                                                 CANADIAN POSTCARD                By David Pu’u

The year was 1970. I was a thirteen year old surfer sitting in the living room of a family friend. It was Christmas time and it had been a good day. The three to five foot northwest groundswell, had kept me out in the water all day long at a local pointbreak. I was feeling the effects, as I fought nodding off before dinner, at General Patterson’s house, in Santa Barbara California.

Patterson had recently returned from Indochina. He was a three star general, and former head of the Pacific theater for the US military in Vietnam. Not surprisingly, especially since the news was full of it, the War and the Draft were our topics of conversation. He had asked me what I thought about the recent riots in Isla Vista? With characteristic single mindedness , I told him that 1969 had been an amazing surf year, and that all the commotion had made it a real pain in the ass to get to the beach. My parents kept grounding me, worried that I would get shot by the riot police that teemed around the streets I passed through on my way to the surf. He laughed and asked me what I would do if I ever got called to go to war? “I just can’t see myself shooting someone over this sir. I mean, no one can even tell me what the war is really all about. What is it, really?” I asked this career soldier, point blank.
“Oil interests, money, power, the same things other wars have been fought over.” Then coolly he looked at me and said simply, “Don’t go”. He told me that he reckoned it would be better to leave the country for awhile than die over there. We spoke of Canada. He brought it up. I explained that I didn’t think there was surf in Canada. I would try to avoid Vietnam as a conscientious objector. I even had a friend that got his draft notice the day he was leaving for Australia to make a surf movie. So I knew the surf was good in Oz. Canada? Incomprehensible.
The G force of the planes’ left banking turn pulled me out of my deep reminiscence. Hard to believe, but here I was headed to Canada on a surf trip. Below, the cobalt blue of the Pacific gave way to the dusty brown hues of the San Bernardino mountains. It seemed so incongruous, that left turn. The flight started out as all trips do from LAX. The jet launching up and out over the deep blue towards some distant tropical location. But that left turn was a new twist. Here I was headed to Nova Scotia, at the top of the Eastern Seaboard. Canada.

I admit, the place had long intrigued me. Stories abound of huge seas off the Grand banks, of ships disappearing, violent hurricane driven swells. Literature is rife with lore surrounding that corner of the world. I’d just finished reading “The Perfect Storm”, a book which chronicled the disappearance of the fishing boat the Andrea Gail. All hands lost in one hundred twenty foot seas. More recently, the luxury liner, QE 2 had her back broken by a hundred foot wave. Said wave having been generated by a hurricane I had been watching with the intent of chasing the swell to the exact same location I was now headed. A very similar storm to the one that at the moment, was churning up the east coast towards Canada.
In my trip research, I had found that a man named Lesley Choice, lived in an area called Lawrencetown, which was also reputed to have surf. Lesley was said to have been an American draft dodger, who had found good surf in Nova Scotia during the war and had emigrated. He now taught at Dal Housie University in Halifax, was a prolific writer and a radio show host. He also fronted a ‘surf band’. I planned to ring Lesley up shortly after landing and reconnoitering with my travel partner Sean, who was on another flight. He was the lone surfer up for what many thought was a wild goose chase.
Sean MacDonald when he heard of my plans had jumped all over me excitedly exclaiming “Nova Scotia? I have always wanted to go there!” Turns out that the MacDonald clan had been among the first to emigrate to “New Scotland” from their European homeland.

Sean related some of his family lore: “ In the 1700’s the English were in the process of conquering Scotland. The MacDonald Clan, led at the time by Murdock MacDonald, was known as the “MacDonalds of the Isles”. The clan ruled much of Scotland. It was responsible for protecting the land from Viking invasion, and considered to be invincible. They ruled the waterways.
Before the battle of Colluden, the English massacred the powerful Campbell clan in the highlands. The Scottish survivors of the fight were forced to work with the English to defeat the MacDonalds. For a time Murdock managed to fight off the intruders, but in the end fled to Nova Scotia with his wife and family. With the MacDonalds out of the way, English rule came to Scotland.
Sean pointed out the incredible odds and hardship his ancestors endured crossing the Atlantic and settling in a ‘new’ Scotland. He was absolutely stoked at the prospect of exploring his family roots, whether we found surf or not. It dawned on me at about this point why I had experienced such difficulty beating this big Scot in surf contests over the years. Ass kicking was in his genes.

Groggily, eyes full of sleep, I awoke to the commotion of a crowd of Canadians milling around in the departure lounge of Halifax International. It was 7 AM. I had landed at Midnight to find that Sean was stranded in Newark. He would not arrive till 2PM, seven hours hence. On my wobble over towards the coffee shop a couple people engaged me in conversation and asked me what I was doing “up here?” I gave them the identical response to the one I had used passing through customs seven hours prior: “looking for surf. I heard there was some up here” The response? Wouldn’t California or Hawaii be a better place to go? Not many people surf up here, but if you head out Lawrencetown way you may see a few surfers.” 
Coffee in hand, I punched in the phone number for Lesley Choice. A seemingly calm voice at the end of the line answered and listened in apparent patience as I explained who I was and what I was doing, and without skipping a neat asked if they could give me directions to the surf?. “Oh yeah, there is good surf right now. Bad news is the water temp was 46 the other day. You see, we had a strong NW blow and that always causes an upwelling. Got a good wetsuit?” Les Choice, a man prone to be straight to the point right out of the gate. He generously offered to meet with me at his office at the university in a couple days. I told him that I would sure appreciate hearing his story. He suggested I make my way out to the coast as soon as possible. The hurricane swell was already there and building rapidly. “The wind will go offshore in another day. Great timing you have!”

The remaining hours till Sean’s arrival passed slowly. By 2:30 though, we were driving through a still lush Canadian countryside, trying to find our way to the surf. Grey skies, light rain, air temperature close to 80 degrees, it felt more tropical out, than our latitude would have ever lead us to believe. Fall had refused to settle in apparently. Our rental car was loaded to the gills with surf and camera gear as we felt our way towards the coast. At around 4PM as we passed through a town called Cole harbour, I spied a bright pink sign in front of as shopping center. We had stumbled right into the lone surf shop.
Warily, we poked our heads in the door. A rack of used boards ran down one wall. A few wetsuits and T shirts hung on racks. Skate and surf posters adorned the wall. Sean and I were amused. We had just traveled 5000 miles and run smack into the lone surf shop that probably existed within hundreds or more miles.

We tentatively explained to the guy working n the place that we were from California and looking for surf. At this point, a strange thing happened. Being of a long established surf culture, Sean and I were both accustomed to people being super protective about their home breaks, to the point of being aggressive. The person we were speaking with was forthcoming about absolutely everything we wanted to know. In a matter of minutes he had given us the lowdown on swell size and direction, wind, break locations, local surfers, basically everything we needed to get our bearings.

We kept waiting for the catch. It never came. The guy was just downright nice. But still, our urban surf paranoia refused to abate. To my horror Sean blurted out, “Yea Dave here is a surf photographer and he would like to do a story on this place”. Damn, I thought, Sean does not even know the meaning of caution, waiting for something nasty to occur. The guy just smiled pleasantly and told us that Lance, the shops owner would be back in a bit and would be stoked to meet us.

Twenty minutes later, we were standing on the rock groin at Lawrencetown beachbreak, peering out into a salty mist at what looked to be six to eight foot ragged grey closeouts booming on a distant sandbar. Rips churned seaward up and down the beach. A lone sign stood on the beach, warning surfers of the dangers of surfing. Shocking considering the lack of  surfers and surf culture we had expected to find. The beach was deserted.

We hopped back into the car and  a few klicks up the road came to Wind and Fog lane, a landmark we had been told marked to location of a surf spot simply called Left Point, which lay near another spot which of course was named, Right Point. We eased into a line of surf type vehicles parked along the lane and bounded down an obviously little used trail towards the beach. I watched as Sean who had excitedly ran on ahead ran up to a couple guys and had some apparent conversation. I noticed that he had picked up his pace. As I passed the pair, eyes to the ground as is customary for a Californian interloper they said “hello” quite simply, and that “The surf is pretty good today. Have a good one!” 

Curious place, this.

At trails end, sure enough, there stood a lineup dream. What appeared to be four to six foot lefts, peeled down a cobbled lefthand point for close to half a mile. Conditions were a little rough, but the wind was offshore, and the waves generated by the hurricane pinwheeled down the point.

 As I made my way up the beach towards the headland and climbed atop the bluff there, I saw Sean just wearing himself out. The place was a veritable treadmill. He would ride a wave all the way through, pull into the barrel, smack the lip, cut back a few times, then paddle outside and all the way back up the point.
I tried not to be too obvious with my camera. In spite of the low key approach, a few people watching the goings on in the water came up and had a few words. Friendly exchanges. One guy had a video camera and was shooting. What an odd experience this was. The scenario sort of felt like I had traveled to another time, not just another coast and culture. The lack of crowds, gorgeous countryside, clean air, all lost to my jaded paranoia which in not so subliminal fashion, left me waiting for the other shoe to drop as I found it hard to shake that “too good to be true” feeling. Still a familiar feeling nagged at my consciousness. What was in about this place that seemed so familiar, as if I had been here before?
As I watched the surf peel down that long point the guy with the video camera introduce himself, and explained further. He was making and close to finishing, the first Canadian surf video. His name was Aaron Jackson. He spent a lot of time on the West Coast, out Vancouver Island way. In the fading light, he told me that there were not a lot of surfers in Canada. Up until five years ago the total number was around a hundred and fifty. Today, due to a surge in surfings popularity there were around three hundred of us. He had filmed all over the continent in the past two year, and had seen incredible surf in all manner of untrodden locations. With the remoteness, cold, unpredictable nature of both swell and weather, those three hundred or so Canadian surfers were generally pretty happy o have someone else to surf with.
It dawned on me at that point, what Nova Scotia reminded me of: California in the early sixties. The feeling of familiarity being sights and emotions I had known as a child, growing up in a fledgling surf culture with few people around to surf with. I recalled the feeling of stoke at exploring the unknown, the sense of newness at pioneering a place, that was such a strong hook in the sports earlier days. Nova Scotia is a trip back in time for surfers. The feelings were the same ones that had put me on a surfer’s path. It was that heady perfume of adventure that makes surfing so unique. You always felt as if you were getting to be a part of something new with the arrival of every swell and excursion into deserted locales. Now, decades later, as those strong nuances had become pastel subtle in my own stretch of home coast, they were booming in bass relief right here in Canada.
Back at the car as night set in, we met Lance Moore, the surf shop’s owner. He was loading up a rusty Toyota van and heading back to close up shop for the day. He invited us to tag along. With no place to say, and being dog tired, Sean and I trailed Lance back to Cole Harbour. At the shop we rang up every otel in a hundred mile radius. Every room was booked. Resigning ourselves to using our camping gear and wondering if we should pitch a tent or just crash in the car for the night, Lance looked at us, laughed good naturedly and suggested we just stay at his house. He explained that “Flo”, his mom, was used to putting up surfers. He said she would probably be glad to have us as long as we felt like staying there. Brotherhood is a rare thing in Caifornia beach culture these days, Here it was, a day into our visit, and Sean and I were already being de programmed. We were ‘getting it’. What Canada was all about.
In the course of the next week and a half, Nova Scotia sent us a slew of postcards from surfing’s past. The back and white, dusty crinkled images of a sport long gone, re emerged, pumped full of color, vitality, and a naivette that completely enchanted us. It was not just the cookie cutter coastline which gave limitless potential for surf on every swell. Not the mystique of a landscape largely unpopulated and ruggedly beautiful. Nor the diversity and challenge of the dramatic season shifts. It was the personality and attitude of a people who had never experienced the ugliness that pervades surfing today in many parts of the world. Surfing was alive in Nova Scotia: vital, fresh, young and virginal.
Watching the news one night, we saw video footage of what looked to be a twenty foot set breaching the St. John’s Harbour breakwater, upcoast in Newfoundland. The huge waves having been spawned by our hurricane. It appeared that with the deeper continental shelf off Newfoundland, and some of the far flung islands up that way, there was even more untapped surf potential. The possibility of true adventure in that part of the world struck Sean and I as being boundless.

Not long after, as our swell played out and a serene flatness returned, the two of us reverted to being tourists. We finally made the trip over into Halifax to meet with Lesley Choice, our protagonist, in his English department office. His academic life existed in a small room, piled high with books and the various clutter one associates with academia. Lesley was a tall gangly man, with a full head of curly brown hair and as unlikely a legendary draft dodger cum surf legend as one might conjure up. In the course of our visit, it appeared that everyone knew who Lesley was whether they were surfers or not.. That struck Sean and I as peculiar, considering the unassuming demeanor of the man who serenely peered at us from behind a desk littered with papers and books. Cutting right to the chase I prodded the man into talking surf. The nudge sent us careening down the hallway of Lesley’s life.
In the late sixties, Les was attending New York’s Livingston college. In 1969 he and surf partner Jack Perry took their VW van on a trip up the coast, eventually winding up in Nova Scotia. The beauty of the area with it’s abundance of surf, and lack of city appealed to him. With the war in Vietnam going full blast and the commotion of city life obviously not suited to someone who simply wanted to be a surfer, Nova Scotia looked to be the Promised Land.
 Les surprised me when he told me of how he had returned to NY, and sort of tossed the draft dodger reputation in the trash., exposing it as myth in his brief narrative fashion, as he gave insight into his world and personality in that strife torn time.

In 1976 while he was surfing at Rockaway Beach, and was lost in the reverie thar nmany of us find as we surf, what appeared to be a cataclysmic explosion went off right above him. At first Les had thought it was the onset of the dread “Nuclear War”. The Big One.  Shocked, he soon realized that the deafening roar was simply that of the supersonic jet, the Concorde as it made it’s final approach into NY on it’s first trans Atlantic crossing.
This had struck Les as the proverbial ‘writing on the wall’. Shortly thereafter  as Les was walking down a NY street, a friend abruptly pushed him into the arms of of security guards carrying money out of a big city bank. The guards naturally assumed the worst and Les found himself looking up the barrels of several rather efficient looking sidearms as his pal giggled off to the side. The two events, combined with the perception of a deteriorating urban environment, spelled exodus for he and his young wife, Terry.

By 1978 they were both living in Nova Scotia. As Les puts it, he had found heaven. He surfed, wrote books, had children and it was the proverbial happily ever after ending to the story. 

Les then handed me a brightly colored paperback. On the cover was an illustration of a surfer. The book was part of the Canadian school curriculum. He had written it. Les explained how a local child had been inspired to take up surfing as a result of reading the book. Later the kid had been found drowned within sight of Lesley’s home there at Lawrencetown beach. Les recounted the story sadly. He then told another. It recounted the task of recovering the body of yet another drowning victim. I could sort of see that somehow Les felt responsible.
One story after another poured out of the academician, amazing adventures on the ice floes of winter, tales of scant survival of the elements. High risk. Great surf. Solitude. And at the end of these, Les told us about his trip to Parliament, where he had lobbied for and gotten passed the program that put those warning signs up. The same one we had stumbled across that first day, at Lawrencetown. And we understood Les. That first day we had been standing where someone less knowledgeable than ourselves had been lured out to his death.  A siren’s song, that paved the path for natural selection in a harsh wilderness for the uninitiated. Les wanted better for people.
The remainder of our stay, the surf remained close to dead flat. Not really being tourists, we soon tired of our constant sight seeing in spite of the magnificence of the place. We called home, then checked the surf forecast for California on Lance’s computer. Home would be firing soon as Fall was shifting towards Winter and the first pacific NW swell rolled towards the West coast. It was time to go. In spite of feeing we had merely scratched the surface of this place we did the unthinkable and left. It was apparent to both Sean and I how one could make a home of this place. The right turn of our 747 sent us back and away into the present once more, but carrying a postcard from surfing’s past. Postcards are cool. They remind us at once of where we have been, and where we would like to go.
