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PREFACE

For the process of writing this book, I spent the latter part of 2021 and early 2022 flying to and from Portugal to rub shoulders with the surfers of Nazaré for their big-wave season.

With each visit came ever-changing Covid restrictions and testing requirements, adding a level of bureaucracy beyond simply poring over the cheapest flights in and out of Portugal’s capital, Lisbon.

Nevertheless, every time my flight landed at Lisbon Airport and I prepared to drive up to Nazaré, it was always with a mixture of excitement and trepidation.

The antics performed in the waves by the surfers are both awe inspiring and addictive, watching people do something seemingly impossible day after day, often with what looks like remarkable ease.

But always in the back of my mind was that nagging sensation that things could go horribly wrong at any given moment. Surfing waves up to and over 80 feet is understandably precarious, and lives have been lost at big-wave surfing spots around the globe.

Death is, understandably, not a subject the surfing community talk to each other about with any regularity, nor is there exactly an omertà over the subject. Whenever asked about the prospect of tragedy, the surfers are all honest enough to admit it exists in their thinking patterns, all with the realisation that one day it may happen.

All season long, I had a perpetual fear of such a fate befalling those who took to the waters but especially the main characters of this book – Andrew Cotton, Nic von Rupp, Maya Gabeira, Sebastian Steudtner and Sérgio Cosme – who were kind enough to let me into their eye-catching but unusual world.

Undertaking this, there was always the very real concern that tragedy might unfold before my own eyes. At one point relatively early in the season, I genuinely thought I was witnessing the death of one particular surfer only for him and his rescuers to pull off what seemed like the unlikeliest of escapes.

When the 2021–22 season drew to a close, there was almost an anti-climax that my time as a voyeur of these extreme sportsmen and women had drawn to a close. But there was also a palpable sense of relief that, amid all the wipeouts, hospitalisations and inevitable rehabilitations, everyone had ended the season with their lives intact.

Nazaré is a newcomer to the big-wave surfing scene, and one of its great claims – aside from producing some of the most consistent big waves – is the fact that no surfer had ever died in its waters. At the end of the 2021–22 season that was still the case. Tragically, since finishing this book, that is no longer the situation.

Marcio Freire was a 47-year-old Brazilian surfer. He was perhaps best known from the 2016 documentary Mad Dogs, which featured him and his fellow surfers Danilo Couto and Yuri Soledade’s attempts to paddle surf the big waves at Jaws in Hawaii.

Freire was on a family trip to Portugal when he took to the water on a relatively innocuous January day by Nazaré’s standards, the waves topping out at a maximum height of about 20 feet. During his career, he had surfed waves three times that size.

But he came unstuck on one particular wave, which knocked him off his board. He was pounded by three successive waves and underwater for what onlookers believed was about 40 seconds.

By the time he was rescued by his fellow Brazilian Lucas Chumbo, he was no longer breathing. Cardiopulmonary resuscitation (CPR) was performed on him on the beach but he was pronounced dead at the scene.

It resulted in a lost father, a lost son, a lost husband and a lost friend to many in Nazaré and the wider big-wave surfing community.

Tributes have flooded in about the popular Freire ever since. Von Rupp, also in Nazaré’s waters on that day, spoke of Freire surfing all day with a smile on his face.

The incident has understandably left those in the water and those watching from the clifftops traumatised by this tragic denouement. And in the days afterwards, many of them gathered in a circle on their jetskis, holding hands in memory of one of their tribe on top of the very waters where he had lost his life.

The exact details of what unfolded will become clear in time, but Nazaré has finally, as many predicted, experienced its first loss of life. Sadly, the reality is that Freire won’t be the last, such is the dangerous nature of the waters these surfers choose to enter during the course of the big-wave season.

While Freire was by no means a Nazaré regular, his loss has been keenly felt. And it comes not long after Jorge Leal, one of the key figures in the town’s origin story in big-wave surfing, was hospitalised and left unable to speak after a massive stroke just as the 2022–23 season was getting under way.

Leal, often referred to as Jesus on account of his long hair and beard, features in the pages of this book, and was the original cameraman and photographer on the clifftop for the first big waves ever surfed in this spot. Now, the clifftop is littered with those behind a camera lens – amateur and professional – but Leal was very much the forefather of that particular filming movement.

Universally liked within Nazaré’s surfing community, he faces a lengthy period of rehabilitation and recovery, the outcome of which is unknown. And such is the tight-knit nature of the big-wave surfers that its best-known names have tried to rally round to raise funds to pay medical bills of €15,000 a month for treatment they estimate could last up to a year.

Freire and Leal remain in many people’s daily thoughts but, even amid such awful moments, life in Nazaré goes on. Day after day, they still pull out of the harbour on their jetskis to surf one of the most dangerous stretches of water in the world.

Some have no doubt questioned their own existence in this unique corner of the planet – as they often do when things go wrong – and yet they remain there willing to risk it all.

Safety is a perpetual work in progress in Nazaré and wider big-wave surfing. There will no doubt be lessons learned from this particular tragedy, and further improvements made to ensure such a perilous pastime and profession can be as safe as humanly possible.

For many, Freire’s passing will be the defining moment of the 2022–23 season, which in its early part has been relatively quiet in terms of the big swells compared to the season before. The one thing that Nazaré had tried so hard to avoid has finally happened.
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Prologue

A FIGHT FOR SURVIVAL

One minute, Andrew Cotton is reclining in the December sunshine, the next, fighting for his life, a lone black blob teetering in Nazaré’s death zone.

Whitewash surrounds him and for two and a half minutes – a time frame that feels infinitely longer for his girlfriend Justine White, friends and teammates watching on the clifftop above – his life hangs in the balance.

Things tend to go wrong quickly in Nazaré. One minute, he is being picked up on the back of a jet ski after riding a latest wave. As his rescuer Alemão de Maresias hits the throttle to surpass the crest of the next wave, the lip of it juts up just that bit higher than either anticipates.

The rescue vehicle lands heavily back on the water’s surface. Cotty, as he is better known to everyone, shakes the water from his eyes only to realise, as his vision returns, that his rescuer has been knocked clean off.

He quickly shifts himself into the driver’s seat and hits full gas to try to evade the next breaking wave – only to be sideswiped and sent battering towards the rocks on which the Fort of São Miguel Arcanjo stands.

Those looking out for him on the walkie-talkies, the so-called spotters, are unsighted on the clifftop – their view blocked by the fort – and unable to help. Others on the fort wolf-whistle to the jet skis surrounding the rock as their drivers try to spot him and find a safe passage to rescue. The level of panic from the helpless above to the even more helpless in the water rapidly grows and reaches a crescendo.

Cotton is thrown against the two standalone rocks that jut out of the water’s surface between the fort and the open expanse of the Atlantic Ocean. They spit him out perilously close to the jagged caves below the fort, in which certain death awaits. One more big wave and he will be battered and shattered against the cliff face, and will most likely end up dead. One of his peers, the Portuguese surfer Nic von Rupp, later estimates the chance of survival at this stage and in that position is about 10 per cent.

But, momentarily, the size of the waves offers some brief respite. The current whips him out to safety and his marine walk with death is at an end, 150 seconds of mayhem over. Cotton – by this point relatively breathless, battered and bruised – is finally picked up by a jet-ski driver.

For those standing on the clifftop, that two and a half minutes feels markedly longer, and also lengthy enough for Cotton himself to consider a potential endgame.

“I remember thinking, This is about as bad as it gets,” he says, showered off and changed just hours after the incident. “I thought, If the next wave gets me, it could be a really horrible, painful and slow death. There’s some gnarly caves, the rocks are super sharp and seaweedy. If you’re pushed down there, it would be horrible. Sometimes you watch the waves and they regularly break where I was. This time, for whatever the reason, they didn’t. It’s the roll of the dice, isn’t it?”

Cotton had previously decided not to go out on this particular day. With windy conditions and bumpy waves, it was an unnecessary risk just two days out from a competition.

Now that he is in his forties, there is no longer the burning desire, the aching need to surf every wave, to be immersed in every single swell he once had. But even now, when all his sensibilities say something else, he sometimes just can’t help himself.

Cotton’s instinct is to sit it out in the coastline home he is renting during the big-wave season in Nazaré. But on days like this, the strength of the villa’s location can also be its curse. There is something in the waves that, on such days, drags even a noncommittal surfer in and stokes a fear of missing out, as jet skis bob in and out of the water and surfers catch the occasional clean wave only a few hundred metres in front of him.

Nazaré’s big-wave surfers have a propensity to shake off the near disasters – they have to, in order to mentally get themselves back in the water.

The surfer from North Devon is not the first one to find himself stranded in big-wave surfing’s no man’s land. Others have been in the same watery limbo between life and death.

Garrett McNamara, the first man to surf Nazaré on its big days, ended up there moments after breaking the world record in 2011 for what was then the biggest wave ever surfed – a 78-footer. Such is the speed with which moments of celebration can nearly end in tragedy along this stretch of the Portuguese coast.

Even years later, the Hawaiian McNamara’s wife Nicole likes to imagine she can locate a spot in those caves where he can improbably find himself a safe haven and where she could winch down food to him should he ever find himself stuck in there, confident he could see it out safely until the waves have died down. In Nazaré, family-and-friend onlookers tell themselves all manner of things to reassure themselves, as they helplessly stand a couple of hundred metres above and avoid acknowledging that their loved ones might one day meet with tragedy.

Up until this point – the start of the 2021–22 surfing season in the Portuguese fishing village – remarkably, no one has died in its perilous waters. And yet there is a foreboding for all those working in and out of the water of such an eventuality on any given day. This is the nature of the surfers’ dangerous undertaking. The reality is it might even happen this season.

For Cotton, his own dice with death is a bad one but, he argues somewhat unbelievably, for those watching, there have been infinitely worse. For his girlfriend, it is her first time witnessing him in real trouble. Turned white, she is virtually muted, her walkie-talkie, normally used to communicate with those in the water, snatched from her by one of the spotters in an initially vain attempt to launch a rescue mission, which is only achieved thanks to the changing current of forgiving seas rather than all manner of safety operations in place on land and sea.

Cotton, Britain’s leading big-wave surfer, has broken his back and torn his anterior cruciate ligament (ACL) in Nazaré’s stormy seas on previous outings. Of his latest brush with the rocks, he says almost nonchalantly:

“It’s not as bad as the back-breaker, and it’s more traumatic for anyone watching than for anyone going through it. But there was a moment where I thought, I’ve really fucked it here, this is really going to be it. But I’ve thought that a few times before. The nightmare is to get pushed into one of those caves – you’d never get out – so I’d definitely put it in my top five worst, maybe higher.”

Everyone has their Nazaré stories: knocked unconscious and face down in the water; the elbow dislocated at its socket and the arm pointing in the wrong direction on exiting the water; the handlebars of the jet ski knocking out a pair of front teeth; an earlobe ripped clean off. The list goes on.

And yet they still return, big wave after big wave, swell after swell, near tragedy after near tragedy, for that ultimate adrenaline rush and that perfect wave – if such a thing exists or is capable of quenching their surfing thirst.
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SURFING’S MOUNT EVEREST

Nazaré is the pinnacle of big-wave surfing – its Mecca, its Mount Everest, its Holy Grail. It is consistently the biggest wave in the world and perhaps its most visually spectacular. While other big-wave spots might have more stunning barrels and blue skies, none can match the backdrop of Nazaré. Stand well back from the clifftop, with the fort and its small red lighthouse on top, and you see its full majesty and ferocity. Photographs from there almost give a false perspective, as though the wave is fronting up entirely facing that fort, ready to batter a stricken surfer into the rock face. Within it, surfers still look like a mere dot as they are towed in by the jet skis and fight to stay on their boards and for survival.

The place has an inexplicable pull. It brings adrenaline junkies from all over the planet. There are the regulars, those that dip in and out during the season, and even those who come for a one-off visit simply to see what all the hype is about and never come back. Others, meanwhile, call it home for the season or even for a lifetime. None are the same but they all share the same vested interest: to surf the biggest wave in history and stay alive while doing so.

Andrew Cotton, a former plumber and one of the first to surf Nazaré, hails from North Devon in the United Kingdom. At times, he acts a little bemused that he is still here – or that he ever made it here at all. He has given much of his life to the place, and it has given him much in return. Despite his 42 years, in a community that skews young, he has no plans to slow down or pack up, the desire still there to surf the big waves, although he does pick his moments now. From October to March – the length of a typical big-wave season in Portugal – Nazaré is predominantly his home. Each year that home can vary, from his current villa overlooking the waves to a camper van or else CAR Surf, a high-performance centre cut out of a forest, with bunk rooms where the surfers can stay. Often the accommodation choice depends on the budget for that season, and the money he has conjured up from various sponsors.

Wherever he rests his head at the end of the day, he’s been coming here long enough to earn himself Portuguese citizenship. For six months, it serves as his main base, although he likes to escape the madness of it all on occasion. Nazaré can be exhausting and all-consuming – not just Mother Nature, but the forces of personality with which he vies on a daily basis. So he will dart back to the south-west of England, where his two children live with his ex-wife. Or else he might head to the west coast of Ireland, where he first established himself as a big-wave surfer and which remains a quieter haven to explore his passion, and almost strip it back to the basics. Another home from home is the French Alps, where his girlfriend lives.

In contrast, for Maya Gabeira, who resides here full-time, this is home – and it may always be. A trailblazer for women surfers, the Brazilian was the first female big-wave surfer of note anywhere on the planet. She was battered by the elements and by some of her peers, experiencing sexism and verbal abuse, but found her own pathway through and smashed the door down for future women surfers to come up through the ranks. That the likes of Justine Dupont are matching anything the men can do here today is testament to the trials and tribulations Gabeira went through to get to this point. That she is even alive is no mean feat, having come within a whisker of losing her life in the waters of Nazaré. But rather than be put off, she returned – after years battling with the physical and mental demons of a broken back and brush with death – to tackle it once more. For her, there is almost an inexplicably magical hold that Nazaré has on her, enough to leave her tight-knit family behind in her native Brazil and buy a house – a paradise in the hillside 10 minutes’ drive from the harbour where the surfers head out on jet skis to surf the waves. She lives there in relative solitude with her two dogs, two goats and the occasional stray cats, who prefer the trees just outside the gates to her home.

On paper, her long-time partnership in the water with German surfer Sebastian Steudtner shouldn’t work, but does. They aren’t quite chalk and cheese, but their approaches are entirely different. Gabeira is neither laissez-faire in her approach nor is she quite as methodical as the German, but she is a yin to his yang in the water, and somehow it is a relationship that thrives. They are poles apart in some ways, but have in common a propensity to often operate alone – a shared partnership in having occasionally been outsiders in Nazaré.

The German is the surfing scientist. Whereas for many, it is just surfer and board against the elements, Steudtner leaves no stone unturned in a perpetual quest to improve. He has use of a wind tunnel at one of his sponsors Porsche’s headquarters back in his homeland. With help from his technology partner Siemens, he had a full-body cast made to better understand every nuance of his body on top of the board as it was faced with the elements. Hailing from Nuremberg, a landlocked city miles away from any expanse of open water, he is innovative in a way that is different to that of any of his peers – from the cutting-edge science he embraces to employing a military doctor more used to treating patients in a different type of war zone. And Steudtner has done more than any other surfer to improve safety in these Portuguese waters. He won’t admit it, but there are surfers alive because of him and the measures he has pushed to improve safety. He is also one of the benchmarks for the big-wave movement, riding some of the biggest waves in the world with the toughest lines. And yet there are times he can occasionally, like Gabeira, seem an alien within this relatively small community.

Nic von Rupp carries the weight of expectation for home hopes. Born and brought up a few miles down the west coast of Portugal, he is one of big-wave surfing’s home-grown talents and has marked himself out not just as the best from within the country, but also one of the very best globally. He is fiercely proud of his roots and of putting his country on the map as a big-wave surfing Mecca, working with the country’s tourism board to continue to promote Portugal and lure more people to watch him and his peers in action. Originally a paddle surfer – those who simply paddle themselves into big waves – he initially fought against embracing tow-in surfing, which has enabled big-wave surfers to tackle the really monstrous waves. He likens the difference in styles between paddle and tow-in surfing to doing the Tour de France on a bicycle and on a motorbike.

Nowadays, he switches between the two, paddling on the smaller days, and towing in and out on the bigger days – with the acceptance that the truly monstrous, record-breaking waves are only possible to catch with a jet ski to drag you in. It is an unbroken record that pushes him on, he and his rivals driven by the mythical 100-foot wave which no one believes has ever been surfed, and yet is both the aim and expectation for the season ahead. Cameras follow his moves, along with those of Cotton and others, for the HBO documentary of the same name, 100 Foot Wave, based around the first man to surf Nazaré on the big days but, going from one season to the next, focusing on other athletes’ roles within the big-wave surfing movement, Von Rupp included.

In Nazaré, surfers work in teams. To get into a really big wave, paddling face down on a surfboard becomes an impossibility after a certain height, so jet skis become a necessary evil. It brings additional danger to the water, with so many heavy vehicles and engines churning away underneath the surface, dodging both the big waves and the surfers immersed in them. Working together, surfers and drivers chop and change, taking turns to tow each other into the waves with a tow rope attached to the back and then taking their turn to surf. Von Rupp’s ever-present partner in that regard is Sérgio Cosme. At times, they can bicker and bristle but others have learned to accept that this is just their way, and there is a respect and brotherly love between the pair.

Cosme is Portuguese and surfs big waves too – although to a lesser degree these days, partly because of injury, partly because his other skill is the most sought-after within this band of brothers. These days, he is better known as one of the best jet-ski drivers in Nazaré, both in terms of towing in surfers like Von Rupp and also in rescuing their lives when things go awry. As with Steudtner, there are many that owe their lives to him as the guardian angel of Nazaré’s waters, and he knows it. But the prospect of tragedy is one that constantly hangs over him, the thought that one day he might not be able to swoop in to save the life of one of his motley crew. And yet he approaches each day with an optimism that is infectious, an adrenaline junkie as happy riding his array of motorbikes as he is with altogether different horsepower under him in the water.

My own gateway into Nazaré’s big waves begins with Von Rupp. We met while I was on a family holiday in a rented house that sat in the grounds of his parents’ Portuguese home. It was Von Rupp who drove me to witness the monster waves for the first time and introduced me to some of the sport’s leading characters. It is a community with an open-door policy. For all their own commitments, everyone is willing to take the time to talk about a passion and pastime that looks like madness to most but, at the same time, has a sort of magnetic pull over even its spectators. For the 2021–22 season, I had the good fortune to be one – welcomed into that community, driven out on a jet ski into the big waves, allowed into their homes and often wined and dined by them – to try to understand what makes them all tick.

The quintet I followed over a single season in Nazaré are but five stars in a town with many – albeit ones all at the heartbeat of a community trying to stay afloat, literally and financially, and, more crucially, stay alive from one day to the next. Their lives intertwine throughout the season, both good and bad.
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