Adventure

Surf Myths

The Outer Reefs of Little Makaha

The first time I saw waves out there I was 14 or 15 years old. Some friends and I were surfing the reef break South Bird and catching long waves. There was a strong winter swell. You could hear the rumble of a much bigger wave on the outside. As you paddle over a wave you get the chance to see out far to the fast breaking, tall and explosive peak a quarter mile out. This is Little Makaha. From on the horizon lines and shadows form becoming a huge windblown wave on an outer reef. When you hear rumbling sounds like a jet aircraft you get a little nervous and excited.

I don’t even know when I first heard the name. But it was just five years ago when I began surfing there. The break inside of Little Makaha is North Bird. It breaks very far out at times and gets as big as anywhere in San Diego. It just happens, you’re out at North Bird on a large winter swell. The tide is dropping low. Huge dark shadows roll in and you are getting amazing rides. Yet on the biggest sets, before they arrive to you, you hear the massive jet-like rumble of a wave breaking out at Little Makaha. Usually there is nobody out and you see the sun reflecting on the tall curling wave increasing the shadow under the large vaulting lip. You just decide to paddle out, which takes about ten minutes. I have probably only surfed it twenty times. The first times it was not quite big enough or the tide too high and I only got one wave, a slow moving monster that breaks steep but gently. There is a big drop, a giant turn, down the line a little racing the peak and then it backs off and sinks into the deeper waters. Other days it is big and perfect with maybe one person out. I struggle to get in position but the peaks seem to appear so suddenly and much further out than I think. I miss the waves and in those final strokes I look into the beautiful monster. Paddling out even further now you see for the first time on the horizon what appears to be the kelpbeds rolling. Just being out there was fun enough.

I get to surf there about five times a year. The swells come every winter but it is just a question of if you are working when it is good. When the schedule, tide and swell all come together you get to have an experience you will never forget. As expected, this past winter, there was one day in particular that I remember. My sister Robin and I had just returned from a ten-day surf trip down Baja and the surf had been big for a month. I passed a friend Tim on the street and with his eyes wide open and grinning he says, “Did you see it? Little Makaha is breaking!” In sort of a rush my sister Robin calls me with the same story. “Let’s go out,” She says. She dusted off her big board and we were on our way to the beach. It was huge by our standards. North Bird was double overhead and that’s about twelve feet and much bigger sets broke out at Little Makaha. If you remember, there was an unusual winter santa ana and it was hot out with strong offshore winds. As usual there was not a sole out. It took over twenty minutes to paddle out through North Bird. I got trapped inside and dumped on by a set. When I neared the outside I saw Robin already out there moving with the shifting sea. Another set broke in front of me before I made it out. There they were, triple-overhead sets coming in fast against the strong wind. Spray blew fifty feet off the tops of the waves. We carefully moved in close as another set came roaring through unridden. Then I got one, a fast perfect one and I rode the tube as big as a truck. I had a chance to look up as I raced the wave to see that the sky was a giant slab of water flying over me. I began to understand how to catch them and I moved in closer. The next one was tall and windblown.  I hooted with excitement as I took off and charged down the face. Robin was paddling over it and paused to look in at the beast enveloping me. I was racing the peak when a vaulting section of the lip came over in front of me. I turned and raced down to the flats to avoid the explosion. I made the mistake of jumping off. The impact of the twenty feet of white water on my head sent me deep and spinning underwater. Two, three and then four wild flips as I counted in my mind slow, ten, eleven, twelve, thirteen, fourteen and then I felt the pressure release me and I began fighting for the surface. My board was now just a small piece as it had been broken and only a small portion was still attached to my leash and leg. I struggled in the powerful surf as I saw Robin go for it and wipe out on a big set. We then made the difficult half-mile journey all the way in as I swam and she paddled. The last test was in finding a way to get up the rocky cliffs as waves crashed into them. After some struggle and boards thrown up on the cliff from the churning water we made it out of the water, a little traumatized. I turn from atop the stairs to the beach and look out. I see the other half of my surfboard flying around in the waves and then on the outside we see it again. A big set, huge, perfect and alone way out on the outer reef of Little Makaha.
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