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Prologue

In the Eye of a Storm: Part 1

On a cold, gusty, pre-dawn morning in December 2007, I sat in the back of my van with the fan heaters on full blast. My teeth chattering with anxious anticipation more than the biting winter cold that was whipping in and penetrating though every available cavity in the vehicle. My nostrils filling on each intake of breath with the sharp, sea-salty, overpoweringly fresh aroma of fishy seaweed that only a sea in full storm can produce. Gulls screaming overhead as they soared and dived without beating a wing in the ferocious gale. I was parked at the top of the harbour in Mullaghmore, Co. Sligo, on Ireland’s northwest coast. Sitting alongside me in the passenger seat was my long-time big-wave surfing partner, Gabe Davies. We both desperately needed a moment of solitude, a personal calm before the storm. So, with that in mind I closed and locked the van’s sliding side door, banishing all the film crew, line producers, onlookers and the health and safety officers from our immediate orbit.

The day was just starting to get bright with streaks of pale, wintery dawn light making their first appearance. The weak illuminations gave us the necessary chink of light that we needed to take stock of Mother Nature’s full rage in the monstrously churning charcoal-grey and white-capped sea. Within moments the silvery treads of struggling low light that characterise the depth of winter had finally broken over Donegal Bay. The new December day stretching from the southwest brought into sharp focus the true extent of the furious cold saltwater arena we were about to step into.

Neither Gabe nor I had slept a wink the night before, both of us suffering from the duality of expectations and pressure mixed with excitement, fear and a healthy slice of ambivalence for the coming hours. I climbed into the driver’s seat, turned on the engine and slowly rolled out of the car park. Our creeping exit caused dismay among the production and camera crew visible in my rear-view mirror – their hands on their heads, arms waving in anguished disapproval – as we drove off in the direction of the headland hoping for a private moment to address our age-old predicament of ‘to go or not to go’. The former had always emerged victorious, but today was unequalled in the intensity of that decision making. The knowledge that we could be risking it all, life and limb, and for what? Certainly, it wasn’t for fame or financial reward. To us, it was for something that ran much deeper than that: it was personal, private even, with a strong sense of ownership of the waves at Mullaghmore for us both. The most powerful desire for us that morning was eclipsing everything else. It was something on a more primal level, pressing and critical as tide, time and opportunity weren’t going to wait no matter how much we willed them to. That unflinching power of nature blasting in the face of our physical human fragility. Inside of us, it was exposing every doubt we had, laying bare all our fears. It was a day we knew would come around eventually, whether we wanted it to or not.

I’m not a believer in destiny. It’s too strong a word in its neatness for me. It’s only applicable when you are talking about important stuff like royal succession and George McFly. In many ways, that day was what Gabe and I had been working towards for most of our lives. We had led the way in Irish big-wave surfing; now we were ready to meet the moment head on. Stars weren’t aligned but we were the right surfers in the right place at the right time. We had manufactured this moment for ourselves, ready for a coming together of all the necessary human and natural elements. The enormous potential of what could be achieved that morning became shockingly clear. We had put in countless years of hard work to be ready for a day like this, with no big-wave surfing roadmap to follow. For me, I’ve always believed you put in the time, ride your luck as best you can, and when the chances come you need to be ready to grasp them with both hands. This day was one of those moments. The potential apex of our careers was now tantalisingly within our reach. We were ready for it, or as ready as you can be facing into what was for both of us a no mistakes, no second chances game of Russian roulette at dawn. Only one winner could emerge when the dust settled. It would either be us or the gigantic waves.

That morning, the northwest coast of Ireland was under the influence of a massive, unprecedented 50-foot swell. Waves were well in excess of 40 feet high all along the coastline. A coastline, I might add, that is no stranger to some of the world’s most violent storms and enormous waves capable of sinking a Spanish Armada. A heaving mass of treacherous white water extended for miles out to sea. The incoming walls of triple-storey milk-coloured white water tumbled forward, licking the coastline like giant tongues of fiery flames that fizzed and roared before exploding off the cliffs. The crescendos of white water were being mercilessly flung hundreds of feet into the air, drenching and inundating everything in their path, creating a hanging salty mist that shrouded the immediate coastline and everything on it.

The one exception to this chaos in Donegal Bay was Mullaghmore Head, the famous big-wave spot that is just tucked into the westerly reach of the north Sligo harbour town. The headland was somehow holding its shape. The intricate and deceptively delicate balance of wave size, swell direction, tide movement, wind, headland formation, bottom contour and water depth were all in play that morning. The combined result wasn’t exactly nature’s smooth symphony; it was more an almighty power struggle between all the elements. Mullaghmore Head offered a fleeting fusion for these clashing, attritional elements. Here, the biggest waves the Atlantic could throw at the coast would peel and break with colossal size and unimaginable power beyond the bluff. The key component for us that morning among the mayhem of the maelstrom was looking for any basic uniformity to the tossed seascape and waves. As massive and windswept as they were, the waves at Mullaghmore Head looked surfable. That’s the silver bullet in these situations. A tiny window of opportunity that requires a short, uneasy entente cordiale between the dexterous, warring natural elements. This second of ceasefire could in theory allow us just enough time for the briefest of moments to exploit it. Each moving mountain of water that morning offered some semblance of shape and open face that could give us permission to launch. A promising setting to us, which to everyone else looked an extremely unfeasible one at best or suicidally life-threatening at worst.

Our understanding of storms heading for Ireland had progressed beyond ‘the night of the big wind’, but it was still an era before big winter depressions and damaging storms were christened with innocuous names like ‘Steven’ – without the PH – or ‘Patricia’. So, this storm was a nameless monster covering what was most of the North Atlantic, from Nova Scotia to Iceland to Ireland and back again. Between chirpy morning radio show skits and the big hits of that year from Leona Lewis and Mika, the early news bulletins from national broadcasters came across crystal clear on the van’s speakers. Every station was warning people to stay off the coast. Severe code red weather warnings were on repeat from Malin Head to Mizen Head and everywhere in between. The headlines were of record high seas and damaging storm-force winds to be expected all day along the Atlantic seaboard as the deepening area of low pressure enveloped the whole country. The storm front was inducing a nightmare before Christmas scenario for our entire coastal waters. 

As Gabe and I crested the small hill that cloaks the final approach to Mullaghmore Head, I noticed my knuckles were gripped white to the steering wheel. ‘I’ll need a crowbar to pry them free,’ I said to myself with my whispered words unconsciously leeching from my loose lips. ‘Talking to yourself again, Rich,’ Gabe responded as we both cracked a nervous smile that broke the silent tension. As we drew near, the entire headland gradually unfurled in front of us. If you believed in old man of the sea superstitions or long-held sailors’ omens, well then, they were all present and pointing at the shore screaming at us to stay on land. The leaden sky, grey storm-tossed sea and giant, inky-black slabs of treacherously blasted wet rock that categorise the bluff were in sharp contrast to the relative safety of the sodden but deeply green verge we parked up on. Our sleepy, early-morning monotone responses were replaced in an instant with a hyper-sensitive awareness, that we had reached the point of no return.

Immense building-sized chunks of storm-whipped ocean came thundering in, each liquid fist smashing the coast square in the jaw with a relentless flurry of blows. Set after bigger set of waves detonated out to sea, making the swells seem like something out of a cartoon. Nothing of this size or even close to it had been surfed in Ireland before, or anywhere in Europe for that matter. 

There is nothing more sobering than the feeling of insignificance that you register when pitting yourself against such staggering forces of nature. That morning for both of us was the culmination of 15 years of joint big-wave dedication that had already yielded many successes and a few character-building failures. Most importantly, the last decade and a half had proven that together we were much stronger and more capable than the sum of our individual parts.

We were eagerly looking to add our names and the Irish coastline to that most exclusive list of the world’s biggest and best waves. We had surfed Mullaghmore plenty of times before, but not at this size and intensity. Was it possible for an Irishman and Englishman to buck the world order of global big-wave surfing? Would it be possible by day’s end to sit alongside the achievements previously only seen in places like Hawaii and Northern California? Most important for us that morning was to see whether we were up to the task at hand. Were we good enough? Could we successfully stand in and fill those big international shoes? Passing the toughest of surfing tests was the prize. Crumbling at the altar was just as possible a reality.

The likelihood that my life would lead to such a dramatic, pressurised and momentous morning in Mullaghmore was not a foregone conclusion or the pinnacle of some predetermined surfing destiny. The real story of how I reached that moment would have seemed unimaginable to that young schoolboy taking his first cautious steps in the sea at Bundoran.




1

Bundoran

My father’s idea of going for a swim – like so many Irishmen of his generation – was to take off his socks and shoes and roll his trousers up to just below the knee, accessorise himself with an off-white hanky tied over his head in four knots, and stand in ankle-deep water reluctantly directing traffic in a sea world that was many light years beyond his comfort zone. My mother, being an inlander herself, was only marginally better. She also hated to get her face or hair wet while swimming. The result of this was that she rarely went out into the sea or a swimming pool. When an opportunity presented itself and she did go for a swim she had pursed lips and only breaststroked within her depth from point to point.

So, for me, my brother and my sisters, our love of the water was most definitely a product of our coastal environment and proximity to the beach and surf, rather than genetically handed down. My oldest sister Frances set the pace and tempo of the Fitzgerald kids. She absolutely loved the sea, and would go for a swim around Bundoran’s challenging Rougey Point at the drop of a hat. She was a real ocean person. She could surf too, before I could, even in the depths of winter in the early 1980s when it was way too cold to go for a dip. She would go for a brisk walk or run around the seashore just to feel the salt air on her face as much as anything. Her enthusiasm for the sea was infectious, infusing an early curiosity, fascination and love for the ocean in me.

I was born in Sligo town on New Year’s Eve 1974, the youngest of five siblings – with three sisters and one brother – but I grew up in the bustling seaside town of Bundoran, 22 miles north of Sligo. The town sits just over the Leitrim-Sligo county border, marking Donegal’s most southerly point. I was very much a product of and shaped by my family. In saying that, I was also just as much a product of the unique coastal community and environment I grew up in. Neither of my parents were born in Bundoran. My dad, also Richard, was born in 1931 to Irish emigrant parents in the blue-collar, working-class Irish neighbourhood of Elizabeth, New Jersey, USA. My mum was born in 1936 in Co. Cavan, where she was raised on her parents’ small family farm near the Leitrim-Cavan border. My dad returned to Ireland at a young age when my grandparents decided to raise their young family in Ireland, choosing Bundoran as their new hometown. It was extremely rare in those years for any Irish emigrant families to return home to Ireland from America. It was all one-way traffic, so their decision was very much the exception. They established Fitzgerald’s boarding house, which is still in town today but now the much more luxurious Fitzgerald’s Hotel. My dad’s family were famous for their music. My grandfather, another Richard (I’m the fifth Richard Fitzgerald in a row) was a very talented musician, establishing himself as a respected and in-demand violinist on both sides of the Atlantic. He was a native of Killenaule, Co. Tipperary, the ancestral homeland of the Fitzgerald name in Ireland. My grandfather passed on his musical knowledge to his children, especially my father, his sister Kathleen and brother Barney. The three siblings together eventually formed and remained the nucleus of the Richard Fitzgerald Ceili Band in Bundoran. For much of my life, especially during my younger years, I have memories of my dad being away constantly on tour overseas or gigging away at night all over Ireland.

My mum, Margaret ‘Peggy’ Martin, like my dad, came from a big Catholic family deep-rooted in Ireland for countless generations. With only a primary school education she emigrated to the UK at age 15. As her older sister Emily was already living and working in Luton, my mother took a production line job working at a ball bearing factory for Vauxhall cars. She later spent time working in New York, for the New York Times and then the British Overseas Airways Corporation (BOAC). She met my dad on a visit home to Ireland and shortly after her return to New York she decided that she was going to move back home to Ireland permanently.

When Mum and Dad got married it was a bit of a celebrity affair: an Irish music star marrying a beauty queen (my mum was Miss Ireland in the 1950s, though she would kill me for saying so here). I suppose their marriage was the reason our house always had a bit of a showbiz feel to it when I was growing up. It became commonplace to have Irish celebrities and entertainers constantly in our house. Our home was like a train station for musicians and entertainers of every sort. We would have Paul Brady pop in for a cup of tea in the morning and Ronnie Drew at the dinner table at teatime. I remember sitting on Ronnie’s knee as a wee cub; the Dubliner was a lovely man as far as my memory serves me, beard and all. After bedtime, the front door would nearly be knocked off its hinges as Big Tom would have broken a string or blown an amp next door in the Hollyrood ballroom. Castleblayney’s finest would be standing in our porch in a state of panic, talking to my dad and looking for a lend of equipment to save his Mainliners gig from disaster. Which of course my dad always obliged. It was only much later in life that I realised this wasn’t the norm in every household and how cool it was to have constant visitors like this through our front door. At the time though it was a regular occurrence for us Fitzgerald children growing up in that musical atmosphere and we didn’t know any different.

My parents’ decision to make Bundoran their home, the place where they wanted to put down their roots and start a family, really cast the die in the sea for all of us. Especially for me, with the most enticing of all playgrounds – the broad Atlantic – filling my view of our western skyline.

[image: Paragraph break image]

In 1972, two years before I was born, Time magazine named Bundoran a ‘favourite frontier sanctuary of republican paramilitary gunmen’, while at the same time British government intelligence sources documented and identified the town as having an ‘active service unit’. This was the infamous IRA unit responsible for so much bloodshed while operating in Fermanagh and south Donegal. For some, this is a shocking indictment of the town at the time; for others it is quite the opposite. How you perceived the rights and wrongs, the religious divide, the violence and the hardball politics depended on how and where you were brought up, your family experience, history and the views you subscribed to. Derry, a city that has always had close ties to Bundoran, was reeling from the Bloody Sunday massacre of 14 civilians in January that year. It was a brutal benchmark in the escalating horror of the troubles that had the whole country in its gruesome grasp.

It was this politically charged and religiously entrenched atmosphere, of one person’s freedom fighter and another person’s terrorist, that permeated everything where I grew up. For most of my younger life, my hometown had illustrated a harsh contradiction for me. On the surface, it was and still is one of Ireland’s most popular traditional seaside towns replete with beach blankets, candy floss and Ferris wheel attractions and trappings. It was to this ocean-minded Bundoran that I fixed my gaze and instinctively gravitated towards. My hometown, as I came to discover, was a place of breathtakingly good surf of a global standard, a bracing coastline, golden beaches and the boundless cerulean-blue Atlantic. For many though, Bundoran characterised something completely different. It was a town at the time overflowing as a militant republican stronghold due mostly to its stone’s throw proximity to the border with the north of Ireland. The town acted as an important staging post in the subversive armed republican struggle, a place deeply indoctrinated in the republican cause and the political ideology whose proponents openly promoted the gun barrel.

The disconnect between the town’s two personalities was stark and ill-fitting to me as I was growing up. At a very young age, I had no real grasp of what it all meant: the reasons, the history, the ideology and legitimacy of causes of the opposing sides. Like any child, my world was narrow and revolved around our family unit, our house, Star Wars, Action Man and going to the beach with my friends. Unlike in the movies, I never knew who the good guys in Northern Ireland were supposed to be: there was no good side and no winners.

Although we enjoyed a degree of separation from the north, many of the direct and indirect consequences of the troubles spilled across the border, affecting life in Bundoran. My parents, to my eternal gratitude, had brought us up to be well rounded and about as neutral and open minded as it was possible to be in those days. We were encouraged to be proud to be Irish, and a love for Ireland was instilled in us from early on.

Bundoran had a powerful attraction for republicans north of the border. I never developed any affinity to this militant ‘West Belfast by the Sea’ version of my hometown. For me, it was totally out of step and not reflective of the real town. On any given summer’s weekend, you would have been forgiven for presuming the atmosphere in town served as an incubator for paramilitary involvement more than a Irish holiday favourite. The town in many respects didn’t shy away or try to disguise its republican label; it embraced it for economic reasons more than political ones. The effect of this public image severely restricted and marginalised the demographics of the people coming to town that only served to stifle its public image for many years to come.

[image: Paragraph break image]

Our house – the Fitzgerald home house – was very much in the middle of our street. In fact, it was in the middle of everyone’s street. If X marked the middle of Bundoran then our house was the bullseye centre.

Not many families live in urban town centres or high streets anymore. It’s a way of living and family life that has almost vanished from the Irish societal landscape. Most families now live in single dwellings or new housing estates on the outskirts or approaches to towns and cities. That was not the case when I was young. Up until the year I finished school, there were still several families living in the middle of town. The main street, its footpaths and roads were our bike track, football pitch, meeting-up spots and gossip corners.

Although we were in rural coastal Ireland, we were very much town kids. It was also an era where moving house was a rarity, with multiple generations of family living in the same house. Houses and streets became synonymous with family names. Our Atlantic Way and the main street was full of Fitzgeralds, McEniffs and McHughs. Combining the kids from the three families, we could have easily turned out two mixed football teams. Mostly we rode bikes and played football around parked cars on the knee-skinning loose-chip tarmac covering the Hamilton car park. Getting an over-inflated, yellow plastic ‘Super Tele’ football full throttle in your face was puke inducing for you and laughter inducing for everyone else, while suffering from a shot square in the goolies was just par for the course. Our garage door at the back of the music shop acted as the unofficial goalposts that shuddered under the impact of every huffed deflection and blasted shot.

A house of course doesn’t make a home; families do. With all of us living there the house felt much more than just a building to me. It was a big part of the family and took on its own character, looming large in my childhood memories, especially my early surfing ones. It features strongly in my recollections as our first surfing HQ in Bundoran, with the nerve centre of that HQ being our kitchen and sitting room. It was here that the tiny but enthusiastic first generation of Bundoran local surfers would congregate. The group was populated by my brother, sisters, me and all our friends that had any interest in surfing and the sea. Before a surf, we would group together to get changed – or togged out, as we called it – which meant we all arrived down to the water’s edge at the same time.

This was a critical factor for us, as there was safety in numbers in surfing’s early days. How different that ethos is now, with everyone looking to evade the crowds rather than purposely attracting one. Getting to the beach en masse was the only way to assess wind, tide and wave conditions with communal input. This huddle also gave us the crucial chance to take stock of our combined inventory. Our scant stockpile of boards and wetsuits was always sparse and inadequate for the small number who wanted to surf on any given day. As we decided who was going first and who got to use which surfboard and wetsuit, we always kept one eye on the sea; mind surfing the breaking waves, or how we imagined we could, before we took to the water. If the surf was bad – and it had to be terrible or blowing a hurricane for us not to surf – we would reluctantly retreat to our house. Instead of catching waves, we would watch a recorded clip of surfing on the TV. Everyone’s favourite was the only surf film we owned, which was a pirated VHS copy of George Greenough’s 1973 trippy, psychedelic movie, Crystal Voyager. This featured the archetypal southern Californian hippy vibe, which was about as non-compatible to us as it was possible to be. What’s more, the film’s anti-establishment and anti-Vietnam war subtext was completely lost on us. We were, however, musically astute, and debated the merits of its soundtrack by Pink Floyd, imagining ourselves surfing to their prog rock classics.

Our house had a character all of its own that accommodated our first ventures into the waves and the wider world of surfing. The building crossed the line from being just a pile of antiquated bricks held together with lime mortar into something much more essential and indispensable to us. It’s a cliché but it was our castle in many respects. It was a refuge, a see you back home in the ‘Alamo’, and we loved it. As important as our house was to us, it is unequalled as a location in the story of local surfing. Inside those walls saw the very beginning of the surf industry when we opened the region’s first surf shop in 1990, followed by the formation and incorporation of the town’s first surf club in 1991. It’s incredible to me now thinking of all those surfing firsts that took place under our roof.

In the middle of all this surf awakening was our family home. A house that was full of all the fun, drama and hectic family life of five children growing up. School, holy communions, confirmations, the minefield transformation into teenagers, aspirations, first relationships, heartbreak, moving out, getting older, weddings, funerals and new additions all running alongside our journey from surfing green shoots to the national surfing scene. 

Outside of our family and away from the burgeoning surf scene, our house was a social meeting point due to its central location and the convenient off-footpath shelter it offered. You would often overhear groups of people who you didn’t know from Adam saying, ‘OK, we’ll see you outside Fitzgerald’s after lunch at say 2 p.m.’ Even the local football team congregated at the adjacent wall outside our house on weekend mornings, giddily smoking Silk Cut and drinking bottles of Coke and Club Orange while waiting for their car convoy of lifts to arrive and whisk them away. I would always stop and have a chat to the team, especially if it was classmates on the underage boys’ teams.

The house itself was a big, rambling Georgian townhouse with three sets of staircases. It was roomy, but all the family action took place in the kitchen and sitting room. The rest of the house was mostly populated by the odd yawning dog or guilty-looking cat skulking about. It sounds idyllic, and in some ways it was. Perfect for five children to run amok with its rabbit warren of interconnected rooms and upstairs-downstairs escapades. The home had its downsides. The most obvious one was that it was permanently attached to my parents’ busy ‘Fitzgerald’s Music Centre’ record store that they opened in the late 1960s. The house acted as a storage and distribution depot to the other seven music shops they owned around the country. The result of this was similar to so many other families I knew who, like us, were joined at the hip to their family business 24/7. It was an upbringing that exposed me from a young age to the world of business. As much as I disliked many invasive elements of it at the time, I feel it has stood me well in the long run. Before I realised it, I was getting an education in the business world that taught me how to deal with all kinds of people and the public. Having the constant of a family business from first thing in the morning until well after the doors closed imbued me with a strong work ethic, which would help me in my surfing future. It gave me the courage to pursue my own path in life while ignoring the naysayers and obstacles that popped up everywhere.

Our house faced the main road and arcades, with the other three sides being boxed in by the imposing Holyrood Hotel, the car park behind and takeaways to our right. It was a real 365 degrees of hardnosed make hay when the sun shines seaside commercialism. Our front door – the most puked on, pissed on and kicked front door in town – opened directly onto the main street. Once you opened the front door, you were hit by the distinctive salty smell of the seaside mixing in with the stale whiff of grubby litter from passers-by the night before. My brother and I were dispatched every Saturday and Sunday morning to clean up the horrendous mess at the front and by the garage doors. With two yard brushes, a couple of metal buckets of water and a tin of Jeyes Fluid, we set about the odious task of clearing smashed glass, blood, vomit and pee mixed with fag butts, soggy chips, bits of burger, crushed cellophane containers and endless plastic bags congealed in disgusting piles from the previous night’s revelry. We didn’t stop until we had cleaned the ground, walls and doors and had the place smelling like disinfectant, always taking great pride in how good a job we managed.

Summer was always crazy in Bundoran. High summer, June to September, was also the time we were off school, when the days were long and the increased water temperature made surfing for hours on end, even in crappy wetsuits, a real possibility. Bundoran was anything but the image of a sleepy seaside hamlet nestled into the Irish coast. The town was loud, garish, brash, busy and a dangerous place to be when the sun went down. It was packed end to end with bars and nightclubs where anything would go and usually did. My overarching memory of Bundoran town in summer as a child and teenager was just how insanely rough it was. It’s difficult to express just how belligerent the town got, especially at night; it felt out of control most of the time. I couldn’t describe modern Bundoran as being gentrified; it still has an edge today, but it’s well blunted in comparison. Most summer evenings now, you are more likely to see a hipster cycling down the packed streets with a scraggy dog in tow and a surfboard under his arm rather than a scrum of bucks in Celtic jerseys thumping the heads off each other outside a chippy. The latter was nothing shocking, being a common everyday sight during the 1980s and most of the 1990s.

Whatever chaos surrounded us in summer or during holiday times, it all faded to black in the background because the overriding important component for our family was our home’s proximity to the sea. It was only a ten-second run up Brighton Terrace before the Atlantic panorama revealed itself right in front of you. As the years went past, my combined footpath sprint and paddle-out travel time – from our kitchen starting line by the heated cream-coloured Stanley oven to the world-class waves of the Peak – was an enviable one minute.

Hot water in the house was never a guarantee, even with the immersion heater on for eight hours. The immersion heater was the bane of the whole antiquated plumbing and electrical system expanse of households like ours back then. Halfway to Enniskillen there would be groans of despair when the realisation hit that someone had forgot to turn off the immersion heater before leaving. We were never frightened of the imposing British and Irish military, police and customs checkpoint that you had to go through to get to Enniskillen. But absolute despair filled the car at the thought of the immersion heater being left switched on.

With dodgy heating and spotty hot water, our range oven was always on full tilt to cover the building’s inadequacies and timeworn failings when it came to utilities and integrity. Sitting eternally on the hob was a once silver but now a faded grey and pockmarked, patinated metal kettle that was freakishly big, always filled to the brim with scalding-hot water in case the heating was bandjaxed, which it was too often. The kettle could be hoisted off and used for baths, my dad’s daily shave or dishwashing, before being refilled and returned to the hob with a hissing metallic touchdown of vapourised droplets. The range radiated heat like a black-topped nuclear reactor in a permanent state of imminent meltdown.

As a heat source it can take credit as much as anything for getting us all in the water and surfing over wintertime. Its furnace-like warmth meant it doubled up as a wetsuit drying area, much to my mother’s disapproval. If you have ever smelled drying wetsuit boots, you can understand that. Think stagnant rot. We also had two big, beach-crazy Irish Red Setters named Zoom and Rip. When not down on the beach both dogs were plonked in front of the big sitting room fire all night until the last dying black embers of coal collapsed. Our home was always very animal friendly thanks to my mother’s influence. We had a revolving door procession of dogs, birds, rabbits and numerous meowing calico cats. Some animals became family pets while others used our house as no more than a handy waystation for food and a dry bed before hitting the road again the next morning, never to be seen again. My sister Karen said of our house, ‘If you had a limp, you were in, and if you didn’t have one just put one on.’ In this, she was referring to stray humans and animals alike.

Our kitchen also housed a huge saltwater fish tank on its gigantic Georgian windowsill above the sink. The tank was full of wonderfully coloured and flamboyantly pompous, cabaret-style tropical fish. One evening, my mother decided to put some rocks and organic material from the beach into the fish tank to make Liberace and friends feel more at home. What she had failed to consider was the water temperature difference between the North Atlantic and our tropical water fish tank. The overnight slow cooker proceeded to blanch the Bundoran beach material, releasing all the ingredients of the dulse seaweed into the tropical tank. The next morning, we were greeted with a fish tank transformed to a mushy, dark brown and black soup. Unfortunately, our fish hadn’t survived the night. They were all floating on the surface, grotesquely bloated and bug eyed, the innocent victims of my mother’s in-house ecological disaster.

With no animal shelter in town, any injured or abandoned animal (seaside towns seem to attract people who want to just dump or abandon an unwanted pet, and they always do it on weekends) would land on our door, often accompanied by a local good Samaritan saying we found this poor wee dog around the beach and didn’t know where else to bring him. My mother never turned away any animal in need of help, love and food. The result of this has left me with a lifelong soft spot for any animal in distress.

Despite all this, I have always felt extremely lucky to have grown up in Bundoran and in that bustling house with the good and bad of its location. It knocked the edges off me from an early age and made me much more worldly than my age suggested. From early life, to navigate your way you had to be socially intelligent, politically aware and possess an ability to read people and situations with radar on, especially at night, to avoid getting caught up in the craziness of it all. In the daytime though, the water was where my real worldly adventures took place.





2

My First Surf

I would love to tell you that my first surf was a life-changing, earth-shattering encounter for me. On paper this inaugural day should have ended in a hazy sunset filled with youthful optimism and an aquatic transcendence. Well, it didn’t pan out that way. My first surfing experience was brief, ending in howls of high-pitched torment and the biting chill of numbness.

It’s not that the sea and waves were a new realm for me, quite the opposite. In 1983, I had loved the sea for all my nine years of life. I was already a good sea swimmer, confident and curious. I felt comfortable bodysurfing the shore break waves. I adored swimming in summer and rummaging around in the world of deep rock pools, kelp forests, tidal caves and the strange critters that called them home. My favourite of all rockpool dwellers was the rich, red-coloured anemones, which we called bloodsuckers, with their red colour coming from all the blood sucked out of anyone unfortunate to stand in a rock pool with one of them in it, or so we imagined. Only the bravest could touch the rouge jelly bulb of a closed anemone and survive to tell the tale. It was an early initiation to ‘go on, touch one, I double dare ya!’

My older brother Joe and sister Frances had taken to surfing just before me. I would watch them on the waves from the shore but showed little initial desire or felt any compulsion to ask for a go, until I was press-ganged into it. Surfing looked to me like a lot of hard work for minimal reward; for starters, having to lug an exceedingly heavy and awkward board down to the beach. A craft I couldn’t even get my child-sized arms or cold little fingers around to grasp. Couple this logistical wrestle with the slim likelihood of any piece of adult wetsuit fitting my small size was deterrent enough. I was more than happy in my fantasy world of the Man from Atlantis re-enactments in the shallows. Anyway, adult wetsuits were as rare as hens’ teeth in Ireland, while kid-sized wetsuits were unheard of anywhere.

Observing surfing from the shore gave me the impression that it was a pointless exercise. Awkwardly trying to paddle out through stacked walls of white water while being constantly repelled in a backwards tumble. All the while clinging desperately tight like a baby chimpanzee to the lethally cumbersome surfboard into the bedlam of the breaking wave. After a few dozen wave hits, oxygen levels were critically low with all your energy spent, leaving you in a precarious position like a boat without an engine at the mercy of the waves. The exhaustion left you powerless to stop yourself from being dragged semi-submerged in the opposite direction that you desired to go. To add insult to injury, the final humiliation was being unceremoniously deposited back on the sand clutching your board where it had all started just a few minutes before. Back to square one time and time again, day after day, with little or no progress, all the while demanding maximum effort. Surfing, I judged, was an unwinnable war of attrition against the oncoming waves and the power struggle to control your surfboard. I preferred to swim in the surf or glide down the inside of waves on the one flimsy, white polystyrene bodyboard we had. It seemed a better alternative to being smashed across the head by one of the few megatons of heavy surfboards we had access to. If the weight of the board didn’t knock you out cold, you entertained the ever-present prospect of being sliced in half by the blade, the sharp 10-inch single fibreglass fin screwed to its underside. The thought of an out-of-control surfboard with its inverted fin hidden under the surface was more ominous than any Amity Island-inspired shark fin nightmare you might have.

The Achilles heel for surfers in Bundoran was the same as for everyone else in Ireland’s tiny surfing community. It was owning or being able to get our hands on wave-riding equipment of any description. The simple fact was there were almost no surfboards or wetsuits in town. No surf shops, surf schools, water sports centres, nothing. It was still a few years away from the construction of Ireland’s first surf club in Rossnowlagh. In any case that was in another town, granted only a 20-minute drive away but not within walking distance for us anyway. So Rossnowlagh might as well have been in Timbuktu until one of us was old enough to drive. It wasn’t that there were any financial restraints; most kids had summer jobs or parents who worked or had their own small businesses in town. One of my favourite teachers in school was the extremely strict but hilariously funny Mrs Connors. On our first day back at school after summer, she would quip to the Bundoran children from the front of the class with a wry smile and the booming voice of a mid-Donegal town crier: ‘Welcome children, it’s great to see that you have all come back to school for a rest.’ The Bundoran kids looked drained after three hectic months of constant summer work. In contrast, the country kids, even though they may have helped on a farm for the summer, were healthy-looking and suntanned from working outdoors. By summer’s end, you could have saved the money for a board and wetsuit; you just had nowhere to buy it new or second hand once you had the cash in hand. If a board came up for sale anywhere in the area between Rossnowlagh to Strandhill, you might hear a rumour through word of mouth that ‘so and so’ in Sligo might be selling a board.

No discussion of suitability, brand, design or size of the surfboard was considered. That was a luxury still many years in the future for us. If you were lucky enough to hear a surfboard was up for sale, you would desperately try and find out the name of the seller and where they lived. If no one knew their telephone number, you would hit the Telecom Éireann phonebook and pester the operator with half an address until they connected you to the right house. Once you got through and found out the address and price, you would beg someone old enough to drive you to Rossnowlagh or Sligo to get the board. All my early surfboards were communally bought with my sister and brother. The purchase was agreed, sight unseen. The surfboards we managed to buy were without exception well used. It would be almost 10 years before I got my first new surfboard and later still before getting a surfboard specifically shaped and made for my own dimensions and requirements.

If a board was for sale, you just bought it. It wasn’t that Strandhill or Rossnowlagh had a surplus of equipment. Their local surfing population was also tiny. Crucially, though, they had a head start on us in Bundoran with some local surfing families involved in the sport since the late 1960s. Most importantly this establishment meant equipment better than anything we had in Bundoran. Bundoran had no older generation of surfers to pass down knowledge and equipment to us; we were the first generation. In fairness to the local surfers in both Rossnowlagh and Strandhill, like the Britton brothers, the Lallys, the Byrnes and Burn families, they would always stop you in the street or in the surf if they saw you just to let you know that someone was selling a board or a wetsuit. Early Irish surfing had a unique camaraderie and friendliness among its minute, tight-knit community.

After spending much of the summer of 1983 being a beach rat with my brother and sisters, it would be November before Frances and Joe convinced me to come down and give a surfboard a go. Nothing like waiting for winter’s piercing chill as the tonic to try the sport of Hawaiian kings. All was set for the following weekend. Saturday morning was the time and Tullan Strand was the place for my initiation. There was an unbridled innocence and lack of knowledge to our early surfing. It was free of complication and full of a simple ambition that didn’t stretch much beyond just standing up on a breaking wave. With little discernible surfing form, we were none too fastidious about an overall plan either. We simply surfed by endless, self-taught trial and error. We would pick a spot either on the Main Beach or Tullan Strand and ride any waves we could catch. We hit the waves with little fanfare and no self-consciousness or awareness of the self-effort and pioneering spirit of it all. If the tide was too low or too high, we just waited for it to ebb or flow to a more favourable phase. As for the waves, we surfed anything – big, small, windy (waves on a windy day), glassy (no wind), closeouts (rough waves breaking suddenly) or peelers (smooth-breaking waves) – it didn’t matter.

The only surf forecasting available to us was from the inside of the back page of the Irish Independent. In the bottom left corner, it displayed a pressure chart showing where the low and high-pressure systems affecting Ireland were sitting, as part of the daily weather forecast. This single black-and-white image was our solitary source of information to try to predict what the surf would be like the following day and coming week. We initially greeted the image every day with all sorts of conjecture, but eventually it became astounding how accurate we could be with the weather and surf forecasting. To this day, I’m still able to deduce as much surf forecast information from those static isobar images as I am from the ultra-high-tech surf report apps. Unlike most people, we didn’t care about sun or rain; we cared about wind direction and where the Atlantic low-pressure systems were. Most importantly to us was how these lows were tracking across the North Atlantic and over the country. The ideal scenario for surfing Ireland’s west coast was a dominant high-pressure system over the UK and Western Europe, stabilising weather with light or almost no wind, and blocking a big low-pressure system sitting out to the west. The only other piece of the puzzle we had was if you were lucky enough to be beside a radio to hear RTÉ Radio 1’s shipping forecasts, but timing wise that never worked for us. In any case, wind in knots was hard to decipher before Google.

On the day of my inaugural surf, between myself, Frances and Joe we had two wetsuits to accompany the one surfboard we owned and the use of another surfboard from Bundoran’s first generation of itinerant communal surfboards. Back then, wetsuits didn’t come anywhere even close to the multitude of sizes, styles and futuristic material that are available now. All the wetsuits I had ever laid my eyes on were second hand and of a boxy two-piece unisex shape, limited to the four sizes of small, medium, large and extra large. Both of our wetsuits were two-piece contraptions with dungarees underneath and a neoprene anorak on top. Two into three doesn’t go, so that November day my brother wore the dungarees of his wetsuit with a jumper underneath and a normal everyday cheap zip jacket covering his top half. I wore the other half that was the jacket part of the wetsuit, which was way too big for my nine-year-old frame by about two sizes. I would have worn an extra small if such a size existed then. The upper part of the wetsuit that was rolled around me was an adult medium. The jacket had a full-length opening metal zip straight up the chest to the base of your neck. With a texture of thick, dry shipping carboard, its lack of flexibility was compounded by skin-nipping mini-zips on the cuffs to help with application and removal. One of the peculiarities of the day for me was even though the wetsuit could have fitted two of me in it, such was its size, the harsh material still made it a tight struggle to get into.

The top was made of restrictive neoprene that offered little warmth in its construction, which was exacerbated by its ill-fitting. Both pieces of wetsuit were made with fabrics vaguely more malleable than Houdini’s buckled straitjacket. The wetsuit’s material triggered an instant and agonising skin rash as soon as you moved in it, as if it were lined with 60-grit sandpaper. Hauling that wetsuit on, I blurted out a few curse words. It was the first time that I got away with bold language that wasn’t immediately extinguished by my sister with a well-executed dressing down.

The wetsuit jacket had a raised grandfather shirt collar that nestled its grating overlap against the skin underneath my jaw and just below my earlobes, giving me a sticky pink rash on the back of my hairline within minutes. The whole episode was exacerbated by raw skin irritation when you encountered salt and sand. The jacket’s styling was a hodgepodge patchwork of black and dark blue neoprene held together with broad mustard-yellow stitching, a design that resembled a drunken Scotsman’s tartan weave more than a piece of sporting attire capable of resisting at least a smidgen of the cold November North Atlantic water. Once on, the wetsuit arranged itself on me like a New Romantic Kajagoogoo blouse, all puffed out, full of collar crinkles that stripped soft, callus-free skin like a riotous pumice stone. If you surfed with any sort of regularity, wetsuit hickeys were a permanent fixture around your neck, under your arms, behind your knees and in the crease of your elbows. The abrasions would scab up but become instantly raw when you put a wetsuit on again. If you were lucky, after a few months your skin hardened up a bit. All it took to set off the flaying again was to grow a few millimetres, change to another wetsuit or not surf for a few weeks. Left unchecked, the chafing became ulcerated, which no box of Band-Aids or tube of Germolene could cure.

With only half a wetsuit at my disposal, I was destined for failure. To cover the rest of my body, I used a pair of jeans with tightly tied tracksuit bottoms pulled over the top of them. On my feet were two sets of fluffy white sports socks and a pair of old Dunnes Stores ‘Sizzler’ blue-and-white runners as a home-made substitute for wetsuit booties. For our hands, we all used thin, woollen, navy school gloves under a pair of yellow Marigold kitchen gloves. We would secure the Marigold gloves just behind the wrist bone to make them as watertight as we could, using a few layers of grey carpet tape, while always being very careful not to get any of the tape on our arms, as it took pelt and skin off with it when you had to remove it from exposed parts of the body. The taping made the Marigold gloves a single-use item, so we bought them by the pack. If we were caught short, Mum always had a stash underneath the kitchen sink beside the thick Jif scouring cream. The rubbery, chalky smell of those gloves reminds me of early surfs much more than any washing of dishes or peeling vegetables I may have ducked out of doing. 

You lose most of your heat through your head, making it crucial to have some headgear. The only thing available to us was cheap latex swimming pool caps. We would triple stretch one on top of the other as the only concession against the bitingly cold wind, hail and water. The result squeezed the life out of our puce-coloured heads. With the throbbing tightness of the caps you could feel your heartbeat reverberating under your hair around your skull and in your face. It gave me an instant head-out-the-window-of-a-speeding-car look. We would have used the more expensive and comfortable silicon caps if they were available. While putting on these caps, the dry, tacky latex had an unrivalled ability to stick to itself, creating a pinch point that pulled the hair on your head clean off your scalp, roots and all. All this made you feel like the school bully had just given you a hair-pulling workout in the big playground.

The three of us really were quite the apparition as we walked down the beach in a sorry procession of wretched bits of wetsuit and poxy hulks of surfboard. Everything about our early surfing days, from the waves we surfed to equipment we did or didn’t possess, was shaped by circumstance rather than design. We continued marching forward, blissfully light on the practical but heavy on enthusiasm for the surf that day and many more thereafter. We didn’t care for aesthetics. Anyway, no one was watching because almost nobody surfed Tullan Strand in the 1980s except for the occasional sinking-sand-evading opportunist. The craft for my maiden voyage was the notorious by reputation but euphemistically named surfboard known locally as the blue canoe. It was one of a hat-trick of surfboards in town that never had an outright owner; instead, the boards were passed around from perspective surfer to another as necessity demanded. It was a horrible lump of a surfboard the size of a canoe, hence the name. These boards would be later classed universally in the surfing world as pop-outs, with a primitive construction of two moulded, heavy pieces of fibreglass or plastic husks that were stuck together and injected with a poly-cement to fill the interior, making them implausibly heavy. Their manufacture was cheap and somehow this beast of a board found its way to Bundoran. It was that battered and battle damaged as to have lost much of its distinguishable shape or clue to its maker and origins. In its illustrious history, the blue canoe would take a fair few teeth from and give a fair few black eyes to young and old, boys and girls, it didn’t discriminate.

The board had a home-made bungee cord leg-rope that you knotted to your ankle, extending all the way to the ever-useful hardware twine moonlighting as a leash mooring. With some home DIY, the whole apparatus was jerry-rigged with rough brown squares of cobbled-together jagged fibreglass matted down onto the deck. This unwanted extra weight compounded what was already a hefty, buoyancy-challenged piece of equipment. The whole integrity of the surfboard’s construction was an open-ended question of risk assessment to anyone who surfed it. Although heavy on land, the blue canoe certainly doubled its weight and sat much lower in the water the longer you stayed in the surf. As it absorbed more of the seawater like a sponge, it slowly began to sink. Taking on water through all the cracks and holes in its hull at an alarming rate is not the modus operandi for any seaborne craft. After a surf, leaving the blue canoe upright against a sea wall as you got changed, the board would immediately gush out its ballast, creating a substantial pool of saltwater around its tail within seconds. As gravity took effect, like an hourglass running the water back out again, the board would become lighter to carry once more.

The bungee cord attaching your leg to the surfboard behaved as a calamitous lasso that tripped, choked and strangled depending on what flailing body part it wrapped itself around. Its assembly gave it an ACME catapult effect as the bungee returned your board at maximum velocity with malevolent bone-breaking and flesh-taking intentions. It presented much more of a hazard and threat than any wave you may have encountered.

Already quivering with the cold and feeling more than a bit incongruous wearing my neoprene shackles, I lumbered towards the sea. With the not so seaworthy blue canoe not entirely under my arm or under my control, it was a slow procession. My brother held my hand in a sticky Marigold-on-Marigold embrace. His grip helped me get out past the first line of white water with the listing Bismarck attached to my left ankle. He swapped over with my sister to try to get me to a favourable depth and position for a wave. The cold shock to my body was immediate and all-consuming, the 10-degree water surging into my runners, tracksuit, jeans and baggy top before I got to waist depth, forcing me to take rapid, shallow, panicked breaths through my mouth. The jeans, Sizzler runners and tracksuit were futile against the bitter wintry elements; once my layers of cotton and denim started to absorb all the seawater, they became a sopping weighted anchor that I couldn’t cast away.

I had never worn a wetsuit before, even though this one was only 50 per cent of the real deal. Being so confined and wrapped up in neoprene, latex and waterlogged clothing contrived to make me feel the absurdity of claustrophobia in the expansive openness of my surroundings. I was good in the water, but this was a much too restrictive activity for me. I hated the burden of the surfboard attached to my ankle and the tonnage of my make-do baggy wetsuit with its bulges full of water. Before the first five minutes had expired, my surfing inclinations dwindled rapidly in my rotten before it’s ripe reasoning. The drudgery of it was entirely different to the freedom of swimming through waves in the summer or controlling my shark biscuit aero bodyboard in the shallow surf. 

My brother heaved me into my first wave, where I instantly lurched uncontrollably forward and down, as if the front of the surfboard had just suffered a catastrophic double flat tyre at speed. The next wave offered little more, as I was blown off the board on impact, landmine style.

I did manage to catch a few successful waves that first day, so all was not lost. When I say ‘catch’, I use that term liberally. It was more my brother or sister who had manoeuvred me onto five or six waves. I stood up eventually on my last one in that briefest of first surf encounters. Just for a moment, I felt the sensation of gliding over the surface of a wave. But then my fleeting excitement ended abruptly as I was projected head over arse again off the front of the board in a combination of loss of balance and front-overloaded weight distribution. The board’s momentum and oncoming wave allowed the Goliath of the blue canoe to tackle me from behind, smacking me hard on the back of the head. If you are wondering by any chance whether three latex caps offer any unknown property of padding and protection … well, I can categorically assure you they don’t. That was it, my 20 minutes in the water were up. So that was my surf initiation: trying to get a handle on a porous board that was hellbent on sinking itself with my ankle umbilically attached. This combination of shock, cold, tears, snots and a small stream of blood from the surfboard’s impact brought the curtain down on my ignominious first surf. I told my brother I hated it, and swore at him and to God that I was never doing it again. My brother carried me most of the way back up the beach like a mini shipwrecked sailor in soaked-through Dunnes Stores finery. 

A few hours later, I had warmed up enough at home to think straight. There was something about the feeling of sailing on a moving wedge of water that’s other-worldly. I just couldn’t shake it. The residue of that feeling outshone all the adversity of the lack of a decent wetsuit, the bitter cold and the blue canoe with a mind of its own. I found my sister upstairs and said, ‘Hey Frankie, is it OK if I come surfing with you again next weekend?’ to which she replied, ‘I knew you’d enjoy it.’

Within a month, by the end of December, after three or four more surfs I was completely hooked. All I wanted to do and all I could think about from that point on was catching waves. There is something in the addiction to surfing that’s hard to quantify or explain to those who haven’t experienced it. For many that first taste of walking on water changes your DNA. Trying to capture that essence has even crossed over as a selling point into corporate surfing with corny but accurate slogans like ‘Only a surfer knows the feeling.’ I’ve tried most sports – especially board sports like snowboarding and water-skiing, both from the same stable as surfing – but surfing has a uniqueness that sets it apart. If I allow myself to become all free-spirited about it, then the answer is simple. Every wave is different. You will never see or surf that same wave twice. Like Forrest Gump’s proverb that goes, ‘Life is like a box of chocolate, you never know what you’re going to get.’ This adage can be applied to surfing as a fundamental of its attraction. The playing field changes moment by moment where you have to decode and learn on the fly. It’s a quality in surfing that can’t be offered in a stadium, racetrack or something more similar, like a ski slope or skate bowl. Surfing is just wildly different to anything else, and that’s the hook: the fact that the wave you are surfing has travelled thousands of miles across the ocean from some distant storm system while breaking only once. That wave gives you an exclusive experience, be it 5 feet or 50 feet. The wave you have just surfed will never be replicated in the same configuration again. If you watch advanced surfing it seems to defy physics, with steep, curving walls of horseshoeing water, deep tube rides and critical turns that seem like a lightning-fast, sleight of hand illusion in the ocean. It’s as if the surfer had an engine in his board, or that her feet are somehow glued to the deck of the surfboard. Of course, neither is true, and that’s the hypnotic magic spell that surfing casts over its flock.

The controversial American writer and psychologist Timothy Leary knew a thing or two about addiction. He said of the much-lauded ‘instantly hooked’ attraction to surfing: ‘Surfers are the futurists and they are leading the way …’ He also stated: ‘The act of the ride is the epitome of “be here now”, and the tube ride is the most astute form of that.’ He continued: ‘Which is: your future is right ahead of you, the past is exploding behind you, your
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