next day ended up being 
perfect. It all came together 
in the end.” Moran, inding 
a Long Island drainer that 
was well worth the trek.

This page: Bouncing through 
timezones and living out of 
suitcases will catch up to you 
eventually. Moran, thoroughly 
exhausted after a month of 
nonstop suring and traveling.
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T AND C SURFBOARDS Travler

Shaper: Glenn Pang
Dimensions: 5'10" × 19 ¼" × 2 ⅜" (28.2L)
Fins: 5-in
The Skinny: Take the Travler on any trip. This board has 
speed like a ish, but turns like a shortboard. Easy to ride in 
any type of wave. Should be ordered 3 to 4 inches shorter  
and ⅝ to ¾ inches wider than your standard dimensions.
Phone: 808.621.5000
Email: tcboards@tcsurf.com
Web: www.tcsurf.com

VARIAL SURF TECHNOLOGY Honey Dip 

Shaper:  Jason Bennett
Dimensions: 6'1" × 18.88" × 2.43" (28.7L)
The Skinny: The Honey Dip has a relaxed entry rocker  
with a single concave feeding into a deep vee of the tail.  
The tail block is ½ inch wider than our standard boards, 
creating a straighter outline in the back half and allowing  
for speed. The tail has an extreme hip, creating a “sweet spot” 
for increased maneuverability without the loss of speed.  
The ins are pushed back, enabling maximum control without 
the drifty feel usually associated with wider tail blocks.
Phone: 805.288.3577
Email: info@varialsurf.com
Web: www.varialsurf.com

WAVE RIDING VEHICLES BabyFat

Shaper: Jesse Fernandez 
Dimensions: 5'9" × 19.1" × 2.3" (25L)
Fins: 5-in
The Skinny: This high-volume shortboard is designed to  
give a competitive edge to any rider. It will get one last turn 
out of that shorebreak closeout and get in a little further 
outside than the rest of the crowd. Extra foam up front makes 
it an easy paddle and helps transition through lat spots. 
Single-to-double concave. Great for small-to-medium surf.
Phone: 252.491.8535
Email: wrvfactory@gmail.com
Web: www.waveridingvehicles.com

1

2

3

The Prime Destination 
for Premium Surf Films

Surfermag.com/vimeo-on-demand

Rent or Purchase on:

Tablet ComputerPhone TV (Connected through Vimeo App)
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“I’ve got them on all my boards,” says Mason Ho of his hand-drawn 
traction. “I mean, they’re not real grips. They’re just marker on the iberglass.  
But I swear, the boards that I draw them on work better than the ones I don’t;  
I don’t fall nearly as much. It’s kind of weird, and it’s probably all in my head,  
but there’s something there. I’m sure of it.” S










