
		The GROUND-BREAKERS

		
			
			[image: ]
		

		Natalie J. 
GREENHILL, MD

		New York City, United States

		
			
			[image: ]
		

		On any given morning at Rockaway Beach, you’ll find Dr. Natalie J. Greenhill on her board, surfing the unexpected stretch where the Atlantic breaks on the edge of urban Queens. Until recently, surfing in the heart of New York City was relegated to a few renegades and local diehards, but now the Far Rockaways have become a respite for people like Natalie, who often arrives straight from her overnight shifts as a trauma surgeon, paddling out as the winter sun breaks over the Manhattan skyline.

		This postwork surf baptismal was a release from the intense stress of the operating room, where Natalie deals, quite literally, with life and death. “I would come straight home from the hospital, I would drop out of my scrubs, throw on my wetsuit, grab my board, and surf,” she says. “The peace that I got from that was amazing. Having that outlet and being able to just be in that space where your mind goes blank. For me it’s meditative. It takes your mind away from whatever else is going on. Surfing is one of the few things that can do that.” That sense of calm emanates from Natalie herself, a gentleness that underlies her approach to both work and to life. Surfing has offered her a place of retreat and restoration that has helped her meet the demands of a full and active life.

		
			“I want young girls or young boys to be able to see me. I want them to know that I exist so that it can inspire them to become what they want, even if people might tell them it’s not possible.”

		

		Raised in Detroit, Michigan, Natalie has spent her medical career working in hospitals around the country. While working as a general surgeon in a trauma unit in New York, a colleague mentioned a local break. “I said, ‘Tell me more.’ That’s when I discovered that, yes, there is surfing in New York. I always thought of surfing as California, Hawaii, or what I randomly saw in movies.” Natalie’s interest in the sport was suitably piqued, and she set off on vacation to Costa Rica where she learned to surf and became completely enamored. Upon her return to New York, Natalie began to surf regularly at the Rockaways, a daily immersion that helped offset the stress of her profession. “General surgeons are the ones that live at the hospital and sleep at the hospital. And if you’re the first Black female surgeon to be hired at a hospital, there is everything that comes along with being the first, ‘being a trailblazer,’ ” she says. “There are a lot of extra stresses that you have to contend with that other people don’t. I always felt the moment that I walked out of the house and walked into the door, it was like, I’m going to battle. That constant surge of going into battle every single day, it can be exhausting.”

		In part because of this exhaustion, Natalie felt she needed a reset. “I decided to take a surfing sabbatical and so I returned to Costa Rica,” she says, “And I surfed my brains out. It was wonderful and it was healing.” On her return to New York and back in the waves at Rockaway, Natalie again found that same sense of healing, in part in the water and in part through her tightly knit community of fellow surfers. “Surfing opened up new and deeply meaningful friendships,” she explains of the relationships she developed in the water. “I never knew I’d meet so many new friends as an adult. We really bonded and connected around this thing that we’re all equally obsessed over.” She even met her husband in the water.

		Realizing that her surf sessions at Rockaway (and beyond) had profoundly transformed her life, Natalie decided she needed to give back—to both the place and the practice. “Surfing is very therapeutic for me. It’s my go to place for joy.” Looking to share that feeling, she started by volunteering with Laru Beya Collective, an organization that mentors local neighborhood kids, raising funds for their wetsuits and boards and taking them out into the swell to learn the basics. “I see their happiness, I see their excitement and how quickly they just become really, really good,” she says.

		Natalie’s hope for the collective is that it helps “narrow that gap and allow more kids to have the opportunity to learn how to surf and have that connectedness with water and the ocean and nature.” Laru Beya now has a partnership with Patagonia and is part of a group of nonprofits fighting for passage of a statewide water safety bill in New York. If passed, it would make water safety education mandatory in grades K–12. “And hopefully, all children, regardless of their socioeconomic background, will learn how to swim, learn how to be safe around bodies of water,” she says. “It will help to decrease that gap that we see in swimming proficiency based on where you’re from or how you grew up. Unfortunately, the people who drown in Rockaway are primarily Black and Latino youth who have a higher likelihood of not having had the opportunity to learn how to swim.”

		Natalie is also on the board at the Surfrider Foundation, working on the brilliantly named JEDI Committee (justice, equity, diversity, and inclusion). “I’m involved in helping create protocols to help the organization become more inclusive and more diverse and to help introduce environmental activism to all people and not just to your idea of what a surfer is,” she says. She admits that she herself may not fit most people’s idea of a surfer, but for Natalie, defying these expectations has become second nature. “I remember being a little Black girl growing up in the ‘80s,” she says. “I wanted to skateboard. I didn’t see any other people like me who did it. No other girls did. And I was like, ‘I don’t care. I want to do it.’ What does it mean to do what’s expected of you? I never really gave validation to that, for better or worse. And doing that may have been a harder road, but I couldn’t imagine not following what my heart wanted. When I set my mind to something, I know that I’m going to accomplish it.”

		And so she has. Not only in her medical career but in the water, on the waves, and in her role as mentor to the kind of young people who want to follow their heart, despite what the world might tell them. “I want young girls or young boys to be able to see me,” she says. “I want them to know that I exist so that it can inspire them to become what they want, even if people might tell them it’s not possible.”

		
			“What does it mean to do what’s expected of you? I never really gave validation to that, for better or worse. And doing that may have been a harder road, but I couldn’t imagine not following what my heart wanted. When I set my mind to something, I know that I’m going to accomplish it.”

		

		
			

			People don’t know this about the Rockaways…

			It has the most amazing sunset views from the bay.

			Hardest-won lesson you’ve learned about being a surgeon…

			Always trust yourself.

			A place you would love to explore…

			The continent of Africa because it is the birthplace of humankind.

			How do we inspire young female leaders?

			By example and with humility.
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		Fearlessness, focus, and determination are what define Joyce Hoffman. Over the past seven decades, she’s revolutionized the surf world with a series of remarkable firsts. She was the first woman to win three back-to-back US Surf Championships from 1965 to 1967 (and she picked up a fourth in 1971). She was the first woman surfer to conquer the massive wave at Banzai Pipeline at Oahu’s North Shore. She was the first woman to receive sponsorship endorsements (Triumph famously shipped the Spitfire sports car to Joyce’s global competition locations, so she was always pictured driving the vehicle everywhere she went). She was one of the very first inductees into the International Surfing Hall of Fame. She was the first woman with a signature surfboard bearing her name—the Joyce Hoffman Hobie, a sturdy nine-footer tailor-made for nose-riding that she created in collaboration with iconic shaper Terry Martin. She was the first female ocean lifeguard in California and quite possibly in America. Oh, and she’s also been a motocross champion and a competition race car driver, and she’s faced Great White sharks. Ask her if she is scared of anything and she answers, “Scared of what?”

		Joyce came of age in an extraordinary place and time, a moment that now can only exist in our shared imaginations. Her childhood was spent cradled in a nostalgic, idealistic vision of 1950s California. She grew up on the southern coast, among the idyllic stretches of Doheny and San Onofre State Park, locales that shaped the legacy of American surf culture. Joyce got in the water every day, just steps away from her parents’ beach house at Poche, in San Juan Capistrano. It’s one in a string of charmingly ramshackle surf shacks mixed with modern compounds clustered along a respectable beach break. These were the nascent days of the “surfin’ safari” era to come, of ragtag innocence, water-weathered boards stacked in the back of the Woody wagon, an endless summer of white-tipped waves and postcard sunsets.

		Joyce spent days in the swell, exploring tidepools, diving for lobster, nights lit by beachside bonfires. “Orange County was a magical place back then,” she says. “It was not crowded. The harbor hadn’t been built at Dana Point and Doheny. I remember my dad surfing outside on the big swells.” At San Onofre, water-weary kids dozed under thatched-palm shade structures, and tiki torches flickered against Day-Glo sunsets. It was a world Joyce’s family played a large part in creating, from the sandy ground up. “It was certainly a much simpler time,” she says. “Going down to San Onofre and spending the day with just a small handful of people, all who knew one another. Everybody would look out for everybody else’s kids and tell your mom if you were misbehaving. We spent endless days in the sun and the surf, hanging out.”

		It was on these hometown waves that Joyce first began to surf competitively at age twelve. “I remember my first contest,” she says. “It was at Doheny, and I was in the tandem competition with my dad. That was the first and last time I ever did tandem surfing with my dad, because I couldn’t stand him deciding which way we were going, and me not having control over it.” It wasn’t long before Joyce was competing solo, traveling up and down the West Coast for contests. That need for control and a fierce and unrelenting focus quickly pushed her to the top of the sport. “If it hadn’t been surfing, it would have been some other sport,” she says. “I wanted to compete. And I was really driven. I worked out, I cross-trained when nobody did that. I practiced hours and hours every day. In those days, nobody was taking competition seriously in surfing because it wasn’t like you were famous or made a lot of money. I think that’s why I was able to be so successful—because I took it seriously. I trained more than anybody, I practiced more than anybody. If I just had a little bit of talent, I was calling it a win.”

		
			“I wanted to be the best I could be. And nothing was going to stand in my way.”

		

		Those wins were plentiful, a long series of successes culminating in victories at the World Championships and the International Women’s Surfing Championships. “I wanted to be the best I could be,” she says. “And nothing was going to stand in my way.” This approach has served Joyce well throughout her life, but her own grit-tooth determination and defiant independence were only part of what fueled her commitment to surfing and later to racing; her family also played a significant part. Both surfing and racing were sports she was drawn to after early encouragement from her stepfather, Walter Hoffman, who Joyce considered her true father.

		Walter was a groundbreaker in his own right; he and his brother “Flippy” gained renown in the surf world as early pioneers of big-wave Hawaii. “I wouldn’t have picked surfing if it wasn’t for Walter coming into our life,” Joyce says. “His own history with surfing, that’s what set me on that trail. And he never told me I couldn’t do any of those things because I was a girl.” Joyce’s grandparents were also very influential in surf culture. The founders of Hoffman California Fabrics (still run by the family today), they created distinctive textiles (think tropical Hawaiian and batik) for surf brands from Quiksilver to Billabong. Joyce’s brother-in-law is renowned surfer Herbie Fletcher; her nephews are Nathan and Christian, third-generation pros.

		Joyce has continued to live a life without compromise, inhibition, or apology
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