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Preface

This book is written from a blatantly wave-rider perspective. At some level, the ecstasy of surfing is impossible to share with someone who has never experienced it.  Don’t let that put you off if you’re not a surfer yet. Read on, and come join me!

Before I was a surfer, I would notice with some curiosity friends who surfed.  I could tell that surfing was something compelling for them, but I just didn't "get it".  But now that I have been a wave rider for some years, I do!

This book is also written from a blatantly Christian perspective. In case you aren't a Christian yet, don't let that put you off right from the outset: you and I are both surfers, and so we share a common bond in spite of our different religious philosophies.

I hope that, as a fellow surfer, you will identify with and enjoy some of my observations, because I know that you share the experience, that you do "get it".

Who knows? Perhaps someday you too may come to know that friend of mine who invented the ocean: Jesus Christ.  When that day comes, you will "get it" too.

God's Finest Invention

I think that the ocean has to be one of God's finest inventions.  After all, where else could you have so much fun without breaking the law?

Riding waves, as every surfer knows, is one of the purest forms of joy on earth.  Those who have never surfed simply do not - no, cannot – understand.  Those who have know that riding the waves is a real treasure.

Properly viewed, the ocean (along with everything else) is a gift to us from God himself.  Who else could design a playground that constantly changes? Every wave is different.  Every day is a new challenge, a new opportunity to learn.

Surf’s up, dudes!  See you at the break in the morning!

The Last Wave

The hardest thing I do every day is get out of the water.  After that, everything else is like coasting downhill.  One thing that makes it extra hard to get out of the water, though, is waiting for just the right last wave. This is how it goes:

I've had a pretty good session.  It's almost time to leave for work - I've got maybe another five or ten minutes, and start looking for the last wave.  Any old wave just won't do.  The last wave of the day has to be a good one, a clean shoulder or a big drop, something to take me all the way in to shore with a smile on my face. 

So I wait.  I let one wave go by, maybe two.  Waves that I would have grabbed gratefully earlier in the session, or on almost any other day - just not last wave material. 

Inevitably, one of two things will happen.  The most common scenario: I look at my watch.  Ten minutes left.  Is that a set coming through? A couple other guys start paddling out and instinctively I follow suit.  No, false alarm.  Seven minutes.  The horizon darkens a bit.  I turn around and start to go for it, just in case.  It bellies out and I just can't take off. 

Four minutes.  “Lord, just one more good one.”  Two minutes, and desperation starts to set in.  Okay, looks like a wave; nope, just another ripple.  One minute.  Hey, there's one! Well, not great; I go for it anyway.  I ride halfway to shore, and then catch some whitewater the rest of the way.  Hey, it beats going straight to work!

What’s the ideal scenario? At the five minute mark, I have just about resigned myself to grabbing about anything that promises to take me most of the way in.  Someone way down the lineup calls out.  The guys thirty yards south of me start paddling like mad for the horizon.  Sure enough, something's coming in.  I head outward, hoping for the best. 

Fifty yards south I see a longboarder take off on a big one.  The guys closer to me aren't quite as lucky. They barely make it over the top as the longboard cruises by, and then they have to duck under the next big peak.  I, however, am positioned just right for a beautiful A-frame that pops up.

I kick once or twice, but the wave itself lifts me high.  As I accelerate down the face, I know that this is the last wave.  It powers me exuberantly toward shore.

I wish I could have the same reaction to events in life.  Oh, that I would hold out for the best possible time or circumstance, not settling for that mess of pottage!

Dad's Shoulders

When I was a very small boy, two or three years old, my father used to pick me up and carry me on his shoulders.  What a special place to be! I was suddenly transformed from a short sprout, looking up at everyone and everything, to a true giant among men! I could see things from a new perspective.  I could look down at folks, or look around without the least bit of worry about where to put my feet next.  Dad's shoulders! Definitely the place to be. 

In my middle age, my friend Cal introduced me to body boarding.  After a somewhat slow start, I began to learn the ropes and began to understand that the place to be was the shoulder of the wave.  When I make the drop and crank in a tight left or right, cruising on the shoulder, there is a tremendous sense of well being.  I am in just the right place at just the right time. 

One day, maybe soon, maybe long from now, but certain to come, my Father in heaven will pick me up on His shoulders.  I will ride on the heights, and that will truly be the best place of all to be.  I will look back and down on this world with genuine gratitude and appreciation.

Paddling Out

On a small day, the paddle-out is pretty easy.  The sun is shining, life is good, and getting out is no problem at all.  Of course, when you get out there, it's a long time between sets.  Lots of waiting, and the rides are few, small, and far between.  But getting out is no struggle!

When the surf is up, when it's breaking big, paddling out can be a real challenge.  The breaking waves set up strong currents, constantly pushing you back toward shore.  Grab your board and duck! One wave after another pummels you.  If you don't time your moves just right, you wind up going through the spin-cycle and come up gasping for breath.  Are you going to make it outside at all? On a big day, though, if you do manage to get outside, the rewards can be tremendous!

Life is often like that.  When things are going easily, not much challenge, no pain, there is also not much opportunity to grow.  When the rough days come, however, you often also have the opportunity to trust God more, to grow in your faith and confidence in Him.  The rewards of struggling through a tough day are often worth the pain.

Midnight Ride

“Hello, Cal?  I think this is it.  This is the night”

"What are you talking about?"

"Are you up for our first Moonlight Boogie?"

"Hey, yeah, OK!  Let's go!"

It is about 10:00 PM.  I drive to Cal's and we load his body board, fins, wetsuit, and other gear into my van and head for Grand View.  It is a beautiful, warm summer night and the moon is almost full.  We chose Grand View because there is decent street parking, a good lighting, and no placards against nighttime parking.  Not to mention that we are familiar enough with the break to work it blindfolded. 

Our spirits are high with the excitement of a new adventure.  Sure that riding waves by moonlight is possible, we are on our way to prove it.  I picked up a couple of chemical light sticks and attached them to necklaces of strong cord for us to wear. 

I park the van under a streetlight.  We suit up, secure the van, and head down the long staircase.  The Pacific is magnificent!  A firefly flicker of millions of wavelets reflecting the full moon glitters in our eyes.  At the bottom of the stairs we don our fins and frog-walk into the surf.

Without sunlight and blue sky, the water feels colder than usual, but in our anticipation we scarcely notice.  I paddle out with some trepidation.  It is really hard to see incoming waves, and I duck-dive by sheer instinct.  Cal is visible a short ways over as a shadowy figure with a bright green glow nearby in the water.

Finally we are past the strike zone, and I set about trying to catch a wave.  I miss several in the attempt.  Finally a dark swell approaches and I go for it.  More by faith than sight, I am suddenly lifted up and swooping down and to the right.  The moonlight is not bright enough to show the finely detailed surface of the water, only inches from my eyes, and so years of experience take over and I ride by sheer feel. 

I am quite surprised at the sensation; there is not much feeling of speed.  Rather, I find myself suspended, hovering between the depths and the sky, making fine adjustments in trim and balance by pure instinct. How exhilarating!

Laughing with glee, I start to paddle back out.  In front of me, I see Cal kick into a wave and watch his glow-stick streak across the face in front of me.

After many more rides, exhausted but happy, we drive home with plenty of talk about how different and special this has been.  Definitely worth repeating!  Moonlight on the water fills my dreams tonight!

Red Tide at Night

It's a little spooky standing on the sand just north of Scripps Pier in La Jolla at night.  Water drips from a culvert and trickles across the sand as I wait impatiently for my companions. Where are they? At last two shadowy figures appear.  Mary and her friend have shown up after all!

It is a beautiful, warm summer night.  Looking out to sea, as each wave breaks, there is a spreading cloud of green light.  The whitewater is alive - literally - with phosphorescent plankton, AKA the Red Tide.

The midsummer ocean water is quite warm and comfortable, but I am glad nevertheless to be in my wetsuit.  As we walk onto the wet sand at the water's edge we leave glowing footprints.  Although the Red Tide is no longer at its peak of a few days earlier, there is still plenty of luminous activity.

Stepping into the water, each step produces a flash of light. Now up to my waist, I swing an arm back and forth underwater and stare in amazement. My whole hand and arm are illuminated, outlined by a flowing sheath of green light.  I feel like a character in a comic book!

Looking to my side, I see my companions illuminated by their motions as they stroke toward the horizon.  The phosphorescent glow of millions of tiny plankton light up arms and faces as we approach the strike zone.

Duck-dive or turtle, it doesn’t much matter – even with my eyes closed under water the green glow penetrates my eyelids.  Just a few more strokes and I have arrived.  Time to ride.

I spot a wave by some combination of its shadow against the sky and traces of reflected lights from shore.  A quick acceleration and I’m gliding down the face, leaving a bright green slash behind.  I cut left and race ahead of the shoulder, chased by surging, glowing foam.  Sheer de-“light”!  The wave closes out in an almost blinding flash of photonic madness.

In between waves we sit astride our boards and talk, feet dangling in the water, tiny brilliant specks illuminating our wetsuits like stars against a black sky.  What infinitesimal percentage of humanity has ever shared such an incredibly beautiful evening?  We are indeed the privileged few.

I paddle north a ways and catch some more rides alone, enjoying the beauty of the night, the stars, the shining microorganisms, and the solitude.  God is indeed imaginative beyond imagination as anyone who will open his or her eyes to the light can readily see.

Next time you hear there’s a Red Tide – don’t miss it!  That foamy, glowing bearded grin you see streaking across a luminescent face may just be me!

Wet Dreams

Long ago, B.S. (Before Surfing), I used to dream about flying.  I still do occasionally, but much more often now I dream of waves.

Sometimes I remember my dreams, sometimes I don’t.  As with all dreams, the wave dreams I have can be a funny mix of near-reality and totally strange variations on the theme.

In my dreams I ride waves larger than life.  At times the rides are longer and better then those I have in real life, perhaps anticipating rides yet to come, maybe in this life, maybe in the next.

Sometimes the waves roll across roads or through a pasture.  Sometimes it is day, sometimes night with moonlight glittering on the water.

Good night!  Sweet dreams!

Cold Water

I rarely, if ever, wear a wetsuit. Of course, when it is the middle of winter and the Pacific waters are somewhere between 55 and 59 degrees, I do get some rather strange looks and quizzical comments from other surfers. I don't mind.

“Aren’t you cold?”

“Sure – but I’m not going to let that stop me!”

You see, most of my surfing is done in the morning before work.  As often as not, I haven’t managed to get away from the house as early as I would like, and so I’m kind of in a hurry to get into the water and down to the serious business of having fun.

Let's face it, getting in and out of that wetsuit, when the next thing I have to do is go to work, simply cuts into my surfing time! So I don’t bother.

Cold water is, as they say, a “mind over matter” thing – If you don’t mind, it doesn’t matter.  I have gotten to the point where I simply grab my gear and stride right in.  I don’t much think about it any more.

Of course, if I’m not on my way to work and if I know that I’m going to be out for more than an hour, I’ll put on my wetsuit.  What, do you think I’m crazy or something?

Jesus knew that the cross, that death, would be very, very cold – yet he strode right in “for the joy set before Him”.

The Spin Cycle

If you have ever surfed at all, you have probably been through the spin cycle at least once.  If you surf with any regularity, you are undoubtedly a veteran of many trips through the cycle.

You know the scenario; you’re paddling out when, out of nowhere a huge peak leaps up directly in front of you.  There’s nowhere to go, and so you take the best breath you can and just hang on.

Or maybe one moment you are riding high, cruising and slicing water when, suddenly, something goes wrong.  Maybe you pearl, maybe the lip jacks up and swats you, and you are instantly down and under.

It is dark and disorienting.  Head over heels you go, trying to figure out just how you messed up. You begin to understand what a rag doll must feel like most of the time.  You come up gasping for breath, get hold of your board, and press on.

Life is like that too.  Sometimes you just don’t know what hit you.  I’m really glad that I have Someone to turn to when I’m going through the spin cycle.

Greener Grass

There is a strange phenomenon that often afflicts me, and perhaps as I describe it you may recognize it too.  I think of it as “The Grass is Greener” to use a common metaphor.

What I mean is that I often feel as though the waves are breaking better just a little south, or just a little north, or sometimes, both south and north of my exact position.

A little ways south I see one guy after another take off and ride a good one.  Then, after a long wait, it looks like something’s headed my way; but, no, it fades.  I turn to the north at the sound of a breaking wave, just in time to see someone else make the drop and start cruising.

Funny thing is, when I head south, or when I head north, it’s almost as if a “cone of silence” follows me.  As soon as I get there, the waves start breaking right on the spot I just left!

Oh, well, with a great sport like this what am I complaining about?

Riding the Backwash

I haven’t analyzed the tides yet to the point that I understand them in any thorough sense.  I do, however, have some observations about them that prove useful from time to time.

During the last few years, at least, and according to the tide book for this year, it seems that we have extreme high tides in the evening during the summer months, and in the morning during the winter months.  A little over a year ago I first put that to good advantage one fine winter morning.

Wow! Not bad for a couple of flat days! I head out during an exceptionally high tide, and find just the right "sweet spot". Near the point at Terramar the waves are washing up on the sea wall, piling up and then reflecting back OUTWARD.

I get myself "in the pocket", wait for a good-sized wave to come along and reflect, and then catch it on the way out. These outbound rides are the best rides of the day! On a good-sized outbound wave I can ride as much as twenty or thirty yards out to sea. 

The REAL fun, though, happens when there is another INCOMING wave as I am riding out. I move rather rapidly outward, line up on the incoming wave, and then hit it like a ski-jump. WHAM! Totally airborne! In fact after two days of this, I now consider myself part of the Airborne Division of the Fraternal Order of Bodyboarders... 

These jumps into space are quite amazing - I only wish I had them on film. The effect varies quite a bit depending on the resonance and angle and size of the incoming and outgoing waves. The milder versions of the jumps are no more than "whoop-de-do's", sometimes over as many as two incoming waves. Intermediate versions see me sailing through the air in a horizontal pose, and returning to "earth" only to pick up the wave and continue outward. 

The wildest jumps happen when I am on a sizable, fast outgoing crest and approaching a steep, well-defined incoming wave. I am thrust vertically upward as the two waves come together, and launched straight into the air like a Poseidon missile! I estimate that on the highest of these jumps I peak out with my flippers at least a couple of feet above the crest! (I estimate this by the time-delay before the soles of my flips slap back down into the drink.) 

Eat your heart out, landlubbers!

Out of Phase

As any surfer can tell you, being successful at surfing involves being in the right place at just the right time moving in the right direction at just the right speed.

Why is it then that I seem to be out of phase so often?  I go left, the wave goes right.  I paddle like mad, only to have the wave pitch out and slam me. I think I’ve got it pegged, but the wave slips under me.  Sometimes I just can’t get it right.

Reminds me of much of my life.  When I have some money, I can’t buy what I want.  When I need something, I’m broke.  A day late and a dollar short, miss the bus, the phone stops ringing just before I pick it up, it rains on the picnic, smoke gets in my eyes.

Well, that’s OK... I’m looking for a City whose Builder and Maker is God.  I’m headed for a better Country.  My real home is not here.

A Meditation on Eternity

Ask anyone. They will tell you that Eternity is a very long time. But can they tell you how long it is? Will they give you a real appreciation for Forever? Let me try my hand at the task.

First, think about all of the oceans in the entire world. Atlantic, Pacific, Arctic, Indian, and so forth. How long has the world existed? Let’s for the sake of discussion say about 13,000 years.

Now consider every ride-able wave that has ever broken on every reef and shore on every coast and island in the entire world. Check out each one. Line up and ride each one, then rewind the tape and ride it again. Repeat until you get the hang of it, ‘till you get each one “just right”.

You have plenty of other things to do that are perhaps as fun and interesting and necessary – so, limit yourself to working on no more than two or three waves a day.  Wouldn’t want to get bored, or burn out!

Ride each wave again from a different starting point, trying every variation of style you can think of. Ride them again on different boards, on a kayak, and then bodysurf the best ones.

Go back and re-ride your favorite waves again, as often as you like. Take some friends with you and share the joy with them.

Are you done yet?  You haven’t begun to fill in even the first line of the first page of eternity!

How ‘Bout Those Joggers?

I have a really hard time understanding joggers, don’t you? Okay, maybe you do some jogging from time to time. But here’s what I just can’t seem to fathom:

Often, while I’m bobbing a ways out from shore waiting for the next good set, I look in and see someone jogging by.  They might be up on the road, or on the sidewalk. Sometimes they are even on the beach. They could be running north or maybe south.

There they go, pounding along the pavement or the sand, sweating and dripping and smelly. Most of the time they have these dreadful expressions of pain and agony on their faces.  Their joints are taking a beating. Let’s face it, a jogger can be the very picture of misery.

Now, here is what I just don’t get: they are so close to the water! There they are, moving in parallel with the waves. A mere stone’s throw from the certainty of the sheer joy, the pure satisfaction and bliss of riding a wave!

Are they completely blind? How could they come so close and yet miss completely what I revel in day by day? This is surely one of the great mysteries of the universe! And from where I sit, it is a very sad thing indeed.

By the same token, I often wonder how anyone can live in a fabulous universe, beautifully hand-crafted by Jesus Christ, and blindly slog along day by day, completely missing the joy of life in God’s presence.

Tom’s Secret Spot

One day some time ago, Cal and I drove up to Dana Point to buy some spare bodyboards from Tom Morey. Tom is a very pleasant, interesting, and creative fellow.

We had transacted our business and were about to pull out for home when Tom stopped us and asked, “How would you like to see my favorite bodyboarding spot?”  How could we turn down such an invitation from the inventor of the bodyboard?

Tom hopped into his truck and we took off, following him to a hillside somewhere between Dana Point and Laguna. With considerable difficulty, we found a place to park on a side street and locked up the van.  Across the way Tom led us down an immense flight of stairs to the beach.

The sand along this stretch of beach has a feeling all its own, very gritty and grainy. We followed Tom south quite a ways to a curious spot where there was quite a gathering of bodyboarders.

“This place works best at high tide” Tom said. Picture a steeply sloping beach, just slightly concave in its contour.  At the far end of the beach is a rock shelf that juts out into the water at about a 45-degree angle, and also slopes upward quite steeply.

As waves rise and break parallel to the beach, they also wash up onto the rock shelf.  There they pile up and then roll off, changing direction in the process.  A reflected wave from the shelf winds up moving northward, perpendicular to the beach.  When the timing is right, the reflected wave meets the next incoming wave and forms a steep, beautiful peak.

If you start in the corner pocket, near where the rock shelf meets the beach, you can catch the reflection and ride it left and outward toward the incoming wave. With skill and good fortune, you can catch a peak, shoot a barrel, or get some airtime.  If you misjudge, however, you’d better duck under the incoming wave or risk being slammed headlong into the sand!

I followed Tom out and cautiously observed for a while. What a fantastic sight! This, I thought, is Disneyland for wave riders! After watching everyone else having terminal amounts of fun, I could resist no longer and very carefully maneuvered into the corner pocket.  Things are pretty competitive there.  Finally, when the time was right, I managed to take off and run the gauntlet. Hallelujah!

Cal has decided that this looks just a bit risky and so he is watching from shore. After a couple of good rides, I decide to walk away happy while I can still walk; but you can bet I’ll be back someday, God willing!

Hallelujah Waves

It’s hard to be complacent or quiet about this sport.  When you’re in the lineup and people are catching good waves left and right, there is a lot of enthusiasm. After an especially good wave, it’s real common to hear the favored surfer hoot and holler with pleasure.

I’ve decided to start tailoring my responses to great waves in a way that gives credit where credit is due. When I come down off of a particularly good ride, you are likely to hear me shout “Hallelujah!”

The word Hallelujah is Hebrew. It literally means, “Praise Jehovah”, that is, “Praise the Lord”. After all, the Lord invented the ocean. He conceived of, designed, and created me. Believing as I do in the sovereignty* of God, I know that each and every wave out there is lovingly handcrafted by Jesus himself. Each wave is a gift, and the really good waves are exceptional gifts.  And so, I get excited and let fly with some heartfelt praise.

Sometimes, for variation, I will sing the four-fold Amen taught to me by one of my favorite songwriters, Mark Heard.  It is a contemporary piece that goes like this:

A-amen, A-amen, Aaaa-aaaa-men, Oh Yeah!

If you should ever be out surfing and hear someone singing, paddle over and say hi to me.

Oh Yeah, indeed!  Hallelujah!

* Sovereignty, i.e. God is In Charge....

A Very Big Day

It is summer, sometime around '95 or '96.  The surf is up, big-time, bigger, they say, than in the last 25 years. 

It takes me three attempts to get outside.  When I finally do get out, I take one look around, and say to myself, "Are you crazy? What in the world are you doing out here?" Then I take the first wave in.

Screwing up my courage, I try again and manage to get outside a couple more times.  However, it is the same as before – taking what I can get, I’m glad to get in with my life.

I stand on the shore and watch the big boys way out off the point of the Del Mar Beach jetty on the north side of Oceanside harbor.  The waves are easily triple overhead.  I see one brave soul take off on a big one.  He looks like a midget standing near the crest and streaking left along a massive shoulder. Wow!

Two other times during that swell I manage to get out, once at Grand View, once at Terramar.  Of the three places, Terramar is the best.  The contour of the shoreline breaks up the incoming waves so it is possible to paddle out by zigzagging between peaks without getting nailed.

Do I get the best wave of my life?  No, not really.  I have stretched my limits, and am thankful that I am not hurt.  Do I have a memorable good time? You can count on it.

David Emge

David is the son of some good friends of ours. He has been an avid surfer for a long time. He is also a very motivated entrepreneur.

A few years back, David decided that he wanted to make videotapes of surfers.  He saved his money and bought an expensive, high-quality video camera.  He made a deal with a cable network to produce a regular video show chronicling various surfing events and competitions.

Once, for comic relief, he even stopped by warm water jetty one morning and filmed me using my custom shower.

Now David travels the world, taping pro surfers at all the best spots on the globe. Way to go, David! Were it not for the grace of God, I might be terminally jealous. As it is, I’m only slightly jealous – but mostly delighted at the success and blessing enjoyed by my young friend.

Judith’s Fancy

Early last year I took my wife and son on a long delayed trip to visit the place where I grew up: St. Croix in the US Virgin Islands.

We stayed with my Aunt and Uncle who still live there in a beautiful seaside community known as Judith’s Fancy.  They have a beautiful and spacious stone house there.  We were treated to first class accommodations in a suite of apartments on the lower level.

Each morning, I would rise before my sluggardly companions, don my bathing suit, grab my equipment, and walk across the street to the beach.  Carefully avoiding the sea urchins in the shallows, I paddled over the reef and out to the break.

The first evening there, I had cornered a friendly local and pumped him for information about the reef, what to look out for, where to enter and exit the water, how to avoid getting hurt.  It’s always a good idea to watch the locals for a while, and to ask questions and learn.

The waves were pretty decent.  I took a disposable waterproof camera out with me, and got a couple of fair pictures of a couple of nice rides.

Sadly, the surf conditions diminished steadily day by day during our visit.  While we were gone, epic surf struck Southern California.  Oh well, out of phase again!

Perhaps on my next visit to St. Croix I can talk my cousin Eric into taking me to surf Salt River Mouth with him.

My Magic Carpet

When I was a child I was fascinated by tales of Aladdin and the Arabian Nights. Just imagine; magic carpets that could actually fly! Little did I know that I would one day own my very own magic carpet.

My carpet is only a couple of feet wide and about four feet long.  It is made out of vacuum molded plastic and rubber foam rather than fine fabric and wool.  However, I imagine that no Prince of Arabic has ever had a more entertaining ride than the rides my carpet has favored me with.

I swoop and fly along the face of shining mountains of water.  I drop swiftly from the heights, gliding faster and faster all the way down, only to be lifted again as the moving mountain overtakes me.

I turn and send sheets of emerald liquid into the air behind me.  At times I am suspended by the merest edge of the board, hanging in space over a hollow chasm.  At times I am launched completely into space, soaring through the air with no visible means of support.

Some mornings the waves are as smooth as glass, and my carpet snuggles into the velvet shoulder of a wave, providing a sensation of such smooth power and acceleration as only a genie might otherwise experience.

What a treat! Won’t you let me take you for a magic carpet ride?

The Surfmobile

I have an ’83 Chevy Van that is disguised as a mild-mannered basic transportation device for getting me back and forth to work.  On the outside, it is a beater. At its heart, however, it is really my Surfmobile.

Every morning, and especially when I am on Surfing Safari, my Chevy is the ideal base of operations for a wave rider.  Up front I have my radio and a companion seat in case there is someone with me to ride shotgun.  The heater works well enough to take the chill off those really cold winter mornings.

In back, there are padded benches with room for my surfboard, a couple of body boards, gallons and gallons of hot water, first aid kit, quilt, pillow, change of clothes, shampoo, - in short, what else could I want?

At the break I lock up.  After the session, I set up my hot shower, clean up my gear, hang up my suit from the Surfmobile ceiling, and get dressed for work.

For a while, I had a real high-tech shower built in.  Picture this: A five-gallon jerry can under the hood, with a copper U-turn hooked to the van heater circuit.  As I drive to the beach, the engine heats the water.  It stays plenty hot during my surf session.  Then an electric demand pump squirts it through the low-flow nozzle hung off a gantry on the side of the van.  Voila!

Dropping In

Surfers have a code that they live by. Violate the code, and face the wrath of your neighbor in the lineup. One of the worst things you could ever do is drop in on your neighbor.

What, exactly, is “dropping in”?  When you are out surfing, there are rules and conventions.  The most important is the rule of priority.  Priority means that the surfer who takes off closest to the peak owns the wave.

Dropping in is getting onto the wave in front of the surfer with priority.  Very bad manners, and potentially dangerous too.  Especially if you are a body boarder.  Body boarders are sometimes derogatorily called “speed bumps”, and that is what they will most likely become if they drop in on a surfer.

Engineered Surf Break, Number One

I am an engineer and designer by nature. The aspect of God’s image that seems to be most strongly exhibited in me is a reflection of His nature as Creator of all things.

Sometimes I think of and call myself “creator” (note the lowercase ‘c’ – I’m not pretending to be in competition by any means!) and I like to dream up wonderful things to make or build. One of my favorite concepts is the engineered surf break.

Picture an immense floating platform, something like an oceangoing oilrig.  At each corner there is a floatation column with adjustable buoyancy. The middle of the platform is contoured like a reef, with point breaks and shore breaks at assorted angles.  Its surface is covered with a firm but pliable rubber mat, much like a gym mat.

Place the platform somewhere a ways off shore and orient it to optimally face the prevalent swell of the day.  Adjust the buoyancy so that the reef depth is perfectly suited to the magnitude of the swell.

At one end of the platform you can have your boat landing and heliport, your restaurants and locker rooms.  Ferry surfers back and forth from the mainland.  Charge admission.  Have fun!

What’s In A Name?

It has been interesting as time goes by to hear and learn the names of many of the most frequented surf breaks along the local coastline.

Old Man’s, Terramar, Igors, Swami’s, Warm Water Jetty, Tamarack, Hole in the Wall, Ponto, Grand View, Bird Rock, WindAndSea, Trestles, etc.

I Thought I Was Going to Die

It’s a winter day. The waves are breaking pretty big and quite abruptly at Warm Water Jetty. I go out anyway, mostly confident in my skills and in God’s careful watch over me.  I catch some waves, but the current is moving me gradually north.

I’m on the north side of the jetty now, working my way back out through the pounders after a good ride.  Suddenly, seemingly out of nowhere, a big slammer pops up right in front of me.  There’s no place to go and no time to catch my breath.  The massive wall of water falls hard on me and I suddenly find myself tumbling, out of breath and out of control in the cold and dark.

As a rule I don’t panic in situations like this; but I’m caught so completely off guard and unprepared.  The tumbling won’t stop.  I don’t know which way is up, and I am desperate to breathe.

God!  Where are you?  Is this it? Is this how I’m going to die? How could you let me go like this?

I feel the fear, colder than the winter ocean, twisting my heart.  How could God do this to me?

Just as I am about to abandon all hope, the vortex releases it’s grip on me and my head breaks the surface.  I suck in great shuddering gulps of air and strike towards shore.

I am filled with remorse, with shame for my witless thoughts – O Lord, please increase my faith.  When my time does come, grant me the grace to trust in your lovingkindness without question.

Killer Shorebreak

On one of our infrequent surfing safaris, Cal and I head down to La Jolla one day.  We check out some spots starting from Pearl Steet, and finally wind up at WindAndSea beach for the first time.

WindAndSea has one of the prettiest A-frame wave peaks you’d ever care to see.  It pops up in this beautiful bowl, head-high to double overhead.  It is beautiful.  Alas, it is also too crowded for my taste.  I have been hit by a surfboard before, and it is not an experience I care to repeat.

For most of the session, then, we hang out a little south of the main peak and ride the shorebreak.  There is a unique quality to the waves here; they are thick and they pile up rather quickly and steeply, probably because of the steep bottom contour.  If you’re not careful, you can wind up like a stone in a sling, pitched up and over and down headfirst into the sand.

Cautiously at first, I sample the waves.  I compose a little mantra in my head to help me stay aware of the danger and avoid the jaws of the rocky shoreline; “Exit early and exit often” I keep repeating to myself.  I start to get the hang of it, and begin to enjoy myself quite a bit.

There are lots of other body boards in the water, and so I head a little south from the main crowd. I find a niche between the gaggle of body boards and the pack of surfboards on the main peak.  A big hollow bowl pops up; I go for it, and make a breathtaking, arcing, curving drop to the left. Racing along, I swoop through the bottom of the bowl, back up the far side, over the lip, and out.  Yes!  Yes!  Hallelujah!

The Father of Boogie Boarding

My friend Cal will always be the Father of Boogie Boarding to me.  I owe him a debt of gratitude that I may never be able to repay.  I'd like to think that, in Cal's absence, I might have taken up the sport; however, I can never be sure of that, and besides it doesn't matter: Cal is the one who got me started, and I'm thankful. 

How did it happen? One day, Cal said to me "Dann, would you like to go boogie boarding with me?" I thought about it, and thought about it, and I couldn't come up with an excuse fast enough - and so I went.  The rest is history.  After a slow start, I got to the point where I was going several times a week.  Finally, I was going every day on the way to work.

On rare days in the summer, during daylight savings time, I may just slip away from work a little early and go out for a second session.

Fanatic? Addict? Guilty as charged! “Whatever your hand finds to do, do it with your might!”

Thanks, Cal!

 Why do Jerks Seem to Get the Best Waves?

For the most part, the people that hang out in most of the places where I have surfed regularly are pretty mellow.  By and large, other surfers have treated me very well, even generously.  But every now and then, I come across a real jerk.  Even worse, it seems as though the jerks get the best waves!  Why?

It's a big ocean out there.  God makes the rain fall on the just and the unjust, so I guess he sends waves for the just and the unjust as well.

If we’re honest, we’ll admit that we all get more than our fair share of good waves.  It's just that the jerks out there (thankfully, fairly uncommon) aren't shy about dropping in on us.  And so, they seem to get a bit more than their fair share.

Great Surfers of the Bible

Who are some of the Greatest Surfers of the Old Testament?  If we read the real Bible, the Authorized King James Version, we can learn this important truth in the following passages:

Isaac – Genesis 26:13

Jehoshaphat – II Chronicles 17:12

Mordecai – Esther 9:4

We know that all three of them must have been great surfers, because we are told that they "waxed great".

In the New Testament, the Greatest Surfer of all time is without any question whatsoever, Jesus Himself.  We read that Jesus walked on water. (When was the last time you stood up on a wave without a board?)

We know that Peter was a fairly good surfer, too.  He walked on water like Jesus did, although Peter wiped out fairly quickly.

Other notable surfers include the Apostle Paul and his companions.  In Acts 27:44 we learn that, after their shipwreck, some of them surfed to shore on planks.

When I’m out there riding the waves and I get in trouble, I’m sure glad that I can turn to Jesus like Peter did, and cry out “Lord, save me!”

Stormy Days

Some of my friends think I'm strange because I'll go out in almost any conditions at all.  I go out on flat days and just paddle around "Lake Pacific".  Beats going straight to work.  I go out on days when the surf is moderate.  I go out on killer big days.  I even go out when it's stormy. Even though there is not much ride-able, I like it when it’s stormy.

I remember one stormy day when there was a freight train north current running.  I paddled out by the power plant in Carlsbad and ten or fifteen minutes later, I got out of the water down past Palomar Airport Road! I don't recall catching much of anything either, but I had fun! But the mile walk back on the pavement left my feet sore for days. 

Storm surge is usually pretty poor form, although there’s an occasional ride if you can grab it at just the right place and time.  I still love being out there, nonetheless, because I feel like I'm right in the middle of God's activity.  I imagine Him just tossing those big swells up and down like a cosmic juggler of mountains, and I'm right there bobbing up and down along with them.

My God is Awesome!

All Creatures Great and Small

In the morning when I am out riding the waves, I often see a pelican fly nearby.  As often as not, being in a euphoric mood, I will call out to the pelican and say “Good morning, Creature of God!”

One morning I was riding a nice clean left at Torrey Pines.  Suddenly I saw a pelican flight headed straight toward me, skimming along the face of the wave from the opposite direction!  When they finally saw me, they pulled up and peeled off in all directions, much like the Blue Angels stunt flying team executing an aerobatic maneuver.

On another evening at Torrey Pines I had the delight of seeing four dolphins embedded in a wave, backlit by the setting sun.  In case you are unaware of this, dolphins are surfers.  They ride a pressure layer inside and just below the surface of a breaking wave.

Once when Robert and I were surfing at Torrey Pines, a dolphin leapt over his back.

Another time, the dolphins were showing me how to paddle out.  I would ride a wave in, and so would they.  But then, while I was struggling to paddle back through the incoming surf, as if to say “This is how it’s done”, the dolphins headed back out by leaping over the incoming waves!

I have surfed with harbor seals. I have watched a barnacled whale swim by at Terramar.  I have had my ankle pierced by a Stingray, something I hope never to repeat!  “The sting of death is sin.”

Forgiveness

On days when I'm out of sorts with God, He gives me much better waves than I deserve.  I paddle out, thinking things like “I’m a bum.  Why should God do anything nice for me today?”

I watch other guys taking off on nice waves and think, “They’ll get the good ones. I don’t deserve them.”

Then, more often than not, an amazing thing happens: some mighty fine sets roll in, and I find myself riding on the heights.  Wow, how could this be? Lord, you’re just too kind.

I recall what the Apostle Paul said to the Romans:

“For if while we were enemies, we were reconciled to God through the death of His Son, much more, having been reconciled, we shall be saved by His life.” Romans 5:10

O Lord, I’m sorry for my rotten attitude.  Please forgive me. Thank you, Lord, for your patience with me and your massive daily doses of lovingkindness.

Trying to Describe Wave-Riding to a Non-Surfer

Riding a wave is kind of like riding the smoothest roller coaster ever.  But, the coaster constantly changes shape.  And you get to steer!

Riding waves is arguably the most fun you can have out of bed. It is more fun than a barrel of monkeys. 

How can you have so much fun and live?

Making the Drop

A wave builds. Rising higher and higher behind you, you stroke like mad and hope with all your heart that you will be able to make the drop.

The drop is big.  The drop is great. The drop is sheer speed, gravity and matter. The drop is a feeling in the pit of your gut.

You talk about the drop all day.

You think about the drop all day.

You will dream about the drop tonight.

You remember the best drops for a lifetime.

You are a fighter pilot falling from the sky towards your target.

You are a hawk, stooping toward your prey.

You drop, tucking in and trimming and digging your rail into the face to control your descent.

He is able to keep my eyes from tears, my heart from fear, and my feet from falling.

The Wave of My Life

It is one fine summer at Terramar. There is a rare south swell coming through. The sets are massive and thick.  Easily head and a half high, for the most part. I screw up my courage and start to paddle out.

The contour of the coastline in front of the power plant helps a lot on a big day. Instead of great marching walls, the waves are separated nicely into peaks and valleys and so I have a chance to slip, left and right, in between them and mostly avoid getting dumped on.  But the current is strong, and it takes a while to get outside.

Finally I make it outside.  I am about five houses south of the power plant and a long ways from shore. The lineup is way overcrowded. Where in the world are all these guys from?  It's just not right.  After all, I'm loyal, I'm out here every day rain or shine; why should I have to share this place with all these strangers today?

I hang to the north end of the lineup, struggling to avoid getting run over as surfers take off on one choice wave after another.  The waves look like pictures I’ve seen of hollow Hawaiian bowls, thick and well contoured with great almost vertical drops transitioning cleanly to beautiful hollow shoulders.

After waiting a long time, I begin to wonder if I’ll even get one of the leftovers. Then I see it. Here comes one, north of the pack.  Am I positioned right?  I turn and start to paddle, hoping for the best. Looking back over my shoulder, I see the wave closing in on me fast.  The others are out of position for this one, and either go around or over the top.  My moment has arrived.

I am suddenly lifted up and thrust forward. I stop kicking and concentrate on keeping control as I make the drop.  My position could not be much better; I drop cleanly to the shoulder and crank in a bottom turn to the left, rising back up as the shoulder lifts me.

A couple of surfers, paddling back out, cross in front of me as they watch me ride in the sweet spot and shout words of encouragement.  I steer right to avoid them, and as they slide up and over the oncoming lip I cut back to the left and regain my favored place on the shoulder.

I can feel the power of the wave driving me on.  There is a magnificent balance between the force of gravity drawing me downward, ever faster, and the thrust of the wave lifting me upward and forward.  Without sectioning, the wave connects on a beautiful, long diagonal.  I am in the driver’s seat, piloting my vessel towards shore.

Finally, after a long time, the wave closes out and I bail over the top right in front of the smokestack.  Hallelujah!  I will never forget this wonderful ride!  God is good!

Pet Names for Waves

Canaan or Promised Land Waves

Jericho Waves

Walls

Barrels

Killer shorebreak

Rollers

Bowls

A-frames

Slammers

Hanging with the Guys

It takes a little while to be accepted as a "regular".  After hanging around "Old Man's" for the last five years, I think I have almost made it.  At least, the guys I see there most days treat me well.

Many of the regulars are retired.  I see Glen almost every day.  He has been a real friend to me.  When a friend gave me an old surfboard, Glen gave me an old leash to hook up to it.

R.D. has been bringing his grandson out to surf from time to time.  Good work, R.D.!  Get them started early!

Dan is a young muscular guy who is a real artist on a long board.  I am amazed at the waves he will go for and get. He has a cute puppy dog named Foca, which is Spanish meaning “Seal”.

Dan’s dad Keith is a fireman whose schedule lets him spend some days at the beach.  He has always had kind and encouraging words for me.

Chave shows up rarely from somewhere up north.  He is a Christian and we’ve had some interesting discussions.

Then there’s the kayakers.  They are a nice bunch, many of them active or retired policemen.  For the most part there is an attitude of live and let live no matter what kind of device you may be riding.  Bill even let me use his kayak one day, and, amazingly, I caught a wave and rode it!

Surfing Safari

Surf’s up, Dude!  Let’s hit the road.  It is Oh-Dark-Thirty in the morning, and Cal pulls into my driveway just as I have barely finished gathering my gear.

I am still groggy with sleep. Cal has this perverse need to greet the sun at dawn’s first light over the Pacific. I do not share that aberration, but occasionally I may be persuaded to throw sanity to the wind and join him. Such is the irresistible draw of the waves.

We roll smoothly through the dark towards the coast.  Cal brought coffee and muffins, but I just drink some grapefruit juice, saving the coffee for after our first session.

Terramar is first; it is still moonlit, lower tide than I would like.  There are some reasonable sets coming through, maybe two-footers; at the point break they curve and build, and seem larger. Watch out for the reef rocks!

After a couple of hours we head in and enjoy breakfast on top of the cliff, watching the latecomers battle for the waves.  We finish eating and head up the coast to Trestles.

Trestles has some amazing waves, but you have to fight the crowd on most days.  We find a spot a bit south of the main peak and take the leftovers, which are still pretty amazing.

What a great way to spend the day!  Thanks, Lord!

Learning to Stand

I am amazed one day when my friend Walter announces, “Dann – I have an old surfboard I want to give you.  It’s in my car.  Come on out and take a look.”

I go down to Walter’s VW Microbus at lunchtime, where, true to his word, there is a 6’8” egg waiting for me.  I am delighted, because I have wanted to learn to stand for a long time.  Now I have no more excuses for not getting around to it.

After starting out rather slowly and intermittently, I’ve spent the last month or more working at this diligently every day.  I knew it was not going to be an easy proposition. “You need a long board, a nine-footer” everyone tells me.  “Thanks” I reply, “I know... but this is the board I have, and so I’ll keep working with it.”

It is discouraging at times.  Day in and day out, it seems to be all I can do to barely get around on the board, occasionally catching a belly ride.  I progress slowly to the point where I can get on my knees, and once in a rare while I pop up and immediately drop.

I say jokingly that I guess learning to surf is a simple matter of gradually extending the time between when you stand up and when you fall down.

This week is a red-letter week!  On Monday, God sent me a beautiful left.  I paddle like mad, catch it, steer left and manage for the first time to stand up long enough to really know that I am standing and in balance!  I do not wipe out; rather, the wave dies out and I deliberately fall off the board backwards.  Total time?  Perhaps five seconds; but what a wonderful five seconds they have been!

Lest you think this was a fluke, after several discouraging days, I have a repeat performance on Thursday!  Once again, I manage to stand and ride a ways, this time almost making it over a second lip and another drop.  Alas, I stall, but hope springs eternal!

And then on Friday I ride yet one more, standing and delivering.  I am beginning to believe that if I can only get some more consistent good waves to ride, I will be standing much more in the near future.

What will become of body boarding? Some folk I know have told me that after transitioning from a body board to a surfboard they will never go back.  I’m not sure I believe that; it is hard to believe that I could ever abandon something that has given me so much joy.  However, I guess I will have to reserve judgement until I have spent some more time on my feet.

“Now to Him who is able to keep you from stumbling, and to make you stand in the presence of His glory blameless with great joy, to the Only God our Savior, through Jesus Christ our Lord, be glory, majesty, dominion and authority, before all time and now and forever.  Amen.” Jude 24,25
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