Hawaii’s North Shore

     It was Friday, New Years Eve and we began the day slow, absorbing the “Hawaiian Style” hang loose attitude. We made coffee and pancakes as I called my friend Joe on the North Shore. “I am coming out to the North Shore today,” I said. “Get your butt over here,” he replied, “it is eight feet and reeling.”

     When my buddy Johnny arrived my sister Robin and I got right in the car. He had three surfboards and plenty of gas. Johnny explained the tradewind patterns so we would understand how infrequently it gets good and how it only lasts a few hours. But today the winds were good. The drive was fun and you never forget the point when the road dips down, the pineapple fields stretch out below as a green carpet and the vast horizon reveals the North Shore.

     The North Shore is wild country, full of surfers, cameramen and tourists. We drove slow past Hale’iwa, Laniakea, Pupukea and Waimea. Hawaii calls it six to eight feet which is twelve to twenty in California, so I was pumped. We stopped occasionally to look at some spots. Most were scary and I was a little nervous. The Banzai Pipeline looked deadly and Rocky Point looked equally scary. We finally stopped at Sunset Beach with rip tides sucking surfers out through the channel as big sets rolled in unpredictably. I saw a lot of waves in a short time, unorganized and pounding the pack of surfers. “It looks like a lot of work,” Johnny says. “People are getting hammered!”

     We drove back to Chuns’ Reef. Johnny took the 7’ 10” pintail, a Lopez reproduction and I took the ten-foot pintail. We walked through the path onto a steep sandy beach with lava rocks. The break to the left is Jockos’ Reef and to the right is Chuns’ Reef. Both had big sets rolling in, but Chuns was closed out. We dropped on the sand to tie on the leashes, a few stretches and a prayer. After a final look out into the sea we were off through the shorebreak.

     It was not hard to get out, but the power of the waves was clear as you feel and see the ocean roll in explosions of foam. The crowd was small, about ten guys at most. I studied the other surfers for a moment before I reached the peak to see guys taking off on impossibly steep and late drops, making them with no problem.

     My first three waves were exciting but I was in front of another guy on two so I had to kick out. On my fourth wave I got a big one, taking off deep and far outside. After the amazing drop I came up from the speeding flats to settle and trim in the pocket. I looked out at the panoramic of the beaches and peaks towards Waimea Bay. Then suddenly I saw the section ahead prepare to break. I was afraid to ride the tube and I turned down towards the bottom to go around the braking part of the wave. I was not quick enough and the wave broke next to me causing a sudden and severe crash. The last instant I saw the curl of the wave in front of me, I wondered at its beauty as I merged with the wave in the massive explosion. Breathing stopped and blackness absorbed my life as an instantaneous and natural state of calm envelopes my body. I felt a sudden thrust as my body folded in half from the blast and I was hurled in the air with the spray. The entire wave landed on top of me in a spinning descent towards the reef below. I opened my eyes to see the green lights and plumes of bubbles flashing. Luckily I was not pulled over the falls for a terminal second ride and when I felt the subtle release of the wave I struggled to the surface through the thick foam for my first breath of air. Wow!

     I pulled for my surfboard, preparing for the next wave to roll over me. Paddling out slow feeling lower back pain I breathed deeply. I looked at a guy on a big wave as he came across the inside section. He got a quick yet big tube at the same spot where I got crushed. Reaching the outside I sat near Johnny and talked a few. I realized that my watch had been taken by the sea.

     We continued to catch more and bigger waves. A few times we were all caught by surprise as big sets came in from far outside. We tried to push our boards over the cresting wave hoping that it would not pull us over. Then another as we all paddled for survival or victory. Next I caught a big one and did a slow long bottom turn. Nearing the inside I turned up to trim in the pocket, eacting in unison with the wave in a perfect curling tube. The same panoramic caught my attention as the world turned to swirling blue. The sounds sang in a spinning whisper, almost silent and dreamlike.

     As I held still in the tube I could see a man below paddling out and approaching the wave. I came out of the tube and turned out of the wave just as he came up over it. I coasted up beside him. “Nice tube!” He said and to my surprise I saw that it was my friend Joe. We laughed at the coincidence of tube rides in heaven with friends there to greet you at the end. With that I took one more wave all the way in to the thick white sands of the beach and met my friends on the North Shore, Oahu, Hawaii.
