Survival of the Smartest
By David Pu’u

All of us do it on a daily basis; it is an every day part of our lives. It was popularly theorized by Charles Darwin and has been proven repeatedly since the dawn of the earth. 

Perception and assessment of risk is illustrated very well in Darwin’s theory of Natural Selection, which states in essence, that the strong and smart survive to breed and perpetuate a better lineage, while the weak and less perceptive perish. 

We assess and accept risk in the simple act of getting behind the wheel of an automobile. How is it that we frequently fail to do it as we travel and surf the ever changing diorama within the world’s surf breaks? I think that the latest tsunami disaster illustrates this well, as we look at the survivability factors. In an instant, as the waters receded, people instinctively reacted to save themselves, or prove Darwin’s theory. A choice was made based on the person’s perception of risk, within a very tiny time span. The people, who chose well, had the best chance of survival as the wave came ashore.  In surviving disasters, and dangerous situations, it really is all about assessment of risk, as well as mental and physical preparation, as we play the odds and attempt to skew them in our favor.
Surfing at its essence puts us in a somewhat alien environment. Not having been born into water, but being creatures of land, we must develop our skills in the water to best ensure survival and confidence in an aquatic environment. The very act of swimming itself is NOT intuitive. In the Navy Seal manual it states this: “Swimming is a learned and acquired skill which must be practiced.” In my own experience, I cannot count the times as I have traveled and surfed the world’s breaks or swam them as a photographer, that my water skills have not only allowed me access to rare and special experiences, but saved my life.
The world of adventure is akin to a big chess board. On its playing field are pawns, rooks, bishops, knights, queens and kings. Who and what we are is determined in large part upon our preparation and experience. We all enter as pawns. I personally would rather be one of the more powerful pieces in the game. Though nobody gets out of here alive, being around for awhile has sort of always been in my game plan. When I was young, I always reckoned I would likely be dead before the age of thirty. I raced bikes, cars, surfed anything and everything I felt looked interesting, and just generally did everything that would give most parents gray hair and an ulcer or two. Sorry Mom and Dad. When I found myself at the age of forty, it dawned on me: I must have been better at this risk game than I had thought. What had I done? What was my method or process?
Let me underscore the simple fact that I am nothing special. Not particularly intelligent, educated, or physically gifted, I do possess a few God given strengths like an oversized lung capacity, and dense cranial structure (hard headedness is a Hawaiian genetic trait) which have contributed to me cheating natural selection multiple times thus far. But what has really helped me through the years is study and assessment of risk, and both physical and mental preparation. In essence, knowledge and understanding, combined with preparation, equal achieving the best chance of survival and fun along the aqueous road of life we take as surfers and watermen/women.

Here are a few illustrations of what I mean.

I spent years learning about Sunset Beach on O’ahu. I asked all the best guys and lifeguards every question imaginable about it. I would follow the established guys all over Sunset’s playing field and watch what they did in specific situations. As a result, each fall in Santa Barbara, I would start preparing for my pilgrimage to the North Shore by physical conditioning, consisting of running and daily swims of thousands of yards. I would do breath training exercises, and practice relaxation and visualization techniques where I would slow my pulse and be able to extend my time under water to several minutes. Why did I train so diligently and intelligently? I was scared. Simply put, Sunset scared the hell out of me. Fear is a basic component of survival. It is both an instinct, and asset. When we fear, it generally indicates several things: danger exists; our limits are being stretched as our skills are tested.  We react either by embracing the fear and dealing with it, or flee. Hence the fight or flight response innate to all living creatures in nature. It is a natural response to fear. The really unique thing about human beings is that we have found ways to triumph over fear by development of our knowledge, understanding and spirit. Recognition and management of fear is part of the survival process.
One day I found myself paddling out in twelve to fifteen foot Sunset. Paddling in the rip, I passed a pal of mine headed in, who simply said “Don’t go out there. It’s crazy and is coming up really fast!” I remember wanting to go for a surf really badly. I knew the surf was coming up. I had done the swell forecast myself and knew it was going to get huge. I paddled out to the big west peak anyway, just in time to see some of the last of that day’s large morning pro crowd get snuffed. I remember seeing another friend of mine throw himself into a solid fifteen footer and go airborne, come off his board and spin in mid air as the hammer of a big Sunset lip crushed him. Sort of reminded me of a flyswatter doing a hapless fly.

I turned and swung around and quick paddled into a fifteen footer, getting in easily, and rode the wave right through the inside bowl into the channel. No big deal or drama at all. I mentally shrugged and paddled right back out. The next set closed out the channel from Sunset to Chun’s reef. The channel closes out starting at fifteen feet. I knew this from my preparation. I simply stayed in the deep water of the channel till the set was done and made my way back outside to where only a few guys were left surfing out of the morning crowd of about a hundred. 
It was basically pandemonium and mayhem out in the lineup, as the swell continued to climb. I saw Simon Anderson get a big one. Then Ian Cairns rode by me on one of the biggest waves I had ever seen. Ian was laughing. I will never forget the look on his face as he saw me and grinned. In the midst of all this, a wave came right to me and I paddled long and hard, way down the face. It was likely one of the biggest waves of my life, and I somehow managed to negotiate the moguls on the face as I surfed across and into the closed out channel. Then looking at the beach a scant couple hundred yards inside I did the unthinkable. I paddled back out.
The next two hours saw me dodging sets and attempting to get a wave in. I would wait for the big closeout sets to end, then sprint the hundred fifty yards inside to the “normal” lineup and attempt to get a wave to go in on. The noise was deafening. It was interesting, that noise. Like nothing I had ever experienced before. Still, I was relatively calm and felt like I had some semblance of control over my immediate circumstances. Eventually I found a wave in, which deposited me near the beach. I negotiated the large shore pound which by now was washing over Kam highway and after another half hour or so found myself safely ashore. 
I had noticed someone sitting on the beach watching me floundering towards shore. As I washed in on the back of a double overhead wave and hit the sand running with my board, he came up to me. It was James, a guy I worked with at a nearby board factory and he was pissed. An emotion I had not seen from him much. “Why in the hell didn’t you help me?! He screamed. Confused, I simply and calmly asked what he was talking about.
“I lost my board outside and was right next to you yelling for help and you ignored me! I almost died!” I looked at him and asked: “Did I look at you?” “No,” he responded. “James, I never saw or heard you, if I had, of course I would have grabbed you.” He had washed right by me, cries for help lost in the din of the maelstrom . I had been fine. Glad he was convinced. He would have broken his hand had he hit me in the face. (Hard Hawaiian head remember?)

Surviving dangerous circumstances. Know the variables, understand your abilities, prepare and test yourself. It is all a matter of logical and methodical progression as we develop ourselves as surfers, and human beings.

