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      ‘I’ve seen Richie after rolling through the jungle in a tsunami, winning contests on the ASP World Tour, losing his mobility
            and potentially his life from his cancer scare, and dealing with the harsh reality of losing his career. I’ve even seen him
            make a hole-in-one on the golf course! There’ve been lots of highs and lows. If you can’t relate to the things he’s been through
            or find them inspiring and incredible, you might want to check your pulse. On top of that, Itchy-Rub-It (my nickname for him)
            is an incredibly caring guy, and good friend to hundreds of people from around the globe. I’m happy to know him.’
      

      
      KELLY SLATER
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      Chapter 1

      
      THE RICH KID IN THE CARDBOARD BOX

     
      
      
      It was like looking up at the world through the bottom of a Coke bottle. I could see colours and shapes above me, abstract
         and rippling, vivid in the afternoon sun. The fact that I wasn’t breathing was a trifling detail, because this new world I’d
         just discovered had me enthralled. I was two years old and had just toppled off a grey timber wharf into Sydney’s Neutral
         Bay, and I was quietly sitting on the bottom of the harbour, happily minding my own business down there, waiting for someone
         to jump in and retrieve me. Mum recalls to this day the look on my face when she saw me: the big eyes looking up from the
         ocean floor, the grey face, the aura of total calm. ‘Just hanging out down here, Mum!’ After the inevitable rescue I was plonked
         on the wharf, spluttering, but otherwise perfectly fine and quite content. It was only when I sensed everyone around me was
         in a state of blind panic that it dawned on me I might actually be at the centre of it, and I should probably be doing the
         same. That was my first brush with death, what Mum describes now as my ‘first cat life’. I haven’t kept count, but I’ve certainly had a few more in the years since.
      

      
      I’m a lucky man. That might seem a strange thing to say if you list the ways I could have died over the years (starting with
         that near drowning when I was a little tacker). But perspective is everything in life and from where I’m standing today I
         have metaphorically won the lottery a few times over. Sure, there have been scary times, moments when I’ve lost my way and
         thought it was all too hard – we all have them. The key is not to give those thoughts power. Focus on the things you love;
         and for me that’s surfing and family (not necessarily in that order) and, without getting all self-help guru on you, remember
         that everything passes. The key is to make sure you don’t waste time on things that don’t matter. I’ve learned that lesson
         the hard way and I’m hoping sharing my story can help others realise that truth. I guess the best place to start is at the
         beginning.
      

      
      Though I was born in Melbourne on 17 September 1972, all my childhood memories revolve around the waters near the Sydney suburb
         of Beauty Point. My family lived in a gorgeous house overlooking a beautiful part of Sydney Harbour. Life was, well … you
         can probably guess. And let’s just say we weren’t doing it tough. My dad, who’d started with two coins in his pocket and had
         made his money through hard work in the boat business, had the philosophy ‘If we’ve got money, we’re spending it’, so we always
         had things like nice cars in the driveway. Dad had a particular fetish for Cadillacs that continues to this day. At one stage we had two Caddies and a Rolls parked out front. And then there
         were the boats: a luxury cruiser for family weekends on the harbour, speedboats we waterskied behind and game-fishing boats
         in which Mum and Dad ventured out to sea.
      

      
      This array of grown-up toys impressed my mates no end and led them to assume we were swimming in money, and, compared to many,
         I suppose we were. I’m not sure, however, what Dad actually owned and what the bank owned, but back then it was all about
         keeping up appearances – this was the life my parents chose to lead. We were extremely fortunate in that my brother and I
         didn’t grow up poor, and we didn’t go wanting for much. Having money, I’d find out later, would be both a blessing and a curse,
         because I still get shit today from my mates at the beach about my ‘silver spoon’ upbringing.
      

      
      Mum and Dad – Jenny and Geoff – had moved the family up from Melbourne when I was 18 months old. Dad had bought into the Neutral
         Bay Marina and he’d later go into partnership with a guy named Jeff D’Albora to purchase the Spit Marina, which was just down
         the bottom of the hill from our place in Beauty Point. We could literally see the marina from our balcony. For my older brother,
         Pete, and me, our lives revolved around the harbour and boats from a young age. The one consistent thing in our childhood
         was the marina, and for the first ten years the harbour was our babysitter.
      

      
      
      My folks were mad boaties, and it was inevitable Pete and I would love every aspect of the ocean. When they weren’t working
         or cruising the waters around Sydney, my parents were heavily into game fishing. They would often head up to Port Stephens
         to take part in the annual tournaments and we’d tag along. These trips became our family holidays. We’d rent an apartment
         and the oldies would fish hard all day and party hard at night. They were fun times. Mum and Dad had a big Mariner 43, and
         on the calmer days they’d take us out to catch their bait. We’d pull in these little stripy tuna that they’d then rig up and
         use as bait for marlin fishing. I remember catching my first yellowfin tuna, which at the time was a huge buzz. Pete caught
         the first yellowfin that day, a good-sized one, too, and I recall feeling ripped off until the reel started singing again
         and I was next in line. I was so pumped. I remember being mesmerised by all the different coloured lures, the shiny gold fishing
         reels and the sound of the crazy ‘Dukes of Hazzard’ car horns that kept me awake at night as the adults partied and drove
         their cars along the beachfront strip.
      

      
      At about four o’clock every afternoon the boats would come in from the day at sea with coloured flags flying off the game
         poles indicating what they’d caught. There was a flag for each type of fish – marlin, sailfish, shark and yellowfin. Pete
         and I would wait down at the jetty for the boats to return – I’d be bursting with excitement, straining my eyes in the afternoon
         light trying to see what flags they’d hoisted. Black marlin were the trophy fish, and I remember Mum and her crew bringing in some huge ones. At one stage she held
         Australian records for black marlin on light tackle. There’s also a giant marlin beak mounted proudly on the wall above the
         fireplace in her house today, the remains of a monster fish she caught one year up in Cairns.
      

      
      I can vividly recall one night during the Port Stephens years when the whole town was woken up at one in the morning. Word
         had spread in the afternoon that one of the boats had hooked a big shark. Long after nightfall, after fighting the monster
         for close to eight hours, they were bringing it back to the jetty at Shoal Bay to be weighed. When they eventually winched
         the tiger shark onto the jetty, I was awestruck by the sheer size of the thing. It was six metres long and weighed a ton –
         it was bigger than a car. Mum took a photo of Pete and me sitting on the back of it like cowboys on a horse. Our feet couldn’t
         even touch the ground. The next morning they cut the beast open and it was like a scene from Jaws – all these unfortunate creatures and indigestible flotsam spilled out onto the dock, including several smaller sharks. I
         stupidly grabbed one of the sharks and stuck my fingers into its mouth and soon learned that sharks’ teeth are designed to
         let things go in, but not out.
      

      
      Even when we weren’t on holidays, my brother and I were always messing around with boats. Saturday mornings we’d grab our
         fishing gear and head off along our secret path through the bush that led to the park at the bottom of the hill, and from there it was a straight shot across to the marina. Being the boss’s sons, we had open slather on the place,
         and my brother – two years older than me – often took that liberty to its limits. He ran amok down there. Pete had a mortgage
         on the rebellious DNA in our family, while I was the conscientious one. He’d get us into trouble and I’d get us out, a pattern
         that continued for the next decade.
      

      
      We had our own boats and dinghies that we’d use to explore the harbour. Our aluminium tinny was about three metres long, just
         big enough to launch by ourselves, with a Johnson 6 horsepower eggbeater on the back. After school or on weekends we’d throw
         in our fishing gear, a spare tank of fuel, whatever junk food we could find and we’d be off. With the harbour stretching forever
         in both directions we had an open field. Pete was always the skipper and on the water (like on land) he preferred two speeds:
         idle and full throttle. He’d hunt down big boat wakes and get the tinny airborne whenever possible, encouraged even more by
         my screams of protest. The only rule our parents insisted on was that we not venture out through Sydney Heads. The water around
         the Spit was pretty safe, but once past Chinamans Beach and Balmoral and beyond Grotto Point the harbour started to get rough
         and you had to dodge the Manly Ferry and container ships. Pete loved it, of course. We had Sydney Harbour as a playground
         and between the exploring, the fishing and the total absence of adults it was a dream childhood.
      

      
      
      Mum, in particular, liked to throw new challenges at us all the time, and when I was about ten she signed Pete and me up at
         Middle Harbour Yacht Club. We were going to start sailing. I guess my folks had this idea that we needed some responsibility
         so they bought this old clapped-out Manly Junior, a bathtub with a sail, which became the family project. When we got it home
         and had a closer look, we realised it was the biggest piece of shit we’d ever seen. It was old, heavy and waterlogged and,
         looking back now, I think that was always Mum and Dad’s intention. They could’ve bought a new one, the Cadillac of kids’ boats,
         but they were strict on us earning our keep and pulling our weight. They also figured it would be a good thing for the family
         to do together. (I later learned the whole sailing gig would be the perfect excuse for my folks to take their big boat out
         on the harbour to party while we floundered around in our sailing boat.)
      

      
      For weeks after we got that boat any spare moment after school or on the weekends was spent with the belt sander out stripping
         away the paint layers until we were left with a raw timber hull. Blue was the agreed colour. We added some stripes so at least
         it’d look fast, decked it out with some new rigging, fixtures and sails, and it was ready to go. We called it Bojangles. The next problem was my brother and I didn’t have a clue what to do with it. We’d mastered the outboard but we had no idea
         how to sail. Luckily, a friend who lived down the bottom of our street, Nigel Littlewood, was a champion windsurfer and sailor, and he took us under his wing.
      

      
      Having been out on the harbour for years already, it didn’t take us long to pick it up. Pete was savvy when it came to sports,
         and sailing was no exception, so (as usual) he was the skipper and I was the crew. It was actually a really good dynamic.
         Pete and I have always enjoyed a close relationship; we still do. As a kid I looked up to him so much that whatever he told
         me to do I’d just do it. He quickly became a good skipper – we rarely capsized, and if ever we did we’d come up laughing.
         We started learning more about the harbour and the weather – the tides, the wind and the water – and we even made up our own
         sailing language. ‘Darkies’ was the term we’d use to identify a gust of wind because it would darken the surface of the water
         as it blew across it – and that’s what we looked for to fill the sails. Pete left me in charge of spotting the darkies.
      

      
      We began entering the monthly races down at the yacht club on a Sunday morning. We didn’t even finish our first race. The
         wind was howling south-east, it was overcast and we were completely out of our depth. I did what younger brothers often do,
         threw the lower lip, started whingeing, and halfway round the course I convinced Pete to throw in the towel. The next month
         we were back out there, confident we couldn’t do any worse than the previous time. Again, we didn’t finish. Pete was getting
         fed up with it all by this stage. We finished second last in the third race, a minor victory of sorts. At least we’d finished. A south wind was blowing straight down the guts of Middle Harbour and it was
         a spinnaker leg home. We had a yellow, white and blue spinnaker and I had to scramble up the front of the tiny boat and clip
         the spinnaker pole to the mast. It was such a cool feeling when it filled with wind and we took off. Heading for the finishing
         line, my bro and I looked at each other and started hooting. Mum and Dad were following in their speedboat hooting as well,
         toasting us with glasses of champagne. From there we were hooked.
      

      
      The following season we finished towards the top of the point score, but our boat was still holding us back. We were sailing
         a housebrick. Bojangles might have been a good-looking piece of shit, but it was still a piece of shit. After the races the other kids were pulling
         these light fibreglass boats out of the water while it took about ten people to haul Bojangles out. We hit Mum and Dad up for a new boat, and as we’d shown some commitment they happily agreed. We didn’t buy a brand-new
         boat but we bought a near-new one, which we called Yella-Yacht due to the colour of the hull. For us it was a Ferrari. It was cool, it was light and it had new sails. We were off. We ended
         up winning the point score the next year, and from there we headed to the state titles.
      

      
      I was 12 and we’d been sailing for a few years, but I could see my brother was looking for something new. He soon bailed,
         and for a while I was pumped with the idea of taking the helm, until my newfound crewman started crying five minutes into our first sail and it became apparent really quickly that, without Pete, sailing wasn’t going to be nearly
         as much fun.
      

      
      In the meantime something else had captured my attention. My grandfather had taken me surfing for the first time a couple
         of years earlier and my whole world had changed that day. It soon became clear to me that the thrill of sailing was never
         going to match the buzz I was getting from surfing. In that final season before hanging up the sails I remember heading out
         towards Grotto Point, out towards Sydney Heads, and I could feel the swell under the boat. Instantly I thought, Geez, the
         waves would probably be good at Manly today. What am I doing here? The beach and surfing was fast becoming my preferred sanctuary,
         and it was starting to make sailing seem very, very boring. It was time to pull down the sails.
      

      
      My grandparents lived not too far away from us, up on the hill at Fairlight in a big apartment block called Dai-Ichi that
         overlooked the Pacific Ocean and the whole of Manly. From their place you felt like you were in the clouds, on top of the
         world looking down. On the weekends Pete and I would sometimes stay with them, and it felt like a fantasy land. My grandfather
         – known to all as ‘Barty’ – would take us down to Manly Beach and I’d watch guys surfing the waves, just mesmerised. My grandfather
         was a really keen bodysurfer who’d swim every day and he could see what was going on, and soon afterwards he suggested to Mum that he take us surfing.
      

      
      We’d been given a big green Gordon & Smith single-fin surfboard by our next-door neighbour Chris Athas, but the thing was
         a tank … it was seven-foot-two, three inches thick, and too heavy for me to carry. It was the Bojangles of surfboards, but we took it over to Nan and Pa’s house, got up early the next morning and took it down Manly Beach. It
         was a beautiful day, crystal clear, and Pete and I walked down the hill to the beach with Pa, punching each other in the arm
         out of pure excitement. Pa was lugging the board, and while his hip replacement slowed him down a bit on terra firma, he turned
         into a 20-year-old again once he hit the ocean. We headed straight out the front of Raglan Street at the southern end of Manly
         – we weren’t fussy at that stage because the whole beach looked good to us.
      

      
      Pulling rank, my brother grabbed the board and paddled out first, and I spent 20 minutes in the shorebreak yelling at him
         to get in. When Pete finally came in, Barty threw me on the board and paddled me out towards the breakers. I was white-knuckling
         the rails of the board as he pushed me through the waves until suddenly I was in open water out the back. The surf was only
         waist-high and there were little green peelers running down the sandbank. I looked back at the beach and realised I was in
         a completely new world out here in the ocean.
      

      
      
      If I’d nosedived and purled and been hit by my board that first day I might have stuck with sailing, but Pa knew the ocean
         so he waited and waited until the right moment. I paddled hard as he pushed me onto my first wave and I could feel the board
         taking off underneath me. It felt alive. Instinctively I sprang to my feet and, looking around, I could see the whitewater
         behind me and the green water in front, a stick-thin kid on this huge surfboard. I was elated. Surfing that wave, I just thought
         to myself, I want to do this again and again and again. It was an intoxicating feeling. I was hooked and there was no going
         back. I rode the wave till the board stopped, jumped off and within a heartbeat I was straight back on the board ready to
         go again. Pa had bodysurfed the next wave in, by which stage I was paddling back out on my own. It felt right, and from that
         moment it became the thing in my life. Old Bojangles and Yella-Yacht never really stood a chance.
      

      
      My brother and I took turns for the next few hours until poor old Pa was absolutely buggered. We got out of the water and
         started the long march up Fairlight Hill, Pete and I hounding Pa for an Icy Pole all the way. The poor bloke was cactus, carrying
         this heavy board up a vertical hill while my brother and I tagged along behind just frothing out, talking about the waves
         we’d caught. Then, when we got back up to the apartment and opened the front door, we were hit with this incredible smell.
         My Nan had baked a batch of her famous scones for us. Could this day get any better? This was heaven. Pete and I inhaled three or four of them with jam and cream and passed out on the couch.
      

      
      Nan and Pa’s place became an escape for us. We were lucky where we lived, having the harbour on our doorstep, but for me the
         beach at Manly was so much better. It really seemed like another world. When the waves were big, Pa would take us out to look
         at Fairy Bower and we’d watch guys surfing these giant mountains of water. To me that was like, ‘Phwooar! There’s no way I
         could ever do that!’ We’d watch the wooden clubbie boats ride huge swells out beyond the point. We’d explore all around the
         rocks, catch crabs and collect shells. Manly just seemed so cool and full of life. We’d go for walks through the Corso with
         Barty and there’d be buskers and breakdancers and teenage girls in bikinis and surfers everywhere. There was the smell of
         fish and chips, there were the gelato shops and a sky full of seagulls. And at the end of Raglan Street there was a huge skateboard
         ramp into which the older kids would drop and launch into the air off the other side, and we’d watch them for hours. Manly
         was a place I wanted to be.
      

      
      While it was only a 20-minute drive from our house in Beauty Point, Manly seemed like a faraway, exotic country to me during
         my early years. I would soon be enrolled at a private school called The Scots College over at Bellevue Hill in the eastern
         suburbs. Every single morning Pete and I would get up at half past six, get dressed, and Mum would drive us down to the wharf
         at Taronga Zoo, where we’d board the ferry to Rose Bay. We’d walk from Rose Bay across the golf course to the bus stop, and then get a bus up the hill to school.
         It was a two-hour commute, every morning and every afternoon. I’d get home well after dark and had no time to do anything
         else. Between the extracurricular activities, cadets, the after-school and weekend sports, Scots took over my life. I reluctantly
         played cricket, football and basketball, but I would have traded everything to just go surfing. At that point in my life surfing
         was limited to weekends if there was time, and if I could convince Mum or Dad to take us to the beach. It wasn’t even in the
         picture for them. I yearned to be at Manly and be a part of that scene, but here I was, stuck too far away and feeling like
         an outsider. And while I knew I was incredibly lucky and that we were living this luxurious lifestyle on Sydney Harbour, I
         didn’t have the luxury of living by the beach. I’d have happily swapped the big house, the harbour views and the Rolls-Royces
         to live in a cardboard box on Manly Beach. I just wanted to go surfing. Was that too much to ask?
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