                                            THE ROAD TO HALF MOON BAY
   Words and photography   By David Pu’u

The year was 1981. The place, a small rental cottage in Torquay, Victoria, Australia.

A bunch of us Americans had been in Oz for over a month competing in that leg of the pro contest circuit. We were biding our time, waiting for the Bells Beach contest to begin. The group had been exploring a bit, surfing the rural coastline of Victoria, which had left us with a sense of having gone back in time. It seemed like what California could have been like in our parent’s childhood. Unspoiled.

Santa Cruz big wave rider Richard Schmidt and I had made the two hour downcoast drive to Johanna that day. Arriving at the grassy knoll overlooking the Tasman sea to find six to eight foot, offshore groomed peaks, under bright sunny skies.

Our surf had started  with us paddling out at the remote break and watching the only surfer out, pull into a heaving blue, beast of a wave. As we lost sight of the guy, we had glanced at each other and shrugged, thinking he had eaten it horribly. Seconds later, Wayne Lynch blasted through the end of the closed barrel, carved off the whitewater, and was gone. We were stunned. It occurred to us, we had just witnessed firsthand what had made Lynch a legend: incredible ability on display, in remote surroundings, in heavy surf, absolutely alone. I remember having the distinct impression that Wayne Lynch was just as much a part of the rugged South Oz environment, as the sharks that glided the  sandbars beneath us.
Later as Richard and I took pulls of our cold bottles of 4X in a Torquay pub, I had popped the inevitable question small wave riders always ask of big wave riders: “What’s the heaviest thing you have ever done?” Richie recounted a tale of he and Vince Collier paddling out in huge surf under the Golden Gate Bridge in San Francisco. It was just the two of them. At the time I did not understand his response when I had asked him the question; “How big was it?”. He had responded simply; “I don’t know”.

He spoke of being separated from Vince for a long time, out there in what to my pro surfing mindset, must have been a maelstrom. Richard had ridden a couple waves, and had begun wondering what had happened to Vince. Nothing to be done about it though. In situations like this you really are alone with your skills. Then, during a cloudbreak set, out of nowhere, Vince appeared, driving through on what was probably the wave of his life.

I had ridden a few waves the last several seasons in the warm waters of Hawaii, that had approached the twenty foot mark. The story Richard had recounted in soft, matter of fact fashion left me numb. He was talking about cold, murky water, violent currents, and huge lips that felt and looked like wet cement when they drilled you. “That is so incredibly radical Richard”, I responded quietly, with both the gravity of the tale and the beer having had a sedative affect on me. “Oh that’s nothing”, he said, ramping up. “There is a guy who surfs the North Coast alone. A lot like Lynch does down here, only in heavier conditions, and he has been doing if for quite awhile”. “He must be bonkers”, I had thought to myself.

Years later, at the end of a long day in the shaping room, my dust covered phone rang. A friend of mine gave me some shocking news. “Foo died up here today.” He said it simply and quietly. I was stunned. “Here” was Pillar Point, Half Moon Bay. Mavericks. A spot few people really knew about at the time.” Foo” was Mark Foo, a long term acquaintance of mine from Oahu.
The feeling I was left with, is hard to describe. It was like trying to make sense of something after being hit over the head with a baseball bat. Loss? Maybe. Something incomprehensible to me at the time, welled up inside. A curiosity of sorts.

I  had known Mark since those early days on the Tour. It was de rigeur to rent a place from him each year for my annual North Shore pilgrimage. I’d watched with intrigue as he’d shifted gears over the years, and gone from contest wanker, to accomplished big wave rider. Mark once told me it had taken him eight seasons before he felt comfortable in twenty foot surf at Wiamea. “Comfortable” he had said. Hard for me to imagine that word being used in conjunction with a description of life threatening conditions.

I knew Mark to be both calculating and good. Where riding really big surf was concerned, he rarely would ever be caught inside. Few, if any mistakes punctuated a  steady approach to his trade. He possessed that command of all the variables on heavy water days, that make the truly great watermen seem almost prescient. Mark did not make mistakes. How had Mavericks claimed him?
The voice on the phone informed me that an acquaintance of ours had pulled Mark’s body out. First guess was that he may have been hit by his board. Whatever happened, the news just leveled me. I could not comprehend how a disaster of this type could occur on a fifteen foot wave. That evening, as I watched ten footers bursting in the night near my Ventura home, from that same swell Mark had ridden up coast that day: I realized that eventually, I would need to find my way to Pillar Point.

The event occurred inauspiciously in August of 1996. I had felt the need to get out of the urban hole I live in, and had headed North, looking for some respite from the SoCal clamour. I drove up Old Coast Highway, as I had done many times before. The further North I got, the better I felt. It felt like a weight lifted as I took a few days and explored some of the more secluded spots on the Central and Nor Cal coastline. An unseasonal West swell had quite a few spots breaking. I never ran into anyone, just empty, booming North pacific swell under grey, marine layer tinged skies.
On a hazy, warm August afternoon, my Coast highway sojourn led me into the tiny harbor community of Half Moon Bay. It did not take me long to meander through the harbor proper, and find Pillar Point. It was where I had expected it to be. I parked the truck and made my way up the beach to the headland that I knew must overlook the break. Presently standing atop the eighty foot cliffs which faced the Northwest Pacific, it occurred to me that this was probably exactly what Mark had done, fresh off the plane from Oahu, the morning of his last day.
The view from the headland extended up coast to San Francisco. Out front, belond the pillar rocks that had become a trademark of the break, Mavericks rejected the six foot at fourteen second West swell. The set waves bulged a little as they rolled over the outside reef, only to meander and break fifty yards in front or the rocks, around which they would surge, sending plumes of whitewater and salty spray into the onshore breeze. It’s tangy moistness fell on me like mist from a woman’s perfume atomizer.

Looking downcoast, over the harbor and expanse of Half moon Bay, the entire scene had a drab look. The immediate coastal plain, lacking the redwood and evergreen trees which set the tone for much of Nor Cal, seemed drained of color. The warm summer afternoon casting a bland tone upon my preconceived notions of the place. 
Turning back to the break, I could envision how the pulse of an Aleutian storm, and the rage of Winter might transform the place. In my minds eye, twenty footers loomed out to sea, pitching over the reef, lips hissing through the cold air, slamming to the ocean floor and exploding violently. A lone surfer, caught in the maelstrom, pinned underneath, struggling in the chill blackness, body straining against the elements and a thick rubber wetsuit, that were foreign to him. He must have felt the last of his strength ebb. Cold and alone in the darkness he realized the inevitable. Mark had become a fixture in the Pillar Point lineup that moment, timeless as the break itself. 
Once again, surveying the entire scene before me, it was apparent that I’d have to return. A question remained. One any surfer would want the answer to. Back in my truck later, I drove for home, six and a half hours straight through.

It was late December. I had been keeping an eye on a strong 959 millibar storm that looked well positioned to bruise the coast with the telltale twelve foot plus at seventeen second interval swell big wave riders wait for. The weather preceding the storm would be gorgeous. It would be sunny, with light winds. A mild Santa Ana condition. I called my friend Krisjan, a former football star, martial arts champ and talented waterman, who lived at Montara, just around the corner from Mavericks. He had been after me to come up and go for a surf. I let him know I would be up the following day. My next call was to eighteen year old Adam Virs. I didn’t really let him know exactly what I was up to. After all, Adam had only just ridden his first real ten foot wave at Sunset beach the month prior. He was stoked at the idea of a little surf trip to NorCal, and spending some time with Kris in uncrowded conditions. I neglected to mention the storm.
The next morning we loaded up our boards. I’d had a hard look at my Wiamea board and left it in the rafters of our board shop. “Not this time”, I thought to myself. I put a seven eight board that went well in ten to twelve foot Hawaii in the truck. I loaded in a waterproof camera case, tripods, a Century 650mm lens, film, assorted other photo stuff, and away we went. First light that day found us on the Central Coast. Adam, sleeping soundly seemed to sense the ocean nearby and awoke. “Where are we, how’s it look he mumbled sleepily. “We’re in Pismo. It’s kinda small and offshore. Go back to sleep”,  I mumbled back at the blanket swathed lump, leaning against the passenger door.
Continuing up the coast on what was turning out to be a picture perfect California Winter day, our next stop was Santa Cruz. Coffee, gas, and a glimpse of perfect little blue peelers at Steamers Lane, prompted a phone call ahead to Kris. From a phone overlooking Steamers I heard Kris saying that it did not look too good. “I just called Jeff. He is going to meet us at Grey Whale Cove. See you there.”

“Jeff I thought to myself. Does he mean Jeff Clark?”

The road to Half Moon, as it wound up the now lush, green coast, was stunning in the golden light of the morning sun. Each turn giving way to one picture postcard vista after another. We zoomed on, beach by picture perfect beach. Davenport, Ano Nuevo, Waddell Creek, Pigeon Point. There was perfect three to five foot surf everywhere. The Pacific truly living up to it’s reputation, in placid azure tones.
Presently, Kris, Adam and I were peering over the edge of  a three hundred foot cliff. Far below, what looked to be six foot semi closeouts surged out of deep blue water, crashing atop a rock reef. The odd one would spit. “Looks iffy. Hey here’s Jeff”, Kris said somewhat impassively. A faded dark red van stood motionless in a cloud of dust at the edge of the road behind us. Out climbed a solidly built guy with curly dark hair. Jeff Clark.

I did not know what to make of Jeff. The stories I’d heard about him from Richard Schmidt conflicted with all the wipe out shots and dorky stance, take off poses I’d seen in surf mags. I had worked for the surf mags before however. I would take Richard’s endorsement of Jeff any day.

Jeff appeared to have that quiet confidence I’d seen in world champions. But he wasn’t one. I knew him to be unique. I was eager to find out what this man was all about. Kris and Jeff told us that a reef north of Pillar Point would probably be working. Adam, hormone ridden surf beast that he is, was absolutely frothing at the mouth about getting in the water. All that driving past perfect surf earlier had him close to frenzy. In ten minutes, we had caravaned down the winding road that led to a cliff overlooking a mid ocean rock reef. The radar tower at Pillar Point loomed a mile away in the background.
The guys whipped on wetsuits, booties and hoods, because even though it was a nice day by Nor Cal standards, the water was fifty one degrees. We jogged through a field, and climbed down a muddy cliff. As Jeff, Kris and Adam made their way across the low tide exposed rock reef, shooed away the sea lions and hopped in to begin the long paddle out to the break, I hiked down the beach towards an exposed rock finger. I got as close as possible to the break by puddle jumping the tide pools with my gear and set up the telephoto. I peered out through the wind driven salt mist, hoping to catch a glimpse of what would transpire out to sea in the middle of cold nowhere, in  six foot surf.

Adam rode the first wave. He drove through a sunset looking bowl, just ripping it. At waves end he popped an air 360, landing right in front of Jeff. For the next two hours Kris and Adam  sublimated themselves right into that stretch of wilderness. In the middle of the go out, I saw an elephant seal bodysurfing the cloudbreak outside, going mach one. Jeff rode a few, but seemed to be more into watching Kris and Adam than surfing. I still couldn’t tell what he had in terms of surfing skill.
Later that evening, as we made plans for the following day, Jeff told me he hadn’t had much sleep the past couple days. Work obligations. He shaped surfboards too. Things had been busy. Funny how much we had in common.  He was still sort of cracking up about Adam’s antics as we discussed the approaching swell. We both concluded tomorrow would be a Maverick’s day. Adam just listened, saying nothing. I think he had figured out why we were really here, and was already beginning that inner conversation all of us have with ourselves when facing the unknown.

The next morning saw me up before the dawn. The trek up to the lookout at Pillar Point had already been made, by Jeff and his pal, Grant Washburn. It is how Nor Cal surfers are. Of sterner stuff than the rest of us. The two of them stood profiled  in the predawn light on the cliff overlooking the break which lay ¾ of a mile away. A three wave set loomed out on the reef. Mavericks was firing. “Needs a lower tide, meet me at the boat landing in an hour”, Jeff said. As I turned to go, both he and Grant had not moved. Shadows in the burgeoning halflight, with minds at work, weighing variables that would shift continually throughout the day. A big wave rider’s lot, sifting information gained through experience.
Back down at the Point parking lot, s dawn began to break, there were already several vehicles sitting. One of them was one of my Ventura neighbors. Evan Slater was asleep in the drivers seat of his Toyota van. His ten foot Rusty gun stretching the entire length of the vehicle’s interior. Interesting that he was here. His good friend, Donny Solomon had died just last month at Wiamea, on the anniversary of Mark Foo’s death. He must have driven all night.
I had first met Evan one night at his parent’s house in Ventura. He and Todd Chesser had just made the heinous commute to and from Maverick’s. When I asked what in the heck they were doing, a red eyed Evan informed me that he wanted to be a big wave rider. He and Todd had chased up coast on an eight foot at fourteen second swell. The lack of real surf at Mavs had sent them right back home, where they sat, exhausted looking, and stealed themselves for another drive that would place them in Mexico. The hope was to get some real surf at Todos Santos where they hoped the swell would be landing better than it had up North.

I was incredulous. “You really want to be big wave riders?” I had asked, sort of curtly. “In a year’s time, you’re going to have an entirely different view than you have now.” It amazed me all the more because I knew Evan had been at Mavs and had a hand in finding Mark’s body.
Little did I know that Todd would soon die, victim of an unforeseen rogue angled wave  in Hawaii. 
 I sat in Jeff’s inflatable, tiny little boat in the channel next to Maverick’s, just to the South of the break. “Are you good to go with this?” he said, motioning to the throttle of the small outboard. Yea, but let’s have Adam do it so I can shoot. Adam looked a little nervous. He went for the tiller anyway. His job was to keep pace with the breaking wave from the relative safety of the channel while Grant and I filmed. Just then a set rolled through. A small pack of guys scrambled for position as a  deep blue peak pitched crazily over the outside shallow spot in the reef. The hue changed to turquoise as a perfect see through barrel bent, and sped down the line towards the pillar rocks three hundred yards inside of us. There is was. One of the most beautiful, perfect waves I have ever seen, in thirty years of surfing.

Jeff and Grant looked giddily happy. In minutes Jeff was over the side stroking towards the peak. He paddled about fifty yards past the pack. Mavs lesson number one for me: Jeff knows the place better than anyone alive. I watched with interest as the pack began to line up on Jeff. Grant explained that the takeoff zone was fairly small. Jeff lined up using two landmarks ashore. The pack simply watched Jeff to see where to sit.
The next wave came straight to Jeff. He stood up, facing the fifteen foot right. Another unique thing about Jeff is that he can surf either goofy or regular foot. Sort of like being ambidextrous, but with life and limb at stake. He powered off the bottom, careened off the top and drove into the second section from way behind. Just then his board wedged into a bump in the wave face. We watched in horror as Jeff pitched forward in perfect sequence with the twenty five yard section of heaving blue concrete that was trying to crush him. “That’s a bad one” Grant said quietly. We stared intently at the seething whitewater, waiting for Jeff to surface. We started to motor over to the spot where we figured he went down. Just then, Adam spotted Jeff hitting the lip far inside. Jeff had just pulled off one of the heavier things I had seen done in surfing and done it switch stance. I was stunned. He had hopped over the bump on one leg and navigated through the barrel, coming out on the inside of the break! And he had done it wearing a five mil wetsuit, gloves and booties in cold water. Where was the dorky looking stance I had seen in magazine photos? I really was blown away.
As we cruised the relative safety of the sixty foot deep channel, waiting for another set, Grant explained things. Jeff Clark had surfed Mavericks since 1975. He did it alone for years, still loves that aspect of the place. He can be alone out there sometimes still, when no one sees the swell coming but him. It happens. Surf legend Jock Sutherland’s ability to switch stance in heavy surf had strongly influenced Jeff. At this point in his life, standing regular foot or goofy foot, it was all the same to him. Last year Jeff had some nasty bone spurs removed from his legs. The spurs had made it nearly impossible for his knee and ankle joints to function, hence the unusual stance in early photos of him.
As that day progressed, I saw Jeff trading waves with Evan Slater, Chris Brown, Jay Moriarty and many outstanding NorCal surfers. I was continually shocked at how good he was.

So here it was again, just what Richard Schmidt had described going on so many years ago while we were in Oz at Johanna with Wayne Lynch. The similarities were obvious.

Incredible ability, developed out of the mainstream of the sport, alone, on display for no one, till recently.

That afternoon, as the four of us motored towards the inside for the last time, Jeff pointed at a beautiful twelve foot wave. “See that? That’s the wave that killed Foo”. “But that’s a nothing wave”, I interjected. “It was a nothing wave” Jeff said softly. And I understood finally.

In the ensuing months I would travel the road to Half Moon Bay many times. I have seen both the beauty and the consequence of what is probably one of the most amazing waves in the world. Maverick’s bears a strong list of similarities to women I have known. At her best, she can fascinate, thrill , and enthrall one. At her worst, she will devastate you if she can, becoming your worst nightmare. The people that ride her do so for diverse reasons. For Jeff Clark, it is simply his world, and I am constantly amazed at how well he fits into it.
