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57.5° N, 12.7° W, 175 MILES OFF THE COAST OF SCOTLAND

FEBRUARY 8, 2000

The clock read midnight when the hundred-foot wave hit the ship, rising from the North Atlantic out of the darkness. Among the ocean’s terrors a wave this size was the most feared and the least understood, more myth than reality—or so people had thought. This giant was certainly real. As the RRS Discovery plunged down into the wave’s deep trough, it heeled twenty-eight degrees to port, rolled thirty degrees back to starboard, then recovered to face the incoming seas. What chance did they have, the forty-seven scientists and crew aboard this research cruise gone horribly wrong? A series of storms had trapped them in the black void east of Rockall, a volcanic island nicknamed Waveland for the nastiness of its surrounding waters. More than a thousand wrecked ships lay on the seafloor below.

Captain Keith Avery steered his vessel directly into the onslaught, just as he’d been doing for the past five days. While weather like this was common in the cranky North Atlantic, these giant waves were unlike anything he’d encountered in his thirty years of experience. And worse, they kept rearing up from different directions. Flanking all sides of the 295-foot ship, the crew kept a constant watch to make sure they weren’t about to be sucker punched by a wave that was sneaking up from behind, or from the sides. No one wanted to be out here right now, but Avery knew their only hope was to remain where they were, with their bow pointed into the waves. Turning around was too risky; if one of these waves caught Discovery broadside, there would be long odds on survival. It takes thirty tons per square meter of force to dent a ship. A breaking hundred-foot wave packs one hundred tons of force per square meter and can tear a ship in half. Above all, Avery had to position Discovery so that it rode over these crests and wasn’t crushed beneath them.

He stood barefoot at the helm, the only way he could maintain traction after a refrigerator toppled over, splashing out a slick of milk, juice, and broken glass (no time to clean it up—the waves just kept coming). Up on the bridge everything was amplified, all the night noises and motions, the slamming and the crashing, the elevator-shaft plunges into the troughs, the frantic wind, the swaying and groaning of the ship; and now, as the waves suddenly grew even bigger and meaner and steeper, Avery heard a loud bang coming from Discovery’s foredeck. He squinted in the dark to see that the fifty-man lifeboat had partially ripped from its two-inch-thick steel cleats and was pounding against the hull.

Below deck, computers and furniture had been smashed into pieces. The scientists huddled in their cabins nursing bruises, black eyes, and broken ribs. Attempts at rest were pointless. They heard the noises too; they rode the free falls and the sickening barrel rolls; and they worried about the fact that a six-foot-long window next to their lab had already shattered from the twisting. Discovery was almost forty years old, and recently she’d undergone major surgery. The ship had been cut in half, lengthened by thirty-three feet, and then welded back together. Would the joints hold? No one really knew. No one had ever been in conditions like these.

One of the two chief scientists, Penny Holliday, watched as a chair skidded out from under her desk, swung into the air, and crashed onto her bunk. Holliday, fine boned, porcelain-doll pretty, and as tough as any man on board the ship, had sent an e-mail to her boyfriend, Craig Harris, earlier in the day. “This isn’t funny anymore,” she wrote. “The ocean just looks completely out of control.” So much white spray was whipping off the waves that she had the strange impression of being in a blizzard. This was Waveland all right, an otherworldly place of constant motion that took you nowhere but up and down; where there was no sleep, no comfort, no connection to land, and where human eyes and stomachs struggled to adapt, and failed.

Ten days ago Discovery had left port in Southampton, England, on what Holliday had hoped would be a typical three-week trip to Iceland and back (punctuated by a little seasickness perhaps, but nothing major). Along the way they’d stop and sample the water for salinity, temperature, oxygen, and other nutrients. From these tests the scientists would draw a picture of what was happening out there, how the ocean’s basic characteristics were shifting, and why.

These are not small questions on a planet that is 71 percent covered in salt water. As the Earth’s climate changes—as the inner atmosphere becomes warmer, as the winds increase, as the oceans heat up—what does all this mean for us? Trouble, most likely, and Holliday and her colleagues were in the business of finding out how much and what kind. It was deeply frustrating for them to be lashed to their bunks rather than out on the deck lowering their instruments. No one was thinking about Iceland anymore.

The trip was far from a loss, however. During the endless trains of massive waves, Discovery itself was collecting data that would lead to a chilling revelation. The ship was ringed with instruments; everything that happened out there was being precisely measured, the sea’s fury captured in tight graphs and unassailable numbers. Months later, long after Avery had returned everyone safely to the Southampton docks, when Holliday began to analyze these figures, she would discover that the waves they had experienced were the largest ever scientifically recorded in the open ocean. The significant wave height, an average of the largest 33 percent of the waves, was sixty-one feet, with frequent spikes far beyond that. At the same time, none of the state-of-the-art weather forecasts and wave models—the information upon which all ships, oil rigs, fisheries, and passenger boats rely—had predicted these behemoths. In other words, under this particular set of weather conditions, waves this size should not have existed. And yet they did.
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History is full of eyewitness accounts of giant waves, monsters in the hundred-foot range and beyond, but until very recently scientists dismissed them. The problem was this: according to the basic physics of ocean waves, the conditions that would produce a hundred-footer were so far beyond rare as to virtually never happen. Anyone who claimed to have seen one, therefore, was engaging in nautical tall tales or outright lies.

Still, it was hard to discount a report from the polar hero Ernest Shackleton, hardly the type for hysterical exaggeration. On his crossing from Antarctica to South Georgia Island in April 1916, Shackleton noticed odd movements in the night sky. “A moment later, I realized that what I had seen was not a rift in the clouds, but the white crest of an enormous wave,” he wrote. “During 26 years experience of the ocean in all its moods I had not encountered a wave so gigantic. It was a mighty upheaval of the ocean, a thing quite apart from the big white-capped seas that had been our tireless enemies for many days.” When the wave hit his ship, Shackleton and his crew were “flung forward like a cork,” and the boat flooded. Fast bailing and major luck were all that saved them from capsizing. “Earnestly we hoped that never again would we encounter such a wave.”

The men on the 850-foot cargo ship München would have seconded that, if any of them had survived their rendezvous with a similar wave on December 12, 1978. Considered unsinkable, the München was a cutting-edge craft, the flagship of the German Merchant Navy. At 3:25 a.m. fragments of a Morse code Mayday, emanating from 450 miles north of the Azores, signaled that the vessel had suffered grave damage from a wave. But even after 110 ships and 13 aircraft were deployed—the most comprehensive search in the history of shipping—the ship and its twenty-seven crew were never seen again. A haunting clue was left behind: searchers found one of the München’s lifeboats, usually stowed sixty-five feet above the water, floating empty. Its twisted metal fittings indicated that it had been torn away. “Something extraordinary” had destroyed the ship, concluded the official report.

The München’s disappearance points to the main problem with proving the existence of a giant wave: if you run into that kind of nightmare, it’s likely to be the last one you’ll have. The force of waves is hard to overstate. An eighteen-inch wave can topple a wall built to withstand 125-mile-per-hour winds, for instance, and coastal advisories are issued for even five-foot-tall surf, which regularly kills people caught in the wrong places. The number of people who have witnessed a hundred-foot wave at close range and made it back home to describe the experience is a very small one.

Even if a ship does manage to survive a hundred-foot wall of water, there are no underwhelmed survivors. Big fish tales are human nature. Add to that a dose of mortal terror, honest confusion, a fear of being blamed for damage to the ship—if, say, the wave didn’t quite measure up to the “something extraordinary” test but managed to poleax the vessel anyway because the captain was below deck playing darts and drinking vodka at the time—and what you’ve got is less than the scientifically immaculate truth.

But there was a rare occasion in 1933, when a sharp-eyed naval officer aboard the 478-foot oil carrier USS Ramapo happened to be up on the bridge as an astonishing wave lurched out of the Pacific and his response, rather than screaming and covering his eyes, was to make a trigonometric calculation using the ship’s dimensions relative to the wave’s crest and trough. The result was a height estimate that, if not on par with the exactitude of the Discovery’s sensors, was at least defensible. And the officer’s measurement? The wave was 112 feet high.

If a 112-foot wave isn’t freakish enough, consider that this one had leaped out of 45-foot seas. Thus it was more than twice the average size of anything else in the Ramapo’s path, which matches the scientific definition for a freak (or rogue) wave. For centuries mariners had spoken of the “hole in the ocean,” a cavernous trough at the base of an abnormally large wave, and the “three sisters,” a series of freaks in rapid succession. To scientists this kind of folklore was a hard sell. The numbers didn’t add up. Maybe, just maybe, a once-in-an-aeon wave triple the size of its surrounding seas might exist—but there was no way traditional oceanography could accept this as a typical occurrence. As for the notion of mutant walls of water showing up in sets, that was not even worth discussing. Then something happened that no one could ignore.

On January 1, 1995, the North Sea was feisty due to a pair of storms, a brutish one crawling northward and a smaller one moving southward to meet it. Statoil’s Draupner oil-drilling platform sat somewhere between them, about one hundred miles off the tip of Norway. For the crew who lived on the rig it was a New Year’s Day of thirty-eight-foot seas rolling by, as measured by the laser wave recorder on the platform’s underside. Unpleasant, perhaps, but not especially dramatic—until three o’clock in the afternoon, when an eighty-five-foot wave came careening over the horizon and walloped the rig at forty-five miles per hour. While the Draupner sustained only moderate damage, the proof was there. This wasn’t a case of laser malfunction or too many aquavit toasts the night before. It was the first confirmed measurement of a freak wave, more than twice as tall and steep as its neighbors, a teetering maniac ripping across the North Sea.

They were out there all right. You could call them whatever you wanted—rogues, freaks, giants—but the bottom line was that no one had accounted for them. The engineers who’d built the Draupner rig had calculated that once every ten thousand years the North Sea might throw them a sixty-four-foot curveball in thirty-eight-foot seas. That would be the maximum. Eighty-five-foot waves were not part of the equation, not in this universe anyway. But the rules had changed. Now scientists had a set of numbers that pointed to an unsettling truth: some of these waves make their own rules. Suddenly the emphasis shifted from explaining why giant waves couldn’t simply leap out of the ocean to figuring out how it was that they did.

This was a matter of much brow sweat for the oil industry, which would prefer that its multimillion-dollar rigs not be swept away. It had happened before. In 1982 the Ocean Ranger, a 400-foot-long, 337-foot-high oil platform located 170 miles off the coast of Newfoundland, was struck by an outsize wave in heavy weather. We’ll never know how big the wave was exactly, for there were no survivors. Approved for “unrestricted ocean operations,” built to withstand 110-foot seas and 115-mile-per-hour winds, considered “indestructible” by its engineers, the Ocean Ranger had capsized and sank close to instantly, killing all eighty-four people on board.

In the nautical world things were even more troubling. Across the global seas ships were meeting these waves, from megaton vessels like the München—oceangoing freighters and tankers and bulk carriers—down to recreational sailboats. At best, the encounters resulted in damage; at worst, the boat vanished, taking all hands with it. “Two large ships sink every week on average [worldwide], but the cause is never studied to the same detail as an air crash. It simply gets put down to ‘bad weather,’ ” said Dr. Wolfgang Rosenthal, senior scientist for the MaxWave Project, a consortium of European scientists that convened in 2000 to investigate the disappearing ships.

While Rosenthal’s numbers may be high, his point is well taken. Given the lack of survivors or evidence, exact statistics of ships scuttled by giant waves are impossible to come by; but it is clear that every year, on average, more than two dozen large ships sink or otherwise go missing, taking their crews along with them. (If you also consider smaller vessels, the numbers are vastly higher.) In particular, a type of ship known as a bulk carrier is vulnerable: on one infamous occasion in March 1973, two bulk carriers were lost within an hour of each other in the same area of the North Atlantic.

When I first read about the missing ships, I was astonished. In the high-tech marine world of radar, EPIRB, GPS, and satellite surveillance, how could hundreds of enormous vessels just get swallowed up by the sea? And furthermore, how could this be happening without much media notice? Imagine the headlines if even a single 747 slipped off the map with all its passengers and was never heard from again.

Clearly, there was something extraordinary going on out there. After the Draupner incident, it became undeniable: no one really had a clue as to how waves behaved in their most extreme forms. Yet lives depended on this information. As the scientists scrambled and the oil companies mobilized and the naval architects double-checked their calculations and ship captains worried the horizon, I imagine they thought to themselves: So the old stories were true after all.
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The first time I saw a truly big wave was in December 1989. I happened to be in Hawaii and my trip coincided with the Triple Crown of Surfing, a series of three competitions held on Oahu’s north shore. In order to have the events, though, first you must have the waves. Sometimes the surfers had to wait weeks or even months for the right conditions to materialize, and so it was lucky and unusual that a good-size swell arrived during my visit. On the day the big-wave contest was called at Sunset Beach, I drove my rental car across the island and landed on that stretch of sand, along with about a thousand other people.

The spectator scene was a riot of color, of neon pink bikinis and canary yellow surfboards and lime green banners and all the glimmering blues of the Pacific Ocean. It was a convention of gear-laden trucks, a bazaar of beach hair, from sun-bleached white to drip-dry dreadlocks. The nearest closed-toe shoe was at least twenty miles away. The sky was cloudless but a veil of mist hung in the air from the force of the waves slamming down. At first I found that startling because the Sunset wave itself—the face the surfers would be riding—broke more than a half mile offshore. But then a set rolled in, a pulse of energy that caused several waves to jump up in size. I watched through binoculars as the waves began to build, ominous lumps in the ocean. The water rose and rose until a tiny rider appeared at the top and dropped onto the face as it exploded into a thirty-foot moving cliff. Whenever a wave broke, the beach shook with a little hum of violence.

Standing on shore, I was scared. I’d witnessed avalanches, explosions, tornadoes, wildfires, and monsoons, and I’d never seen anything as intimidating as those waves. For all the gentle images evoked by the name Sunset Beach, in reality this was a different beast. One surf expert described this break as “the entire Pacific Ocean rearing up to unload on your head.” On big days at Sunset, people were often swept away by ferocious currents and surges. Watching, I could easily imagine this. What I couldn’t imagine was why anyone would willingly insert himself into these elements.

It felt strange to be terrified of the water. After decades of competitive swimming I’m usually more at home in aquatic environments than I am on land. Over the years I’d done assorted damage to myself on solid ground—bruises, bumps, tears, a knee pieced together by titanium screws—but nothing bad had ever happened to me in the water. Then again, I’d never experienced the water in this particular mood. As I watched the surfers launch themselves into the churning ocean and paddle toward the break, I worried for each of them. Their sport seemed more gladiatorial than athletic, like showing up for work each day to grapple with bull elephants.

Which is why, a few years later, I was stunned to see a photograph of a man riding a wave more than twice the size of Sunset, somewhere in the sixty-foot range. The surfer was Laird Hamilton, a six-foot-three, 215-pound twenty-eight-year-old from Hawaii who looked completely at ease inside a barrel as tall as an office building. His blond hair whipped back in the spray; his muscular arms were spread wide for balance as he plummeted down the wave on a tiny board. He had classically handsome features, chiseled and intense, but no fear showed on his face, only rapt focus. Looking at the picture, I didn’t understand how any of this was possible.

Since surfing became popular in the mid-twentieth century, faces in the forty-foot range have represented the outer limits of human paddling abilities. Anything bigger is simply moving too fast; trying to catch a sixty-foot wave by windmilling away on your stomach is like trying to catch the subway by crawling. Never mind, though, because even if you could catch it, there would be no way to ride it. Too much water rushes back up the face of a giant wave as it crests, sucking you, the hapless human (not enough momentum), and your board (too much friction) over the falls. So while the most popular surf spots quickly became so overrun that fistfights erupted in the water, all over the world the most impressive waves were going to waste. To Hamilton and his friends, this was unacceptable. The rules had to change, and a new system invented. So they came up with a technique called tow surfing.

Borrowing ideas from windsurfing and snowboarding, they created shorter, heavier surfboards with foot straps, and thinner, stronger fins that sliced through the water like knives. Then they added Jet Skis and water-ski ropes to the mix, using them to tow one another into perfect position at thirty miles per hour. In the optimal spot, just as the wave began to peak, the rider would drop the tow rope and rocket onto the face. The driver, meanwhile, would exit off the back. Using this method, with its increased horsepower and redesigned gear, a surfer could theoretically catch the biggest waves out there. Riding them—and surviving if you fell—was another story.

Hamilton was the test pilot, followed immediately by other surfers and windsurfers in his circle: Darrick Doerner, Brett Lickle, Dave Kalama, Buzzy Kerbox, Rush Randle, Mark Angulo, and Mike Waltze. Nicknamed the Strapped Crew, they experimented on the outer reefs of Oahu and Maui, far beyond the crowds. “No one was there,” Hamilton said. “No one had ridden waves this size. It was the unknown. It was like outer space or the deep sea. We didn’t know if we were going to come back.”

Anything involving giant waves qualifies as a risky pursuit, but tow surfing seemed to invite disaster. The sport’s learning curve was a series of hard lessons, and the price of falling was high. It included dislocated shoulders, shattered elbows, and burst eardrums; broken femurs, snapped ankles, and cracked necks; lacerated scalps, punctured lungs, and fractured arches; hold-downs that Brett Lickle described as “sprinting four hundred yards holding your breath while being beaten on by five Mike Tysons.” As for stitches, Hamilton “stopped counting at 1,000.”

Regardless of its dangers (or maybe because of them), tow surfing’s popularity and visibility grew throughout the 1990s, the surfers venturing onto more treacherous waves every year. They tinkered with equipment. They refined their techniques. Working in teams of two—a driver and a rider—they figured out how to rescue each other in behemoth surf. As the stakes got higher and the margin for error got slimmer, a kind of natural selection occurred. Riders who’d glimpsed their own mortality a little too closely drifted to the sidelines. At the other end of that spectrum was Hamilton. Watching him, you got the feeling that no wave was out of reach. The more intimidating the conditions, the more he seemed to thrive in them.

Then in July 2001 a surf impresario named Bill Sharp issued a challenge. “For 2700 years,” his press release read, “the Homerian [sic] epic known as the Odyssey has been associated with beautiful-but-deadly temptresses, forgetful lotus-eaters, and scary, one-eyed monsters. But now thanks to surf wear giant Billabong, it’s associated with an even scarier monster: the elusive 100-foot wave.” The company, the press release continued, would offer a prize of $500,000 to any man who rode one. This payday was exponentially larger than anything surfing had seen; millions more would come from sponsors in the wake of the triumph. A select group of tow teams would be invited to participate, a crew Sharp referred to as “the Delta Force of surfing.”

It was a sexy frontier, defined by a nice round number. Marketing that number was Sharp’s intention; he noted that he’d sold the hundred-foot-wave Odyssey contest, originally named Project Sea Monster, to Billabong in less than fifteen minutes. Prone to flourishes of hype, Sharp delivered vivid sound bites: “The Odyssey is Jacques Cousteau meets Evel Knievel meets Crocodile Hunter meets Jackass,” he said. And almost overnight the idea of the hundred-foot wave became the media grail, tow surfing’s equivalent of a moon landing.

There were a couple of snags. First, was it physically possible? No one knew how riding a hundred-foot wave might differ from, say, riding a seventy-five-foot wave. As they grow in size, waves increase dramatically in speed and energy. At what point would the forces overwhelm the equipment, or the surfers? “The 100-foot wave would probably kill anyone who fell off it,” Time magazine wrote. Honolulu’s then–ocean safety chief, Captain Edmund Pestana, agreed: “It’s a deadly scenario for everyone involved.” The trade journal TransWorld SURF Business was blunt: “You’re asking these surfers to take huge risks for our titillation.”

Next, even if a surfer wanted to take his chances, finding the wave was a problem. Although they were no longer considered imaginary, hundred-foot waves were not exactly kicking around within Jet Ski range. Further complicating things, for tow surfing’s purposes not just any hundred-foot wave would do. The enormous seas the Discovery encountered; the huge freaks that pop up to batter oil rigs—these are unsuitable, despite their great height. Waves that exist in the center of a storm are avalanches of water, waves mashed on top of other waves, all of them rushing forward in a chaotic jumble.

Surfers need giant waves with a more exclusive pedigree. In their ideal scenario, a hundred-foot wave would be born in a blast of storm energy, travel across the ocean for a long distance while being strengthened by winds, then peel off from the storm and settle into a swell, a steamrolling lump of power. That swell would eventually collide with a reef, a shoaling bottom, or some other underwater obstacle, forcing its energy upward and sideways until it exploded into breaking waves. And that’s where the ride would begin—far enough from the storm’s center to be less roiled and choppy, but not so far that its power was too diminished. This was a pretty tall order. If the ocean was a slot machine, rideable sixty- or seventy-foot waves came along about as often as a solid row of cherries. And the perfect hundred-foot wave? Hit that one and the sirens would go off as everyone in the casino stopped what they were doing to gawk, and the staff rolled in palettes to help you haul away your money.

A surfer who intended to participate in the Odyssey, therefore, would be signing up for a global scavenger hunt. Not only would he have to ride the wave, he’d have to scour the oceans to find it, monitoring the weather’s every nuance like a meteorologist, and then show up at precisely the right moment toting Jet Skis, safety equipment, surf gear, and photographers along with him—not to mention a highly skilled partner who didn’t mind risking his life when called upon to do so. This was a surfing competition the way the Space Shuttle was a plane. “The Odyssey makes climbing Everest look easy,” one British journalist wrote. Regardless, Sharp was undeterred. “I think everybody’s ready,” he said. “Now, on the giant days, there’s no wave that anyone’s backing down from.”
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Millions of years before there was water on the earth, before steam turned into rain turned into oceans, there were giant waves. There were electromagnetic waves and plasma waves and sound waves. There were shock waves from the many explosions and collisions that made our planet’s earliest days so lively. Asteroids smacked into it and sent up waves of molten rock, thousands of feet tall. At one time scientists even believed that an enormous wave of this magma, created by intense solar tides, had swung off into space and become the moon.

Although that particular theory is no longer considered true, it points to something that is: waves are the original primordial force. Anywhere there’s energy in motion there are waves, from the farthest corners of the universe down to the cells in your eyeball. I wondered if this was why, after eighteen years, I couldn’t stop thinking about that day at Sunset Beach. Far from being an abstraction in the ether—like electrical waves, X-ray waves, or radio waves—those thirty-foot ocean waves were a majestic demonstration of the unseen force that powers everything. Catching a glimpse of something that elemental, that beautiful, and that powerful created one inevitable result: the desire to see it again.

The more I read about the mysteries of freak waves, the more jaw-dropping tow-surfing images I saw (and the more inevitable it became that someone would ride a hundred-foot wave), the more fascinated I became. New technologies began to reveal startling information. “Ship-Devouring Waves, Once Legendary, Common Sight on Satellite,” read the USA Today headline on July 23, 2004, describing how radar was now able to measure waves from space: “ … a new study based on satellite data reveals the rogues are fairly common.” “Rogue Giants at Sea: Huge, Freakish, but Real, Waves Draw New Study,” the New York Times reported in July 2006. “Scientists are now finding that these giants of the sea are far more common and destructive than once imagined, prompting a rush of new studies and research projects.”

From a science and technology standpoint, we humans like to think we’re quite smart. Over in Switzerland, for instance, physicists are chasing the Higgs boson, a subatomic speck so esoteric that it’s referred to as the “God particle.” If we’re closing in on this, how is it possible that only fifteen years ago a force that regularly demolishes 850-foot-long ships was deemed not to exist?

Quite simply: the ocean doesn’t subscribe to the orderly explanations that we would like it to. It’s a mosh pit of variables, some of which science has considered and others of which it hasn’t—because we don’t even know what they are. Though we’re more informed about the sea now than we were several hundred years ago when mermaids were listed along with sea turtles in Pliny’s Historia Naturalis, the depths still hold more secrets than anyone can count. And this lack of knowledge affects far more than ships at sea.

Anyone who lives on this planet is utterly dependent on its oceans. Their temperatures and movements control the weather; their destructive—and life-giving—ability dwarfs anything on land. Now that climate change is an accepted fact with unknown consequences, our vulnerability is sinking in. The earth’s mean surface temperature (land and oceans combined) is warmer now than at any other time during the past four hundred years, and it continues to rise. In its 2007 report the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) concluded that “the ocean has been absorbing more than 80 percent of the heat added to the climate system.” As the waters heat up, wind velocity increases; storm tracks become more volatile; polar ice and glaciers melt, causing sea levels to rise. How far will they rise? All we have is a best guess, continually adjusted upward as new (and discouraging) data arrives. In 2007 the sea levels were predicted to rise about 23.5 inches by 2100. In 2009 that number was raised to 39 inches, a level that would displace some 600 million people in coastal areas. (Other scenarios, like the collapse of the Greenland ice sheet, should they occur, would raise the sea level as much as twenty-three feet. For perspective, that would drown most of Florida.) As a result of all of the above and, likely, other factors no one’s aware of yet, average wave heights have also been rising steadily, by more than 25 percent between the 1960s and the 1990s. Planetary waves, massive subsurface ocean waves that play a key role in creating the climate, are speeding up as well. The details about what a warmer planet will look like are still coming into focus, but there is one thing our environmental future will clearly hold: a lot of restless water.

If anyone needed a stark preview of the kinds of situations that a stormier, more liquid world might bring, it came on August 29, 2005, when a twenty-eight-foot storm surge from Hurricane Katrina overwhelmed the levees surrounding New Orleans, submerging 80 percent of the city and killing almost two thousand people. (A record-breaking twenty-seven tropical storms formed in the Caribbean that year.) Intense storms are destructive enough on their own, but when the waves hit land the potential for damage goes off the charts: more than 60 percent of the global population lives within thirty miles of a coastline. Then, of course, there are tsunamis, extraordinarily powerful waves caused by underwater earthquakes and landslides. Six years ago the world watched in horror as an estimated hundred-foot tsunami wave erased the Indonesian city of Banda Aceh, home to 250,000 people, in a matter of minutes. Japan, perhaps the most vulnerable nation, has lost entire coastal populations to the waves. In the geological time frame these sudden inundations are hardly isolated events. Over the course of history volatile seas have wiped cities, islands, and even civilizations from the map.

In Waveland, it was as though the scientists aboard the RSS Discovery had dropped through a secret trapdoor in a surly but typical North Atlantic storm and into the darkest heart of the ocean: a place where giant waves not only exist but flourish, a place so obscure to us that we’re more familiar with the workings of subatomic particles. What is out there? What happens in that place? That’s what Dr. Penny Holliday and her team wanted to learn. And so did I.

Five years ago I set out to understand giant waves through the eyes of the people who knew them most intimately: the mariners, for whom Shackleton’s “massive upheaval of the ocean” is a present and serious threat; the scientists, who are in a race against time to understand the intricate complexities of the sea in a rapidly changing world; and of course, the tow surfers. The members of this rarefied tribe—maybe fifty highly skilled riders across the globe—don’t just stumble across giant waves or steer their ships clear of them or consider them as equations on a computer screen, they seek them out. While everyone else goes to great lengths to avoid encountering a hundred-foot wave, these men want nothing more than to find one.

What kind of person drops in on Mother Nature’s biggest tantrums for fun? What drives him? And since he has gone into that dark heart of the ocean and felt its beat in a way that sets him apart, what does he know about this place that the rest of us don’t? My questions went on, but I knew one thing for sure: if you followed the wave experts into the waves, you would have an interesting—and turbulent—time.



HAVING WANDERED SOME DISTANCE AMONG GLOOMY ROCKS, I CAME TO THE ENTRANCE OF A GREAT CAVERN … TWO CONTRARY EMOTIONS AROSE IN ME, FEAR AND DESIRE—FEAR OF THE THREATENING DARK CAVERN, DESIRE TO SEE WHETHER THERE WERE ANY MARVELOUS THINGS IN IT.

Leonardo da Vinci
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HAIKU, HAWAII

Eight miles east on Maui’s Hana Highway, in the shadow of the Haleakala volcano, away from the tourists streaming to the island’s lush southern beaches, there is a candy box of a town called Paia. Only a few blocks in size, its streets thrum with locals-only bars, open-air seafood joints, yoga studios, shops selling bikinis and hemp T-shirts and dolphin-themed art. The peace-love-aloha vibe aside, Paia’s main purpose is instantly obvious: every vehicle bristles with surfboards.

The surfers are headed to Spreckelsville and Hookipa, nearby stretches of the north shore where the waves are consistently lively. Both areas are wild and exposed; neither is a spot for beginners. Compared to what lies a little farther up the road, however, they’re a pair of kiddie pools. The true spectacle requires another five miles of driving, past the blink-or-you’ll-miss-it town of Haiku, down a red-dirt path bearing the signs “No Trespassing,” “Beware of Dog,” and “Authorized Personnel Only,” and through a sea of green pineapple fields. At the foot of those fields, there is a cliff.

It’s a lonely spot with a harsh beauty, blasted by wind and pummeled by the sea that surges in, three hundred feet below. But a half mile offshore, a number of geological features have combined to create something even more dramatic and foreboding: a giant wave called Pe’ahi, also known by its nickname, Jaws.

For about 360 days a year Jaws lies dormant, indistinguishable from the seas around it, waiting for the right conditions to come along and set it off, like a match to a gas leak. This is one of the first places the North Pacific storms hit, menacing splotches on the radar maps spiraling down from the Aleutian Islands. When a powerful enough storm arrives, all of its energy—which has traveled through water hundreds and even thousands of feet deep—trips on Jaws’ fan-shaped reef. Deep channels on either side of the reef, carved by millennia of lava flow and freshwater drainage from the Pe’ahi Valley, above, funnel the energy inward and upward. (Imagine a runaway Mack truck suddenly hitting a ramp.)

The result is sixty-, seventy-, and eighty-foot waves, so beautifully shaped and symmetrical that they might have come from Poseidon’s modeling agency. The white feathering as the wave begins to crest, the spectrum of blues from rich lapis to pale turquoise, the roundness of its barrel, the billowing fields of whitewater when it comes crashing down—when you envision the cartoon-perfect giant wave, the gorgeous snarling beast of Japanese landscape paintings, what you are seeing is Jaws.

As far back as the 1960s surfers had been coming to the cliff and eyeballing Jaws. “This is a super freak wave,” the famed surfer Gerry Lopez said after one reconnaissance. “Looking at it makes you physically nauseous.” Lopez, a 1970s pioneer on some of the Pacific’s most fearsome waves, had originally nicknamed Jaws “Atom Blaster,” because “it broke like an atomic bomb.” That didn’t stop people from wanting to ride it, though, and when tow surfing came along, they got their chance. They learned a few things right away. Most important: like all sets of jaws, this one had a tendency to snap shut, swallowing anything unfortunate enough to be inside it. And its teeth … well, they were more like fangs.
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On a gusty afternoon in late October 2007, I sat in the passenger seat of a battered golf cart as it drove past the Pe’ahi cliff and wound down a steep, stony path toward the ocean. At the wheel was Teddy Casil, a rugged Hawaiian with a bouncer’s physique and a don’t-mess-with-me vibe. With his left hand, Casil alternated steering the vehicle with drinking a can of Coors Light; in his right hand he held a large machete. Every so often we stopped so he could hack off some jungly tentacle that was blocking our way. At times the path became so precipitous and twisty and thick with red mud that I thought we might just cartwheel to the bottom. But this was no ordinary golf cart. It had been jacked up, fitted with knobby tires, Recaro seats, all-wheel drive, and safety netting. It was ready for anything, its owner made sure of that. And he was right behind us, driving an enormous tractor: Laird Hamilton.

Hamilton, as mentioned, is not the typical small and wiry surfer dude you see on the World Cup Tour, doing flippy tricks in ten-foot waves. He’s a large guy, and visibly powerful, a huge advantage in the biggest seas. His back muscles, shaped by decades of paddling, are so defined that they almost seem to push him forward. It is when sitting atop a piece of earth-moving machinery or balanced at the peak of a seventy-foot wave that Hamilton most comfortably fits into scale. Not every successful life seems inevitable, but in this case it’s as though fate set out to tailor-make a human being for one specific pursuit. Hamilton’s size, his abilities, his mind-set, his upbringing—everything pointed him into the ocean’s heaviest conditions.

California-born but Hawaii-bred, he was raised with the planet’s most famous surf break—Pipeline—only steps from the house on Oahu’s north shore where he lived with his mother, JoAnn, and his stepfather, Bill Hamilton, a star big-wave rider in the 1960s and 1970s. (The story of how three-year-old Laird selected his own father is etched into surf-world lore. His biological father having left the scene shortly after his birth, Laird encountered Bill Hamilton, then a seventeen-year-old fledgling pro surfer, on the beach. The two connected instantly and body-surfed together for an hour or two, the child clinging to the teenager’s back. Afterward Laird told him, “I think you need to come home and meet my mother.” Bill Hamilton and JoAnn Zerfas married eleven months later.) And if all that didn’t make for a perfect enough petri dish, Gerry Lopez lived next door, acting as a mentor. When Hamilton was six, his father decided to escape Oahu’s growing crowds by moving the family to the wilds of Kauai, at the northern tip of the Hawaiian Islands, where the Pacific storms hit first and hardest.

Back then Kauai was a kind of Hawaiian Hades all but closed to outsiders, and Wainiha, the north shore encampment where the Hamiltons lived, was a rugged, isolated backwater where things like electricity and indoor plumbing were scarce. Though it’s hard to imagine Laird Hamilton being picked on, his non-native status made school one perpetual fight. Surfing was a way to channel the frustration; by age thirteen Hamilton had become a respected presence at Kauai’s most demanding breaks. Between the fierce Na Pali Coast in his front yard and the serpentine rivers that streamed off Mount Wai’ale’ale (a 5,200-foot volcanic peak that has the distinction of being the wettest spot on earth) in his backyard, Hamilton said, “I just happened to grow up in the most aggressive water in the world.”

When I decided to head out in search of giant waves, he was the obvious person to call. Our paths had crossed before. During the 1990s I’d worked at a magazine that covered extreme sports, and Hamilton’s exploits qualified, to say the least. Over the years I followed his career as it progressed from “Hey, what’s he doing?” to “Oh my God, look at what he’s doing!” to a level even beyond that, where the most common response was speechless gaping. By the time Hamilton turned thirty he was already hailed as a legend; now, at forty-three, he was still considered the greatest big-wave rider, despite a talented pack of would-be successors trying their best to dethrone him.

Not only did he ride waves that others considered unrideable, at Jaws and elsewhere, but he did it with a trademark intensity, positioning himself deeper in the pit, carving bottom turns that would cause a lesser set of legs to crumple, rocketing up and down the face, and playing chicken with the lip as it hovered overhead, poised to release a hundred thousand tons of angry water. He seemed to know exactly what the ocean was going to do, and to stay a split second ahead of it.

That intimacy, that rare knowledge of what it feels like to be part of an eighty-foot wave—to be in it, to be on it—was something I wanted to understand. So I had come to Maui. This was where tow surfing had been brought to the world’s attention, and Jaws was still the gold standard for giant waves. It was also the reason why Hamilton lived on this island, at the top of these pineapple fields: Jaws was literally in his backyard. During a big swell he can feel the wave before he sees it. The ground shakes for miles.

When I’d arrived at his house earlier in the day, Hamilton and Casil were digging a ditch. If the waves were absent Hamilton channeled his energy into working on his land, to tending it and building on it and clearing brush off it. In particular, he loved to move large hunks of it around so that a steeplechase racetrack for golf carts could be created, or a 700,000-gallon pond with a twenty-foot cliff jump carved out of a hillside. Casil, a friend who also helped manage the property, was usually there working with him.

As I stood watching the ditch grow deeper, I noticed a line of steely clouds massing on the skyline. This was typical Maui weather, sudden squalls followed by soft rainbows. In the ocean there were smallish waves coming from the west. But it was almost November, when the Pacific storm swells would begin to arrive, swapping average conditions for threatening ones. Likely Hamilton had that calendar on his mind when he stepped back from his digging and turned to me. His hair, skin, shorts, and boots were all covered in a brownish-red dust. “You wanted to swim out to Pe’ahi?” he said. “Today’s a good day.”

I did want to do this. After hearing haunting descriptions of the seafloor topography that creates the wave, I was curious to see it. Some people said the reef was shaped like a fan. Others said it was pointed like an arrow and that its apex disappeared into the gloom of the sea. I’d heard talk of a “tongue of lava” down there, which seemed appropriate for Jaws but also fairly sinister. Hamilton’s close friend and fellow big-wave rider, Brett Lickle, had described Jaws’ seafloor as being riddled with pits and overhangs and caverns. “It’s not this beautiful flat thing down there,” he said, describing how during a wipeout “there are tons of little holes and places that you can get stuck.”

“So it’s calm out there right now?” I asked.

Hamilton smirked. “Well, for this time of the year, yeah. About as calm as it’s gonna get.”
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As Hamilton, Casil, and I emerged from the thick vegetation the trail opened up into a cove at the base of the cliffs. Surf heaved in and out against the boulders that ringed its shoreline. The place had an almost northern feel, with fir and pine trees bent at arthritic angles from the wind. There was no hint of the Maui depicted in tourist brochures, nowhere to gradually wade in, no white sand beach. We were two bays up the coast from Jaws, maybe a mile away by water. Casil popped open another Coors Light and set off up the path to do some trail maintenance, followed by Hamilton’s two rat terriers, Buster and Speedy, their tails twitching with happiness.

Hamilton, standing in surf shorts and mud-encrusted Wellingtons, gestured toward the water. “Are you ready?” he said. “Do you have your mask? I need you to have good visibility, because we’re going to be swimming close to the rocks.” As he pulled off his boots, and a rust-colored sock that was once white, I noticed that his right foot was bruised a vivid purple. “The other day I dropped a hundred-pound bench on my foot,” he explained. “I broke a toe and dislocated all of the knuckles.” He said this in the tone of voice that someone might use to describe a slight irritation, a blister perhaps, or mild sunburn. When you consider what Hamilton’s feet have endured—it was. He has snapped his left ankle five times while tow surfing, the joint straining against his foot straps with such force that it finally gave way. One time the bone shattered so sharply that it poked through his skin. He has also broken every toe on his feet (most more than once), fractured both arches multiple times, and lost most of his toenails.

Following him, I edged my way down a tumble of black basalt rocks. Some were slick with red algae that had a ticklish feel. Where ocean met land, the surf swelled and bashed. I watched as Hamilton timed the waves, jumping when one receded but before the next arrived, quickly clearing himself from the impact zone. I looked down. Sea cucumbers and limpets made S-shapes on the rocks. When I saw the whitewater wash back over them, I jumped.

The water was a dusky aquamarine, milky with turbulence. As I adjusted my mask and looked around I saw a field of boulders below, as though we were swimming over a huge upside-down egg carton. It was an elemental place, a seascape of broken rock on an island born from the wrenchings of a volcano. Describing Jaws’ surrounding waters earlier, Hamilton said that the wave’s intensity made it hard for marine life to thrive anywhere around it. He was right. This was no place for the ornamental or the fragile. The delicate seahorses and cute unicorn fish that floated above reefs on the island’s leeward side would last about five minutes in this washing machine.

Hamilton took off in a hail of bubbles. I tried to follow his fins as he threaded through the rocks, but waves tossed me around and I lost sight of him immediately. I steered away from the shoreline to get my bearings. Hamilton’s snorkel popped up for an instant and then vanished again beneath a whitecap. For him, swimming out to Jaws on a day when it wasn’t breaking was like taking a boat tour of Niagara Falls after you’d already gone over it in a barrel, a deep anticlimax. For me, on the other hand, it was a combination of fear and fascination, the feeling you’d get if you peered into a monster’s den while it was asleep.

We headed diagonally across the bay. After a few hundred yards Hamilton stopped and pointed down: “See that hole? That’s a miniature version of what’s on the reef.” Below us lay a maze of rocks; some rounded, some flat, some with sharp, angular corners. They were heaped together in a brutal mosaic, with thin paths snaking between them. In the center was a darker crevice, about the width of a human body.

Jaws’ epicenter lay a half mile ahead, but already I could sense that we were in the neighborhood. The water turned abruptly from marine blue to navy-black as the bottom dropped off. Against the darkness it was easy to envision the hazy outline of a tiger shark, its stripe pattern almost a shadow on its massive body. I would have preferred to sprint across this section, but Hamilton stopped and raised his mask. He gestured to some cruel-looking rocks offshore. “A lot of guys wash up on these rocks. See, there’s a piece of rescue sled.” I looked and saw a white shard jutting up like a dagger, a remnant of the six-foot-long sled that connects to the back of the Jet Ski. Over the years dozens of surfboards, rescue sleds, and Jet Skis had met their end on those rocks, as acres of whitewater boiled toward the cliff. Every forward escape route dead-ended here; anyone stuck nearby would be powerless to avoid the collision. I had always known this was a serious place. But at that moment, seeing the wreckage, it hit me in a visceral way. There were just so many things that could go wrong out here.

[image: ]

It is impossible to think about Hamilton—and Jaws—without figuring Dave Kalama, Darrick Doerner, and Brett Lickle into the picture. Emerging from the larger Strapped group as a tighter unit, the four men shared two key traits: extreme competence in mammoth surf, and a willingness to perform rescues, no matter how dicey the situation. These things were critical because, above all, tow surfing was a team sport. Any surfer who fell at Jaws wasn’t getting out of there alone. There was a brief window, maybe a fifteen-second interval between waves, in which a driver had to sight his partner’s head in the churning foam, dart in on the Jet Ski, grab him, and get out before the next wave came hurtling down. (Along with its size, Jaws moves with uncommon velocity, approaching forty miles per hour.) It soon became clear that not everyone was up to the task. People froze on the sidelines, or pretended to be very busy elsewhere while their partners floundered in the impact zone. “There were the guys who would come get you and the guys who wouldn’t come get you,” Hamilton said. “And there was a separation, a big gap, between the getters and the non-getters.” Hamilton, Kalama, Doerner, and Lickle were concerted “getters,” rescuing anyone who needed help, even surfers they didn’t know or whose boneheaded actions had virtually guaranteed a fall.

Kalama and Lickle had begun their wave-riding careers as windsurfers at Hookipa, an exposed stretch of ocean just a few miles from Jaws. For Kalama it was a homecoming; his father’s family is one of Hawaii’s oldest and most respected, and though he’d been raised in southern California and had a successful stint as a ski racer, Maui called him back. With his curly blond hair and green eyes, Kalama didn’t look much like a native Hawaiian, but right from the start he surfed like one. In short order he mastered windsurfing, then expanded his repertoire to include surf canoeing, outrigger paddling, standup surfing, and of course, tow surfing. Kalama was softer spoken and slightly less physically imposing than Hamilton, but of all the men he came closest to equaling him in the waves.

Lickle was from Delaware. At twenty-one he’d come to Maui on a vacation, decided he’d found his ideal place, and vowed to return for good. Back east he registered his intentions by rigging a windsurfer in his bedroom and hanging from the harness for hours at a time. Tough, funny, and burly, he’d established himself in 1987 by windsurfing a fifty-foot wave on Maui’s north shore that was, at the time, the biggest anyone had ever ridden.

For all the craziness of his chosen profession, however, the forty-seven-year-old Lickle had learned the meaning of caution. Over time people’s horrendous injuries and his own near misses had taught him that even the best get unlucky. He believed in instinct, intuition, and the wisdom of listening to that faint, whispering voice in your head when it advises you to stay onshore. “Sometimes if it doesn’t feel right, I’ll put my board right back in the car,” he said.

Doerner lived on Oahu, one of the most venerated lifeguards on that island’s north shore. Double D, as he was known, had plucked hundreds of people out of seething ocean conditions. While others locked up in panic, Doerner reacted in the opposite way, becoming calmer and more intensely focused under duress. This ability earned him a second nickname: the Ice Man. Even in the pre-towing days, he was an accomplished big-wave surfer. He and Hamilton met on Oahu in the 1980s, bonded over their desire to ride even more formidable waves, and then conducted their first towing experiments on the outer reefs beyond Sunset and Pipeline.

The four men adhered to the Polynesian concept of the “waterman,” a code that required a surfer to be as all-around confident in the ocean as he was on land. The modern prototype was Duke Kahanamoku, the Hawaiian Olympic swimming champion who also introduced surfing to the world in the 1920s. Like Duke and the Hawaiian kings before him, a true waterman could swim for hours in the most treacherous conditions, save people’s lives at will, paddle for a hundred miles if necessary, and commune with all ocean creatures, including large sharks. He understood his environment. He could sense the wind’s subtlest shifts and know how that would affect the water. He could navigate by the stars. Not only could he ride the waves, he knew how the waves worked. Most important, a waterman always demonstrated the proper respect for his element. He recognized that the ocean operated on a scale that made even the greatest human initiative seem puny.

Not to behave with humility at Jaws, therefore, was the ultimate karmic sin. “As soon as you think, I’ve got this place wired. I’m the man!,” Lickle said, “you’re about thirty minutes away from being pinned on the bottom for the beating of your life.”

All of them, even Hamilton, had survived rag-doll wipeouts on massive faces. They knew what it felt like to be pummeled by the wave, come to the surface, and then be efficiently whisked to safety by a partner who had his act together. That feeling was far more poignant than mere relief. “You come away and you’ve cheated something,” Lickle said. “I don’t like to say death but it’s true. It’s like you’ve been given another ticket.” To Hamilton’s mind, the real peril in falling wasn’t physical, even in the case of fatal injury: “You wouldn’t even know. It’d be the people you left behind.” His deepest fear, he said, was not death but rather “being pounded so bad that psychologically you don’t recover.”

It was New Year’s Day 2000 when this almost happened to Dave Kalama. Jaws was pumping out fifty-foot waves, and Kalama was feeling aggressive. “I was thinking, ‘I am just gonna tear this place up today,’ ” he said. His usual partner, Hamilton, was off the island, so Lickle had towed him into three gorgeous, glassy waves. Then: the fourth. This wave was an ugly stepsister, its face studded with bumps. When Kalama hit one the wrong way he found himself flying backward, looking up at the curling, menacing lip. He remembers thinking, This is going to get interesting.

Sucked over the falls, the most disastrous place to be, he caught a flash of blue sky before being slammed down and driven thirty feet deep. Panicking burns oxygen, so he tried to stay calm, tucking in his arms and legs as the wave released its energy, then making for the surface. He was inches from getting a breath when the next wave hit, pinballing him back into the depths. Two wave hold-downs were serious. This might be it, Kalama thought, but let’s see.

When the second wave released him, he broke the surface and saw Lickle nearby. Kalama grabbed the rescue sled, but another mountain of water was already upon them. When it hit, the Ski was sucked backward into a whitewater hole, and Kalama was ripped off the sled and thrust down again, even deeper this time: “I could feel it by the pressure in my ears.”

Whitewater blocks out the light, so below the surface everything was black. Kalama, exhausted and disoriented, didn’t know which way was up. He began to convulse, his body straining to take a lungful of water while his mind was still barely able to prevent it. Later, he would be told that this is the first stage of drowning.

By luck or skill or grace he resurfaced, and again Lickle was there. Kalama made a desperate lunge for the sled. But Jaws wasn’t done with him yet—another wave exploded on top of them and sent the Ski tumbling. “We were rolling underwater,” Kalama said. Lickle’s feet smacked Kalama’s head, but both men held tight and in thirty seconds they were back in calmer waters. “Kind of a rough way to start the new century,” Kalama said. “It was baby steps to build my confidence back up. It took me three years to feel like I was in control again.”

[image: ]

“That’s Jaws beach,” Hamilton said, treading water and pointing toward the shore.

I could make out a small, crescent-shaped indentation about eight hundred yards away, filled with rocks. More than that, I could hear it. As the waves swept in and out, the rocks rolled forward and backward, making a sound like an avalanche of bocce balls. It was a rasping, raking noise that was frankly terrifying. I’d read that the ancient Hawaiians considered this a sacred place and held ceremonies on the cliffs above. I could see why. They believed that every last stone and leaf and flower and drop of water contained a spiritual life force, called mana, as surely as people and animals did. All things in nature were fully alive. If you shut your eyes and listened to the rocks clacking and grinding, it was as though Pe’ahi had a voice.

We swam on. As we approached the mouth of Jaws, the bottom features changed from midsize rocks to slabs and shelves and monoliths, an aquatic Stonehenge. Here, then, were the molars (and some pointy incisors). The reef was larger than I’d expected—to make out its shape you’d need an aerial view—and also starker, meaner, and more forbidding. Beneath its blue surface, Jaws was a study in grays: slate gray, gray-black, teal-gray, a pale whitish gray. Part of its eeriness, I realized, came from the ghost town atmosphere: there wasn’t a fish to be seen. Usually when you’re swimming around rocks, you can look down and pick out creatures everywhere. Not here.

I looked around for Hamilton and couldn’t find him. There was an instant of panic, and then something flashed below me. Hamilton had dived to the seafloor—forty feet down. I could see his blond hair, brilliant against the gloom. Floating in the swells, I watched as he wound through tunnels and between rocks for what seemed like an aeon. Once I had asked him how long he could hold his breath underwater, figuring this was something he practiced. “There’s a school of thought that says you don’t train for what you don’t want to happen,” he replied. “I don’t want to consciously know how long I can hold my breath. I just know that so far—long enough.”

Hamilton resurfaced, holding a handful of the bottom. It wasn’t a fine-grained sand but rather a rough mixture of broken stones. Jaws is not the kind of place that invites lingering, and we turned to head back. The afternoon had ebbed and the water took on an even blacker cast as the sun slipped behind the cliffs. Above us, the gnarled silhouettes of wind-bent trees stood out in sharper relief. The waves were choppier now, the wind angrier. Hamilton stroked toward the rocks, the tightest line available.

I decided to take a longer route to stay away from the rocks, as that made it less likely I would be dashed against them. As I swam, I tried to calm my nerves. There is nothing more unsettling than being alone in a spooky patch of ocean. When three large gray fish darted in front of me, I reared up like I’d been attacked.

Back near the spot where we’d jumped in, Hamilton waited fifty yards offshore. Waves were now exploding against the rocks. “So you’ll follow me in,” he said. It wasn’t a question. We both knew the only way I’d make it onto shore in one piece was to suspend my judgment and do exactly as he said. When he said go, I needed to go. If I hesitated because I wasn’t sure his timing was right, I would pay. Judging waves, knowing the pulse of their energy—this was as obvious to Hamilton as any of his five senses. Looking over his shoulder at the incoming surf, he waited until a set had passed, and then he shouted, “Now!” and hightailed it in, exiting the water in a single fluid motion. I hung back an instant too long, got rolled by whitewater, scraped the rocks, and bloodied both my knees.
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The house where Hamilton lives with his wife and daughter presides over the pineapple fields with a low-slung, minimalist grace. It is a two-story house, planned along horizontal lines. The living area is upstairs, while the lower floor is given over to a gym and a sprawling garage that, like an airplane hangar, opens on both ends. For Hamilton the garage serves as a combination clubhouse, mission control, and storage facility. Under its roof there are many vehicles, including two old army dump trucks, a trio of souped-up golf carts, three heavy-duty Ford pickup trucks, a Range Rover, a half-dozen Honda Jet Skis on trailers, and a Yamaha jet boat. There are also mountain bikes, road bikes, kids’ bikes, a tandem bike, off-road skateboards, a picnic table, two refrigerators, a restaurant-grade espresso machine, and every tool imaginable; shelves filled with generators, shop vacs, gas cans, chain saws, hacksaws, and band saws; and of course, racks and racks of surfboards. Hamilton estimates that he owns about 140 boards, ranging from sleek six-foot tow boards for riding Jaws to majestic twenty-six-foot standup boards for doing things like paddling through the entire Hawaiian Island chain.

To witness the garage—Daredevil Central—is to wonder what Hamilton’s wife makes of it all. But anyone who has met Gabby Reece instantly gets the answer. At six foot three, with blond hair down to her waist and an athletic résumé that includes playing NCAA volleyball and professional beach volleyball, and being the first woman to have an eponymous Nike shoe, Reece stands eye to eye with Hamilton on all matters. The two first met in 1995 when Reece, host of a television show called The Extremists, invited him on as a guest. The pair skydived together. They married two years later, in a canoe on Kauai’s Hanalei River. In 2003 Reece gave birth to their first child, a girl named Reece Viola Hamilton, and that fall she was seven months pregnant with their second. (Hamilton also had a daughter, Izabela, thirteen, from a previous marriage.) Given her own sports background, Reece not only tolerated Hamilton’s unusual lifestyle, she supported it wholeheartedly. “It’s who he is,” she’d said. “You couldn’t live with him if he wasn’t doing it.”

Poised next to Jaws, raising a family, compromising nothing: it had taken more than two decades of hard striving for Hamilton to get to this place. From the start he had turned his back on professional surfing competitions, with their judging panels and sponsorship obligations, and focused his attention entirely on giant waves. This was a noble stance, perhaps, but a decidedly noncommercial one, at least in the beginning. A sole sponsor, the French sports company Oxbow, had supported him since his early days, and Hamilton’s loyalty to them ran deep. He and Kalama had also partnered in a film production company, releasing movies each year of their big days at Jaws. As Hamilton’s visibility and notoriety grew—and as tow surfing captivated the mainstream—companies like American Express and Toyota came calling. Building a lucrative career had required him to hack his way down a singular path: one, in fact, that hadn’t existed before him.

Evening had closed in by the time we returned from our swim, pulling in front of the house next to Hamilton’s two three-hundred-pound razorback pigs, Ginger and Marianne. The pigs were snuffling around, gouging divots of mud and grass. Hamilton parked the tractor, walked around the side of the house, and picked up a hose to rinse himself off. Casil disappeared into the garage. I stood looking at the fields as they turned from green to gold, and at the ocean beyond. It’s one thing to be told that something is magic, I thought, and another to sense that yourself. It is the difference between seeing a picture of a thunderstorm and finding yourself in the middle of one, smelling the water in the air as the light drains from the sky, hearing the thunder. I definitely wanted to see Jaws when it broke, but even now I was beginning to understand what made the wave unique.

Hamilton walked the hose across the grass and began to wash the mud off Ginger and Marianne. “Do different waves have different personalities?” I asked.

“Absolutely,” he said quickly, then hesitated. “Pe’ahi is … hmmm … the Grand Empress.” Generally Hamilton was an articulate person, and when he was passionate about something, he spoke in a rush of words. His voice had a gravelly baritone edge, not a growl exactly but getting there. When he talked about Jaws, though, his thoughts were carefully measured, his tone softer. “Just the magnitude, the sheer volume, the size of the wave, the shape of it,” he said. “And it’s finicky too. On any given day she’ll give someone a kiss and somebody else a slap. You hope you’re the one getting the kiss. But she’s sensitive that way.” He paused for a beat, and then laughed. “I’ve gotten a spank or two, but not that often. I’m real polite to her.”

Not everyone could say the same thing.

As tow surfing headed into its second decade; as it became clear that a person could drastically change his fortunes by having his photograph taken on a seventy-foot wave (with the image zipping around the globe that same day); as wave-forecasting services sprang up so that epic conditions were no longer a local secret—a new cadre of riders was showing up on the biggest days. They were more aggressive than experienced, more brash than respectful. They hadn’t spent years honing their skills and practicing rescues and cultivating their partnerships. Because of that, they were dangerous.

The problem came to a head on December 15, 2004. It should have been one of the best days ever at Jaws, but instead the problems began early. “When we got there the first thing I saw was a body skipping down the face,” Dave Kalama recalled. In past years there might have been ten tow teams out, all of them familiar players, treating the situation with gravitas. On that morning the scene that greeted the men looked like something out of Fellini’s aquatic circus.

Two thousand people lined the cliff, while below the water teemed with photographers, surfers, Jet Skis, and boatfuls of gawkers. At least forty tow teams were buzzing around, and a swarm of other vessels bobbed in the channel next to the wave. Helicopters circled overhead. Many of the top big-wave riders in the world had come to Maui for this swell, but so had dozens of surfers whose best credentials were that they could get their hands on a Jet Ski and find someone to drive it.

People had worried that the hundred-foot-wave prize (the Odyssey had morphed into an event called the Billabong XXL) would lead inexperienced riders into situations that were over their heads, and the craziness of that day seemed to prove them right. Medevac helicopters hoisted out a steady stream of the injured. Jet Skis lay smashed on the rocks. One surfer took such a beating in the whitewater that his flotation vest, rash guard, and trunks were torn from his body, and he lay naked and bloody on the rescue sled as he was driven back to the channel.

Kalama was stunned. “They’re going straight to the Indy 500 as soon as they get their drivers’ licenses,” he said. Lickle was amazed: “I watched guys take off on a sixty-footer, no skill whatsoever. Whole thing hammers them on the head. They take another five waves on the head and then get back on the Ski and do the same thing over again. What’s that about?” Hamilton was furious. When a Jet Ski had crossed directly in front of him as he dropped into a wave, he was forced to straighten out and surf directly into the impact zone. The violence of the crash split his lips open.

Everyone agreed that half the field wouldn’t have come if not for the potential prize money. When the Odyssey had first been announced, Hamilton, Kalama, Doerner, and Lickle made it clear that, far from scrambling to win the thing, they wanted nothing to do with it. “It’s all about people wanting to box it up,” Hamilton said, angrily. “ ‘So-and-so rode the hundred-foot wave.’ That’s by chance. I don’t want by chance. I want more performance. What are you doing on this hundred-foot wave that you’re supposedly riding? Are you running for your life on the shoulder? Are you barely making it? Or are you ripping it apart like it’s a twenty-foot wave?” Besides, he added, it was stupid to judge a wave’s intensity by height alone. A thick, pugnacious shorter wave could be far more extreme than a tall, anemic one: “Would you rather be attacked by a pit bull or a Great Dane?”

Here was the weird thing: after a decade of churning out at least two humongous days each season, since December 15, 2004, Jaws hadn’t broken at anywhere near peak size again. Two winters had passed, a third was beginning, and still Jaws hadn’t roared. It was as though the Grand Empress had decided to punish the entire court for misbehavior.

Nothing was more depressing for a big-wave rider than to have months go by when the waves went elsewhere. He felt a sense of purposelessness, frustration, and even depression, the kinds of things you’d feel if you were a mountaineer stuck on the plains, or a Formula One racer in a world that had only Ford Escorts. Hamilton’s response was to train even harder, to physically exhaust himself by working outdoors or riding his mountain bike up the volcano or going on long, arduous paddles down the coast. “The busier I stay, the better,” he said. “I’m here in the firehouse, waiting for the fire bell to ring.”

Eight days later it did.
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