Wind Surfin’ Big Sur

Back in about 1997 my wife, daughter & I took a road trip along the coast to do some windsurfin’, campin’ & generally escaping from LA for a week or so.  We had already been a few places but when we got to Big Sur I was on a mission to shred on new water.  I asked the ranger “where do the windsurfers usually do their thing”, expecting a quick point in the direction of the nearest water.  He looked at me, tilted his head like a dog that just doesn’t get it & said, “Windsurfing?  I’ve been a ranger here for over 25 years & nobody has ever been nuts enough to try to windsurf here!  You’ll never make it!”  

   After that pep talk we set out to explore the area. We walked along the beach to view the big ‘hole in the rock - rock’.  There weren’t any good places here to launch a windsurfer so we headed up the beach a bit further.  There we came upon an opening to clear water... the vast Pacific Ocean.  On the left side of the clearing was a huge rock outcropping, about 40 yards to the right there was a rocky bluff; the two huge rock formations formed a sort of chute that channeled the incoming swells into the beach area causing the swells to gain monstrous height & crash on to the shore with thunderous pounding usually unheard of anywhere I’ve been in California. “It’s perfect!  I’ll come back tomorrow.”  We watched a great sunset & headed back to our campsite. 

   The next day I hauled my stuff up the 1.5 miles of beach to get to ‘the spot’.  That was a work out in itself.  Those swells were looking even meaner at that moment.  “This is gonna take a while”.  I thought to myself; it’s gonna take a while just to get my nerve up!   While I slowly & methodically rigged up my gear a group of about 4 local, tough guy surfers found me & ‘my spot’; although it was probably their spot.  Cool, I’ll watch these guys, they’ll make it look real easy & give me a confidence boost!  

But as these local ‘tough guys’ were getting ready to assault the swells I sensed way too much fear & trepidation in their eyes as they tried to analyze the incoming monsters; their trepidation was contagious.  Soon the four of them were running out to the surf line.  Two of them made it out about 50 yards before a huge swell tossed them round like a giant washing machine.  The next two dudes swam their boards out like banshees, barely escaping a bone crunching on-slaught from a playful swell; they kept on paddling to get to safer & deeper water.  It was soon obvious that you can run but you just can’t hide from these monsters & they too took a turn in the giant washing machine & boy did it look brutal!   I was cringing at the thought of me & all of my windsurfing gear getting munched in that relentless pounding.  These guys were getting hammered!  They sort of only half assed rode just a few swells but were mostly just getting clobbered!   It was my turn.

  I was studying the on coming swells; it appeared that after so many swells there was a short lull between sets.  The tricky part was determining which was the last swell of the set.  I got out knee deep into the water & hopped on the board.  The wind in this area was light because the rocky outcroppings were blocking the prevailing winds; that’s a real disadvantage to getting out of harms way in any sort of hurry.  My timing had to be perfect other wise I’d get stuck with no wind and at least a 20 foot monster ready to eat me & my stuff.  I slowly sailed over what I thought was the last swell & now I was in ‘no mans land’, this is where the wind is blocked almost completely by the big rocky bluff, this slowed my progress to a snails crawl or just imagine taking baby steps in an area that has back to back 20+ foot bone crushers.  Just when my nerves were being tested with the slooooow process along comes a straggler wave; a wave that wasn’t quite as big as the rest but at my slow speed would surely mess me up enough that if I fell in I wouldn’t be able to get out of the way of a whole line of waves cueing up to funnel into the cut.  The swell came in, I went up & up; for a moment I was not making any forward progress, then the wave passed beneath me & I was almost out of the ‘no mans land’.  Soon the wind was picking up & so was my speed over the water; then finally I made it into clear air.  On the outside it was blowing about 18 knots; perfect wind speed for my rig & I blasted out to sea.  I did a series of tacks to gain some up wind distance; a safety maneuver I like to do just in case I have a gear failure the wind & current will push me in the direction I would need to go.  I then spent the next 11/2 hours jumping the large open ocean swell blowing in from across the pacific.  The water was clear, clean, blue & very very cold!  So cold that even with a full wet suit with head protection I still got an ‘ice cream’ headache later when I snorkeled the waters later that day.  I knew as I windsurfed out there that nobody could have seen me if I were to have gotten into trouble & it wouldn’t take long to get a dose of hypothermia even with a full wet suit.  In those cold waters you can get so cold so fast; the first thing you loose is your grip.  Once that happens you can’t windsurf your way to safety.  

   After spending nearly two hours out their my guardian angle let me know that they were getting exhausted trying to keep me safe so if I didn’t want to really be out there all alone I’d better go in now.  I was looking forward to the big swells in the natural ocean wave funnel on the way in.  Again I didn’t want to get caught in ‘no mans land’ with no wind & a looming bone crusher so I made sure I had as much speed as I could for my return to the beach.  In good wind a windsurfer can approach nearly three times the speed of the wind; that would only occur in flat water.  Out on the big ocean there are too many ‘speed bumps’ in the form of waves but I got a lot of speed going into the munch zone & safely made my way over some big ones & made it safely back to the shore.  To me that’s what it’s all about, making it back unhurt.  Ok so when I do get bashed up I have some other witty comment like, “hey, if I don’t crash how will I know how fast I can go”?.  That’s why I don’t ride a motorcycle any more:-)  

Roger Curley
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