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For

Burt Lovejoy

&

Jeff Cherrington

Buen camino, mis amigos

With grateful thanks to the surfers who allowed me to interview them (or eluded me) for this book:

Paul Blacker, shaper, surfer, North Devon

Sam Bleakley, writer, academic, former European longboard champion, Cornwall

Jesús Busto, surfer, writer, historian, former director of the Pantín Classic, Galicia

Graeme Bunt, shaper and surfer, Cornwall

Tony Butt, big wave surfer and writer, Spain

Nick Chapman, surfer, Labenne-Océan, France

Kevin Cooke, trustee of North Devon World Surfing Reserve, Museum of British Surfing, Devon

Andrew Cotton, big wave surfer, Devon and Nazaré, Portugal

Rob Culley, first surfer to surf Tapia de Casariego, Spain

Emily Currie, Women’s European longboard champion 2024, Cornwall

John Cutts, surfer and explorer, surfed Santa Marina Island in Portugal in 1968, and in Australia and Cornwall

Jesús Fiocchi, Spain’s first surfer, Santander, Spain

Chris Hartop, shaper and eco-board maker, Cornwall

João Luís Moraes Rocha, one of Portugal’s first surfers, Estoril, Portugal

Lee Newby, surfer and maker, Cornwall

Mike Raven, former European champion, Portugal

Neil Richardson, surfer, Australia

Craig Sage, owner of Mundaka Surf Shop, Spain

Dr Dave Sweet, surfer, Cornwall

Roger Tout, shaper and surfer, Cornwall

Pete Vickery, pioneer, Cornwall

Alex Williams, photographer, Devon

Martin Ward, surfer, Devon

Carwyn Williams, surfer, France
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Prologue


4 November 2022

The Estrada Florestal, Figueira da Foz, Portugal

Lizzy climbed to the top of the observation tower. Sitting at the summit of a small, sandy ridge at the side of the road, it was the highest point for miles. Each of the tower’s storeys, of which there were five, was linked to the next by a shaky aluminium ladder. The top level’s metal hut had a walkway around it and reminded me of something you might expect to see above the walls of a prison camp.

The view from the top, Lizzy said, as she leaned against the guard rail and looked down at me, was amazing. On the third storey, where I was a little stuck due to my fear of heights, it was pretty good too. I leaned against the rail and looked up at Lizzy, and then out at the landscape we had found ourselves in the middle of.

As far as I could see, in every direction, was a sea of sand and scrub: undulating dunes that looked like a deep ocean swell with broad, kilometres-wide peaks and troughs. The scrub was broken up in places by a vivid green covering of semi-established strawberry bushes or the shocking greens of young pines. Where grasses and ground cover had taken hold, they swayed in the salty breeze that blew from the Atlantic we knew was somewhere to the west but couldn’t see. The remains of tall burnt pines stood out like eerie black sculptures. Butterflies flitted from plant to plant.

Below us, the van sat at the side of the road, a strip of half-finished tarmac that ran almost completely straight for more than 20km and vanished either side of us. Aside from the tower and the van the landscape was empty of man-made structures. The sky was deep blue, fading to a hazy white at the edges, without a single cloud. The shadow from the tower, short and sharp in the midday sun, and the only shade for miles, wasn’t much to hide in. I took pictures of the van, hoping that somehow the shots might be suitable for the cover of the book I was researching, Take the Slow Road: Spain and Portugal. If ever there was an image to emphasise the amount of space to be found on the west coast of Portugal, this would be it, even if otherwise the landscape might be considered barren and devoid of life.

The road, we could see (although there were no workmen anywhere), was in the process of being re-laid with tarmac, its edges frayed like a scruffy, inky-black ribbon laid on the sandy scrub. A heat haze rose from the surface, glowing and shimmering in the sunshine.

I looked to the south and noticed two figures moving slowly and smoothly towards us through the shifting light: a ghostly pair floating through an unearthly landscape. We waited to see what they would become as they approached. Lizzy climbed down from the lookout and joined me on the third storey.

The figures disappeared for a few minutes behind a trough and then reappeared at the crest of the next wave in the sandy sea. We could see that they were touring cyclists, side by side, loaded with panniers front and back, moving steadily towards us, their pedals turning in time. As they approached, we could see it was a woman and a man, possibly in their late 20s. Their tanned legs and faces, and dusty bikes and kit, gave me the impression that they had been riding for some time: weeks maybe. The watch tower might have been the first structure they had seen since they set out on the Estrada Florestal. They had probably been travelling its length for over an hour. They waved to us as they got closer, looking happy, a vision of freedom and peace. I felt envious. Travelling by van had been making me feel detached and claustrophobic of late.

We waved back.

‘Hola!’ I said as they drew level.

‘Hello,’ they replied together, beaming.

They put their heads down and passed us without stopping, continuing up the road and into the haze at the top of a rise to the north, setting like the sun behind a distant horizon.

‘Wow,’ I said to Lizzy. ‘This would be a great place to cycle.’

‘It would,’ she replied.

‘I wonder how far it is from here to Sagres.’

‘No idea.’

‘Would you like to do something like that?’

‘Of course.’

Even though it had been many years ago, Lizzy had already cycled the length of Argentina and Norway, with extensive trips around Spain and France too, so she could and would do it. I knew that. She had cycled to Madrid to get her flight to Buenos Aires, while I, on the other hand, had, to date, only cycled the Devon Coast to Coast, overnighting on Dartmoor. Even though the idea of cycling so far terrified and excited me, I could see the appeal. The couple looked so happy; they made cycling seem simple, brave and romantic. As a hazy idea began to form, my stomach pulsed with adrenaline, as if I was about to paddle out on my surfboard into a big day of waves. I hoped my nerve would hold.

‘Where would you start? Santander?’ I asked Lizzy.

‘Unless you flew to Porto,’ she replied.

‘How about Roscoff? Then you could cycle down the west coast of France too. And across northern Spain. Oh my god! Think of all the surf spots you’d pass!’

‘I suppose you’d be fit by the time you got to Spain.’

‘But what if you got to some remote beach break and the surf was pumping and you didn’t have a board?’

‘You’d rent one.’

‘But there wouldn’t be anyone there to rent from.’

‘OK, so you’d have to find a rental place.’

‘Yeah, but you’re on a bike!’

‘Then you wouldn’t be able to surf.’

‘What would be the point of cycling all that way and not being able to surf? Could you imagine getting to Mundaka and not being able to surf?’

‘The point would be cycling.’

‘I’m not sure I could do that.’

Lizzy knew this would be the sticking point. Cycling, or going anywhere, without the prospect of surfing, would be a problem for me. Taking time out, for me, meant surfing. Ever since I had discovered the so-called sport of kings in the 1970s, and then fallen hook, line and sinker in the mid-1980s, I had been a single-minded and selfish surfer. I had tied all holidays, and even work, to riding waves and being close to bodies of water with waves, such was its impact on my life.

I mean, let’s face it, it was why we were in a van, on the west coast of Portugal, researching a book that would just happen to take us to some of Europe’s surfing beaches. As it was, we were on the way to Nazaré to watch the giant waves we were sure would be breaking there in a few days’ time (and calling it work).

We were following a section of the route taken by surfers since the 1970s. It was nothing new, of course, to travel Europe’s Atlantic seaboard looking for surf, especially when the weather turned sour at home in the autumn: head south through France to Biarritz, across the north coast of Spain and down the west coast of Portugal to overwinter in the Canaries or Morocco. I knew lots of surfers who had done it in a van or car but wondered if anyone had done it by bike.

I considered whether or not I was capable. After 40 years of surfing, I now found myself a middle-aged surfer, and it frightened me that I might not be as able as I used to be. Injury had kept me out of the water. Fear, too, had kept me away from the kind of waves I used to relish.

But I wasn’t ready to hang up my wetsuit quite yet: maybe chasing waves across Europe would help me prove to myself that my best days were not yet over.

The idea shimmered for a moment and then appeared, almost fully formed, out of the haze.

I turned to face Lizzy. She was still leaning on the handrail, her chin cupped in her hand, looking away from me, to the south, scanning the horizon.

‘So we do it with surfboards. We set off from home and we cycle to Sagres, surfing as we go,’ I suggested. ‘You know, chase the waves south. We could surf whenever we liked.’

She turned and looked at me.

‘How?’

‘I don’t know. On trailers?’

‘Seriously?’

‘Yes.’

‘Do you know how far it is?’

‘No.’

‘I think you might be insane.’


Section 1


FRANCE
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1
Designs and daydreams



‘It was 1963. Burt Lovejoy decided he wanted to go to Biarritz. That was the place to go. He wanted someone to go with him, and I said I’d go. It was quite an adventure back then; it took us four days to get down there.’ 

Pete Vickery, 2024



The idea settled in and wouldn’t go away. The more I tried to forget about it, or dismiss it as a terrible, deeply flawed plan, for all kinds of reasons, the more compelling it became. Each time I took it to pieces I found I was able to put it back together again, and each time it rebuilt itself a little stronger.

We would cycle from home (Bude in Cornwall) to Cape Saint Vincent, Europe’s most south-westerly point, with surfboards (somehow), to visit (and revisit) as many of Europe’s surf breaks as possible. I would get my surfing mojo back* and prove that my age was no barrier to surfing and that injury was no reason to write me off. When we couldn’t surf, at least we would be able to swim.

France’s Atlantic coast would take us south as far as Hendaye, where we would turn to the west and cycle along the north coast of Spain, around the province of Galicia in Spain’s north western corner and into Portugal. Once in Portugal we’d cycle due south along the coast to Europe’s most south-westerly point at Cape Saint Vincent and its nearby town, Sagres, Europe’s last surfing enclave.

Getting home posed another problem we had to resolve. We would only have 90 days in the Schengen area so it seemed unlikely that we’d have time (or the legs) to cycle another 3000km back. Taking a train with bikes, trailers and surfboards didn’t seem viable and we didn’t want to fly. The only sensible solution we could think of – aside from abandoning the bikes – was beautifully simple: we persuaded our friends to take our van and drive it to meet us, wherever we ended up, hopefully Sagres. They would make their way home and we would load up the bikes, trailers and boards on to the van and drive to Santander to get the ferry home.

Cycling to Sagres would mean passing through Bilbao, Gijón, Porto and Lisbon and visiting surf breaks like Mundaka, Zarautz and Salinas. Each time I thought of it my stomach pulsed with fear and excitement.

We would also pass through the World Surfing Reserve at Ericeira, and visit Nazaré, the beach where a crew of elite surfers are continuing to push the Guinness World Record for the biggest wave ever surfed and – the mad fuckers – are actively seeking out ‘the 100ft wave’.

As a surfer of 57 I knew my best days of surfing might be behind me. I could see it in the eyes of the groms (young surfers) as they paddled past me and in the way I had to work hard not to feel like a kook (a newbie who is bad at surfing). But I wasn’t about to give up just yet. I had spent my life trying to live near the surf and make a living that enabled me to do so, and I couldn’t imagine a time when I would stop surfing or stop wanting to surf. After 40 years of living and breathing surf, seawater ran through my veins.

Breaking my anterior cruciate ligament (ACL) 16 months before we were due to set off was a huge blow and made me fear that the worst outcome – that I wouldn’t surf again – might come sooner than I imagined.

My knee was a mess. As well as breaking my ACL I had also torn my medial collateral ligament (MCL) and posterior cruciate ligament (PCL) and had damaged some of the cartilage. It happened while I was training with Bude Surf Life Saving Club on the beach and had been racing someone (who I should have been able to beat) when an unhelpful shove side-swiped me. With all my power going through my knee, it buckled at an angle it shouldn’t have. I was left lying on the beach, looking up at a blue sky, in a wetsuit, howling in agony.

Luckily, I didn’t have to get cut out of the wetsuit (no way was I letting that happen – it was almost new). But I was on crutches for weeks, in a knee brace for longer, and had a lot of time on ice, on the sofa, in pain and feeling very sorry for myself.

When I called the NHS consultant to ask about getting the ACL repaired, I was told by his secretary that, because of my age, they would favour ‘conservative’ treatment and wouldn’t operate. I was furious. Screw that. How dare they write me off? Yes, I was 56, but I wasn’t some overweight, middle-aged sofa surfer.

Even then, if they had agreed to fix it, the consultant told me, when I finally caught up with him, I would be on the waiting list for up to a year, with a recovery time of six to nine months at least. He shuffled me out, saying they would assess me again in three months’ time.

I felt, if I wanted to surf again, that I had no choice but to pay for surgery. That was in March 2023. It was painful and difficult to deal with (and expensive) and came with lots of complications and problems: a bad back from being immobile for so long, worries about infection and deep vein thrombosis,* and not being able to do my job. I could barely walk for three months after the surgery and didn’t surf for six. Recovery seemed to take forever, with lots of setbacks and visits to the physio and osteopath, although the surgeon threw me a life ring when he said that cycling was excellent for recovery. I took him at his word and doubled down on my determination. I started doing yoga, went for a few rides and made plans. The swimming pool became my psychoanalyst and personal trainer, easing my buzzing mind, calming my spasming spine and pointing the way back to surf-fitness.

In September 2023, after a summer of watching from the beach, I took a soft top* surfboard out for a paddle on a day when the surf was clean and perfect. A wave came, I caught it and, when I was dropping down the face on my stomach, I thought, ‘Fuck it, give it a go,’ so scrambled to my feet. I whizzed along, in the pocket,† as if it was my first time on a green wave.‡ After that I was the cat that got the cream, the surfer who could glide again.

When I thought my surfing days were over (never mind the cycle to Portugal) it felt like my life had lost its purpose. Now, I thought, good sense be damned: we would cycle to Sagres!

As well as enabling me to put two fingers up at those who had written me off, the trip would also be a personal pilgrimage, the surfer’s version of the Camino de Santiago, except we would visit beaches instead of churches, and lie prostrate on our surfboards in front of Mother Ocean rather than genuflect in front of a deity (not Rob Machado§) in white robes and a long beard.

To British surfers the beaches of Europe have long been surfing’s sanctum sanctorums. We go there to surf in warm water, on waves that are often beyond our ability, in sunny places that hum with good vibrations, cheap red wine, fun and freedom.

For me, crossing the Channel meant an escape from work and the often dreary summer weather in Cornwall. After a few disappointing summers at home I hoped, at least, that I might be able to spend some time outdoors without needing a coat.

Pilgrims have been travelling the Way of Saint James (the Camino de Santiago) to Santiago de Compostela from all over Europe for centuries. The first pilgrims travelled on the Camino Primitivo – the stretch of the Camino de Santiago that takes pilgrims from Oviedo in the north of Spain westwards to Santiago de Compostela in Galicia – in the 9th century. This was a journey of only 311km compared with the 800km distance for today’s Camino del Norte – the stretch of the Camino de Santiago that goes from Hendaye in south-western France to Santiago de Compostela, largely along Spain’s north coast. I reckoned our own version of the journey – a fusion of the route surfers have taken along the coasts of France, Spain and Portugal for decades with sections of the Camino del Norte and the Camino Portugués – would be at least 3000km. Oddly enough, the distance wasn’t the thing that kept me awake at night.

Surfers, unlike the pilgrims of old, while enjoying the benefits of motorised transport, only began travelling down the Atlantic coast of Europe in the last half of the last century. They were more pioneer than pilgrim. As they explored the coastlines of France, Spain and Portugal throughout the 1960s and 1970s (many of them inspired by The Endless Summer, a popular 1966 surf documentary film about chasing the sun and surf around the planet, whose loose narrative style was the blueprint for every surfing film that came after) they discovered more and more places suitable for riding waves. Some of them, it turned out, were world-class, with waves of such perfection and power that they matched those found in Australia, California and, dare it be said, Hawaii. These became the holy of holies for surfers travelling from Britain, as well as those visiting the old continent from Australia or draft dodging from the USA, looking for space, peace and warmer water. In the beginning these breaks were whispered secrets on a new surfing frontier: travelling in Europe meant following an invisible line down the coast to Biarritz, Mundaka and beyond, guided only by word of mouth and the most meagre of intel.

It was a well-worn path by the time I finally got to Europe, in the summer of 1985, but it still had possibilities. I was a teenager and had just bought my first proper stand-up surfboard. I found an article in a surf magazine about four friends travelling in a Ford Fiesta to somewhere on the coast of Aquitaine that showed beautiful, empty, cylindrical waves, the likes of which I would doodle in class but be unable to ride.

‘Why not?’ I thought.

Three of us left the UK in my shagged-out VW Beetle, rescued a friend in Brittany who had been working in his uncle’s pastis-at-dawn, horror-squat-toilet bar, and had the time of our lives.

When we surfed, we had no idea, going out in all kinds of conditions without any knowledge of waves or currents or how to deal with big and dangerous surf. That we didn’t have to be rescued was a miracle.

I managed to stand up on my surfboard a few times but mostly ended up on my back, or on my hands and knees, in the shallows, my shorts full of sand, washed in among topless bathers. It was humiliating and demoralising, but the few moments of brilliance, when I stood tall and rode waves to the shore like a god – or so I thought – were enough. We drove back to the campsite in the evenings, after long days on the beach, transitioning slowly from kooks to cool kids as the freckles began to merge on our faces, being dragged along behind the car on skateboards, T-shirts off, gliding along the smooth, straight roads through the pine forest.

We smoked French fags, laughed a lot and got beaten up by the waves for day after glorious day. By night we partied, or hung about at the campsite, glowing with sunburn and pissed on flagons of cheap red wine. We played guitar as the cicadas sang in the pines and the waves crashed in the distance, booming like heavy traffic.

It was hot, hedonistic and, for the first time in my life, I felt truly free. When I realised that I could be someone I chose to be – instead of the person I was expected to be – I felt a rising tide of change. This introduction to the ‘way of the waves’ was intoxicating, delivering a dazzling promise. Everything else – college, work, life – would forever play second fiddle to surfing on my list of priorities.

By this time, I was a part of the second generation of surfers to make the trip across the Channel and down the west coast. Many of the generation before me – my surfing elders – belonged to a cohort that set off to explore the uncharted waters of Europe in the 1960s and 1970s. In North Wales, where I surfed while at polytechnic in Manchester, the guys I considered old but who were only in their 30s and 40s told us stories of waves, breakdowns and angry locals around the campfire. I listened as they repeated the names of the breaks that would become my stopping points on future adventures. In the telling, these tales took on a mythical quality.

As the idea for a long cycling and surfing trip formed and reformed, I thought back to those nostalgia-laden stories. Did a long-forgotten, golden age of surfing really exist or was it just wishful thinking? Is it still possible to find unridden waves in Europe? How does surfing now compare with then?

Would my trip ever live up to their surfing sagas or had those stories all been a load of bullshit to widen our young eyes?

I went to find the heroes of the old stories, and those like them.

Some were dead. Others, like my friends Pete Vickery, Graeme Bunt, John Cutts and Roger Tout, were very much alive. They had grown old but their memories still shone brightly in their eyes. Their tales took me back to a time in surfing when you could turn a corner and find unridden perfection. You could break bread with the locals and even settle down to a brand-new life. Their experiences, I decided, would guide me as I travelled south.
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Travelling by bike would mean that we could only travel on old roads or quiet back roads, like the first generation, especially in northern Spain, where motorways have since made crossing the country a matter of a few hours instead of days.

Taking boards would mean that we would always have our essential equipment with us. And that would mean we would never miss a surf session, if there was one to have. While we could have travelled without them and hired boards at selected beaches, there was no guarantee that this would always be possible. I could not bear the thought of watching good surf without getting in the water on a board I trusted.

I also wanted to cut my carbon footprint. My preferred form of transport, which I had been espousing as at least better than flying, from a carbon point of view, I realised, was part of the problem. Being a surfer, travelling by van to find waves, wasn’t helping, and didn’t sit very well with my ‘eco credentials’.* I had to pull up my big boy eco-trousers and admit it, then try something else.

Would a prolonged surf trip be possible by bike? I knew some people had done short trips on stretches of the French coast and in northern Spain carrying surfboards on bikes, but I hadn’t found any evidence of anyone putting it all together and travelling from the UK to southern Portugal. I hoped that, if successful, our trip might inspire others to ditch their vans or cars and try this way of surf travel.

I read an article that said, according to research published by Tobias Schultz in 2009 as part of the Surfboard Cradle-to-Grave Project, that surfers have a 50 per cent bigger carbon footprint than the average person. This is mainly due to driving (75 per cent) and flying (23 per cent), with the actual surfboard creating just 2 per cent of emissions. This is deeply ironic because it is always the surfboard and its petrochemical production that is used as the weapon to silence surfers who dare wave the green flag. The travel, however, is almost always forgotten.

The surf media published a piece about Tobias’s work – how your footprint is 50 per cent bigger than the average person’s – and then gave tips on how to reduce it. Some of these ideas, which included using eco surf wax or buying from companies that are using greener methods of production, were great, when part of holistic activism, but were just chipping at the edges if taken in isolation. Unless you tackle the real issue – surf travel – you can’t ever hope to make enough of a difference or any meaningful change. Fiddling about with an eco-board or wearing a Yulex wetsuit is not going to counterbalance the carbon used flying to Australia. But could we bear to be confined to our local breaks, even if it might be for the greater good?

Should we simply acknowledge that giving up travelling is the one thing you cannot ask of a surfer?

Travel, after all, is one of the foundations of surfing.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, in an article about the research from his alma mater, University of California, Berkeley, Schultz later back-pedalled gently, as if he had dared to stare down the last taboo of surfing and blinked first. He is quoted as believing that ‘the environmental costs of surfing might be outweighed by its social and environmental benefits’ because it brought him to environmentalism. I get that – it happened to me too – but was it enough? Surfing often brings economic development but how often does that also translate into environmental protection and sustainable development?

It is interesting to note that, out of all the surfers I spoke with during this project, only one mentioned staying put. Doc Sweet, who has surfed in Tahiti, Hawaii, France and Australia, lives in Widemouth Bay in Cornwall, so he doesn’t need to get in the car to surf. As he said to me, ‘We all need to be more conscious of our travel, so I stay at home and surf when it’s good.’

The trouble with surfers, when it comes to environmentalism, and I include myself in this too, is that surfers can be incredibly selfish people. Waves take precedence: consequences be damned. It is spectacular cognitive dissonance. We can surf wooden boards made from sustainable materials, wear natural rubber wetsuits instead of neoprene made from cancer-causing chemicals, and invest in planet-positive clothing and accoutrements, but ask us to stay home or try travelling in a different way. Whoa?! Tough call.

Any of us can get on a plane. But just because we can, does it mean we should?

[image: ]

Prepping for the trip was fun. Choosing gear with as small an impact as possible, whether it was bought or made locally, made from environmentally responsible materials or just stuff we already owned was a challenge too. We bought a traditional Trangia meths-burning stove (no fossil fuels needed) and found wetsuits made from Yulex,* a natural rubber with a tiny impact when compared with neoprene. We avoided man-made materials wherever possible, favouring (responsibly sourced) merino for our ‘technical’ kit, which we had already (hence no Lycra – I am a MAMIM†). Panniers were bought from eBay. My friends at Rooted Ocean, a workshop in Bude, made us an insulated pannier liner out of surfboard bag material to help keep our food fresh. Plates and cutlery were from the camping box in the shed. My board, a 7-foot (2.1-metre) twin pin,* was made locally by a friend out of recycled polystyrene wrapped in Paulownia wood, with cork rails and deck pads, and sealed with natural oil – so removing the harmful chemicals and processes from ‘traditional’ surfboard construction. Lizzy’s board was a wooden production model, bought second-hand from a local surf shop. We chose 7ft boards to give us the best of both worlds: they were short enough to use in bigger waves and to transport on a bike and long enough to work in small or less than perfect waves.† Plus, they were good for surfers like us who aren’t 64kg and 19 years old any more.

We would camp and cook as much as possible. However, I reserved the right to check into a hotel whenever we needed it, and wouldn’t rule out hiring cabins or chalets if we pined for a proper bed (or needed space for a little cry) from time to time. We would have to carry everything with us that we needed, including camping kit, surfboards, wetsuits, cooking equipment, cameras, clothes, spares (spokes, brake pads, derailleur hangers and inner tubes) and any tech we might need along the way. How we would fit all of this in, exactly, I was still unsure about.

When we set off, I still had no idea if the trailers I had customised would withstand the load or the distance.

But it was also a nice puzzle to solve. I liked the idea of living with less, because I was sick of overpacking and overconsumption. Lizzy and I live in a small bungalow and don’t have much compared with a lot of people, but we are still overrun with junk (some might call it possessions). Whether it’s books, clothes, pictures, tools, surfboards, wetsuits, guitars or old children’s toys, our house, at times, feels like it’s being overrun. It was making me feel oppressed.

Travelling in a van for long periods felt the same. Just because we had the space didn’t mean we had to fill it, and yet somehow everything always seemed to come with us, even though we never used it. We took snorkels, flippers, fishing rods, clothes and running shoes and rarely needed them. The flow of living easily and seamlessly seemed lost. Hence why the simplicity of surfing and cycling, without all the vapid trappings of a modern life, sounded like heaven. I wanted to find out if living with less would make me happier.

Maybe, too, cycling would give us some of the joy we had seen in the faces of those cyclists we’d encountered on the Estrada Florestal. If things went to plan, I hoped to be overwhelmed by happy chemicals: dopamine from cycling, serotonin from constant exercise and adrenaline from surfing the kind of waves that could give me a pounding.

They couldn’t write me off just yet.


Notes


	*  I had had a crisis of confidence after paddling out into surf that was too big and on a day when I was alone. The only way back to the beach – the current was too strong – was to allow myself to get washed in. I held on to the tail of my board for floatation and endured an underwater rodeo that left me gasping for breath when I surfaced briefly between waves. I crawled up the steep stony beach, ready to kiss solid ground like the Pope landing back in Rome.

	*  The day we spent at Treliske A&E in Truro was fun. I had a couple of injections in my stomach, having waited for four hours, two days after the surgery.

	*  A surfboard that’s made of soft material so it can’t hurt if you fall on it. It’s also very easy to use.

	†  The point at which the wave peaks and breaks: the most powerful part of it.

	‡  A green wave is an unbroken wave: before it breaks and turns to whitewater.

	§  Rob Machado is the nearest thing surfing has to God. He surfs like one and looks a bit like Him too, except he’s white.

	*  As a result of spending so much time at the beach and seeing plastic wash up with every tide, I became an eco-warrior, organising beach cleans, starting a global online campaign and setting up a beach-cleaning charity. Surfing, inevitably, led me to environmentalism.

	*  Yulex is a natural rubber product. It replaces neoprene, wetsuit material made using chloroprene and an oil derivative called butadiene. Neoprene usually ends up in landfill. Also, communities surrounding facilities that make chloroprene have been known to suffer very high risks of cancer.

	†  In case you didn’t get the joke: middle-aged man in merino.

	*  A twin pin is a twin-finned surfboard with a pintail. It is a modern take on the classic twin-finned boards that were standard in the late 1970s and early 1980s.

	†  In an ideal world I would have travelled with two boards: a longboard of around 9 feet (2.7 metres) for smaller waves and a shortboard of around 6 feet 4 inches (1.9 metres) for bigger waves. Taking just one 7-foot (2.1-metre) board was a compromise that I hoped would work well.
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