Runwiany by the saa -
“not & tree, not a
single graen thing™...
except, of course,

folding blue ocean,
Your Baja achrniure
starts here, at |sla
[l Kifio.

THE 600D
_[HE BAD
- AND THE FILTRY

Words and photography Tor Johnson

| stood on a dirt runway, blinded in dust . .
whipped up by the propellers of a :
departing Cessna. By the time | coﬁld
open my eyes enough to squint at the
receding plane, it was only a speck,
disappearing into the hazy blue sky,
leaving me alone. My brother, some good
friends and my spare board were all
aboard, heading home to California, land
of safe water, hot showers and real beds...
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FIGHTING BACK THIS DISTINCTLY
UNCOMFORTABLE, LOMNELY FEELING, | BEGAN
ASKING MYSELF: "WHAT HAVE | DONE NOW?"
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THE EASY WAY IS TO FLY — BAJA ATR VENTURES
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immediately.

Baja Air Ventures is a small charter operaton that runs
surfing and eco-tours into Baja. The outfit is tun by an
enthusiastic Southern Californian by the name of Kevin Warren,
Thinking it might be a good idea to get 1o know the man who
would be responsible for my life on the flight, I met up with
Eevin in a rough but friendly border town airfield bar

Kevin is a junkie. Like surfing, flying is a complezely
addictive thing, and Capt Warren was apparently born to fly. At
age 12, he built 2 hang-glider out of bamboo and plastic for a
school project and, to the shock of his classmates and teachers,
actually flew the thing.. “probably a lot higher than [ should
have," he says with a laugh,

He moved on to airplanes as soon as he was able and
discovered that the uncrowded, remote perfection of Baja was
now just a few easy hours away: Kevin and his surf buddies
would cram their boards and tents into a tiny Cessna and take
off, exploring more remote areas of Baja with each trip,

Word spread and Kevin started getting calls from strange
surfers asking if they could come along. Already trying to log
sufficient hours of flight time to get his commercial pilot’s
license, he realized there was a ready-made market right on his
doorstep, so he went into the business of introducing surfers o
his discoveries in Baja. These days, though he sill runs a few
surf charters, Kevin's main business is offering eco-tours like
whale watching, But occasionally...

BAJA FROM THE AIR
I called Kevin a day or twe before we were to leave.

“Oh, by the way,” he told me, "the airpore at Bahia Alacran
is closed, We're going to have o fly to Isla del Nifio instead.”

Our whole destination had changed! According to Kevin,
the official they'd been paying to facilitate their landing permir
had absconded with the money and was newhere to be found.
Such is the way in Mexico, where pressure from the US to fight
the drug trade can translate inte a guy tossing truck tres oneo a
desert riumway.

Cur trip was to begin from Brown Field, just north of the
California-Mexico border. My brother Alex and his friends Brian
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Wilson drove down from
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We arrived at the field early in

the morning, and Kevin introduced us

to our pilot, Eric Spoon, a thin, red-
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haired surfer in his twenties. He would be 2 :
Cabo Corrfentes T e,

the youngest guy on the trip, but his
yvouthful looks belied a tough character and

Manzani
considerable experience, Before becoming a bush

pilor, he'd worked as “choker setting off a high lead,” 2
notoriously dangerous logging practice used in steep terrain,
where loggers set chain slip-knots {or “chokers™) around the
trunks of felled logs, which are then lified over a cable strung
across the ravine (the “high lead™).

[t's one of the most dangerous occupations in the country,
and it demands incredible fitness. The work draws a very
rough crowd, for good reason. Most of the older guys are

.T.
Y

missing at least a few fingers, and some of them would
hound the new guy mercilessly, until he finally agreed o
fight them. Eric said he'd never been in such good shape, ™1
loved it!" Compared 1o that line of work, flying a bunch of
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surfers into a dirt airfield was a picnic, even when that
airfield had what Kevin confidentially told me was “the mast
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new accomimodations, cots lined up in one room of a local
flsherman’s family, Cur hostess, Norma kept a clean and tidy
house, not an casy task in a village with no paved roads and
daily gale-force winds, She cocked like a demon while her two-
year-old daughter Julisa kept us entertained. Sadly, the swell we
had forecast was a disappointment; the best we got were some
small fun waves, in freezing cold warer

Lla del Nifo is located off central Baja in an area of
confluence of warm southern and cold northern waters, Due to
upwelling and sirong eurrents, water temperatures can change
s drastically during the course of 2 day that it's not uncommeaon
to be surfing in trunks or a springsuit in the morning, then find
yourself needing a full wetsuit when the tide and currents
change in the afternoon

We managed to pull inte & few webes, but a 2-3fi
shorehreak was not why we'd chartered a plane and flown all
this way On our third day, my brother Alex introduced the idea
of flying south o a likely point. We weighed the factors:
expensive gas and the risk involved in take-offs and landings on
unprediclable dirt fields, versus the remote chance of l-nu_ilng
bigger surf. Of course, we decided o Oy

Truly, flying is maglc. We just threw the boards into the
plane and the next minure we were looking down on the coast.
enuous dirt roads snaked helow us over rough deserr, and we
pitied the mere carthlings who'd have to spend hours in thal

dirt and gril while we w [ngur] over in minutes. Plus, our view

was so good that we could see how the swell focused on poins
and compare at a glance spols separated by miles of harsh

overed a

terrain. About a hundred miles to the south, we di:

point that seemed to attract more swell than anywhere else. We

landed safely and surfed two sessions, until we were exhausted.
As the sun sank low, we loaded the plane and simply flew away,
headed back to our island,

Most of us are used to traveling 1o the surf by car, so
surfing from an airplane was a lot of fun, But there's 2

dangerous magic 1o it Things can change quickly in the sky.

By the time we were on approach o the island, it was no o
B

longer an inviting, sunny evening, The wind had increased and §8
fop had I:n:g'lm; te envelope the island. Between clouds, we
nal glimpses of our tny speck of desert

L

caugh only focasio

island, & gnawing feeling that we are not really meant to fly,
crept into my mind. Small planes are statistically far and away
the most dangerous. I tried to focus on Baja Air Venrures' perfect
safery record.

Like a veteran, Eric found the runway and was making his

THE PLANE HIT THE RUNWAY HARD, AND ERIC JAMMED
THE THROTTLE ALL THE WAY BACK TO FULL AND
POWERED THE PLANE RIGHT BACK UP INTO THE AIR

approach, crabbing sideways in strong crosswinds, when we
encountered 3 sudden downdraft and dropped out of the sky.
The plane hit the runway hard, and Eric jammed the throule all
the way back to full and powered the plane right back up inwo
the air. He looked around, checked the landing gear, decided
there was no damage, stabilized the plane, then brought us back
down and in, shaken and stirred.

MNext day, my brother and friends flew back to California,
leaving me stranded on this deselate dirt strip. | looked around
and tock stock of my resources. Allowed only one bag of
personal gear on the plane, T had no tent, no stove, and no
sleeping bag. T was alone in the desert with 2 camera, a duffel

bag, and a surfhoard

THE GOOD
By incredible dumb hick, a Tijuana television crew had come o
the island to research a film script about “four Mexican surfers

who travel Bajz in search of waves but end up finding

something else”. Dayid Figueroa, a man whose face displayed a
great kindness and refined humanity, was the director His son,
Jose Luis, manages the stadon, It wasn't until later that | learned
that Jose Luls, a talented goofy-footer, was actually a criminal

lawyer by wade and had recently shifted 1o the more civilized

BV documentaries. As David put it "I think I
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“Are there many snakes in the desert here?” one of the
girls wanted o know.

“Yes,” replied the campesinn.

“Are some of them dangerons?” she asked.

“Yes,” the man replied again,

"Umm... any particular kind?" she asked, at a loss for
COMVETsation.

“Yes,” he replied gravely.

In the desert, conditions are extremely harsh, and the
plants and animals seem to have developed equally harsh
defenses. Just about everything that grows or crawls here either
stings, pouges or bites you. The cacti have long spines to protect
the priceless water they store for years, the scorpions and
spiders sting and the snakes bite,

HURRICANE IGNACIO

As we neared Bahia Alacran, a layer of menacing dark clonds
abscured the southern sky This was the northern edge of
devastating Hurricane Ignacio. The first drops began to fall
while we were still miles from the bay, on a dire road. If it
started to rain hard, I knew we'd be stranded in the desert in
these two-wheel deive vehicles. At this point, my friends
decided to stop. A few of the crew wandered off to ake in the
desert scene. | looked up at the lowering sky and suggested as
politely as possible to Mr Figueroa that we should really et
moving, I wasn't wrong. By the time we got to the bay, the rain
had begun and we were sliding all over the road.

That night semeone irned the ocean upside down on us,
Hurricane Ignacio dumped more rain on Baja than they'd seen
in 50 years. My hosts once again insisted T stay in the one good
tent, while they huddled under a makeshift tarp, There was
room for two in the tent,
bast no one would join
me. “Ch no, we're fine,”
was all they said. Later,
when I tried o thank Jose
Luis for his kindness, he
shrugged and said that it
was only luck that I was
the one who stayed dry
that night,

“If the wind had
changed, you would have
been wet, while we were
dry,” he explained
gallantly.

All of the roads
leading to the bay
washed out. Ten-foot
deep rivers charged
across the main access
road. [t would be days
¥ before the armoyos dried
== encugh to allow workers
to begin the repair work!

We were well and reoly

T T o

stranded at the point,

Since the storm passed right over our heads, there was no
ocean feech, so it produced no surfl T decided o ke a look
around the bay and found an interesting assortment of
characters camped around the cliffs overlooking the waves.

CAMPING 101
There seemed to be as many ways of ravel as there were
travelers at Bahia Alacran. Some were fully equipped with
huge 4WD trucks with a camper on the back, palatial
screened shade tents to keep out the hateful flies, stand-alone
gas barbecues, lounge chairs, even spray-misters to cool off
on those hot days. Other crews were completely unprepared,
One group of talented young surfers from Florida came dewn
in a minivan with no shade, nothing to cook on, not even a
chair to sit on, They were so clueless they didn't even know
where they were. They just happened onto the point while
fleeing the devastation of Ignacio on the southern tip of Baja,
taking a random left turn onto a road that led to the coast.
They may have been amatenrs at camping, bur they got their
fair share of stoke when they came around the corner and
saw a series of world-class right line-ups.

Of course, no ane was as badly prepared as myself (board,
pack and camera bag). When my TV friends finally left, Damon

and Mick, two surfers from Los Anpe
me a spare tent. Stll, T was otherwise without shade under that

5, adopted me and loaned

brutal desert sun, and this lack of shade became critical when I
canght a powerful gastrointestinal virus,

One night 1 woke up at 2am with my guts in a vice. I
grabbed my fashlight and ran for the woilet at the conting, The
bulb on my light immediately burned out, leaving me
wandering arcund the desert among the cacius, groaning,
Earlier, I'd seen & huge, hairy brown spider that the locals told
me was muy peligroso (very dangerous) crawling this very path.
Shuffling my feet in an effort to warn any venomous night-
crawling insects of my approach, I finally located the toilet and
evacuated myself thoroughly. Then T crawled weakly back inta
my filthy little tent. $tll, sleep was not for me. T crawled back
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out and threw up into a Ziploc bag (5o as o aveid a fly

infestation when the sun arose). Panting berween bouts of
spewing, I looked up at the sky — beautiful and bright with siars
— and wondered what the hell T was doing in this place,

The evening before at the café on the point, I'd seen an
older surfer checking the Internet and asked him if there was
anything coming up in the way of swell. Without bothering to
look up from the computer, he wold me, "MNothing coming.
Might as well go home.”

I heard someone snicker in the background, then a surfer
at the bar told me the guy was actually Sean Collins, founder of
Surfline, the definitive surf-forecasting service,

The following day, the swell finally came up. I warched
every surfer on the point riding long, perfect walls — racing fast
and clean down the longest point I'd ever seen. | was too weak

and sick even to surf, 1
ran across Colling on the
tip of the point, taking
video of his son having
an absolute blast in the
perfect surf

“Hew,™" T said,
fighting the urge to
throw up, “aren't you Sean Colling, the surf forecaster from
Surfline?”

“That's me,” he replied in & quiet yer cocky manner.

5o, what? How come you didn't you see this swell
coming?”

“Yes [ did,” he said. "I saw it coming”

“Well, last night at the café, T remember you saying
there was nothing coming, 1
think you even told me I might
a5 well go home."

“0h, ahh... I think we were
just teasing you,” he said, not

quite so cocky now. Then he
proceeded to divulge his forecast
for the rest of the week — free of
charge. The swellmeister was
calling for good surf for the
whele period. At the moment, |
may have been too sick to surl,
- but at least T knew there was a
wave or two in my future,
Although the point was fickle
and had a narrow swell window,
on a good day (like that one), it
wouldn't be inconceivable that
you'd get the longest wave of your
life. Luckily, within a few days, 1
was out in the water, where the
surf was even better than it looked
— 2 perfect performance wave,
ridiculously fast and long, peeling
along sandhbars built up around
rock poines thar formed a perfectly

ALTHOUGH THE POINT WAS FICKLE AND HAD

A NARROW SWELL WINDOW, ON A GOOD DAY,
IT WOULDN'T BE INCONCEIVABLE THAT YOU'D
GET THE LONGEST WAVE OF YOUR LIFE.

gven hottom — like the longest
rivermouth in the world

[ gradually recovered my
strength until finally T was
surfing normally. The poing
turned out to be one of those
waves that's easy tosurl well.
Lonking far down the line for
tup
and pumping the speed, it felt

the next section, setting

like fluid magic. T was surfing
about as well as T ever had when
one of the campers (a young
surfer named Mat from Oregon)
locked over a shoulder ar me
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and started laughing. fun, the point was what

“You look like Chevy Chase,” he said.
o | oo : o Above -
Later, paddling back to the line-up with a huge griniafter |5 cwsing. the
I'd caught my best wave of the day, ripping off maybe ten tif'l"_:d':’l this desert by
hard snaps in a row as 1 raced down the point, Matt told me, iy
Below -
Mot the authes fwha
surfs like Chawy Chaseal,
but Dydan Fish having &
blast in Baja. i

“You look like my Dad.”
Waves this good, even if they only rarely arrive, can turn a
surfer into an addict. Add to this the relaxed, easy Mexican pace,
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with lush jungle, and finished it in classic beach-house style.
Terry is as much of 2 local as a gringo can be, but he has a
certain perspective. He isn't the youngest guy in the line-up
but, as one of the first gringos here, he has the place complecely
wired and gets more than his share of waves, As Terry put it,
with his trademark sardonic smile: "If there is a hell for surfers,
iL's full of guys whao surf just like me.”

Few things set Terey off in the line-up maore than surfers
who show up with a large crew of buddies and invade all at
once. Most everyone knows that bringing a large group isn't the
best way to blend in at any surl spot, but at a place as
inconsistent as this, its a good way to become despised.

But jealous gringos are only a small part of the scene, and.
as with most locals (or, in this case, wansplanted locals), they're
mostly bark, not much bire,

ON THE ROAD
The swell lasted as long as Sean said it would. When it finally
died, I wandered the peint until [ met a friendly couple from
Los Angeles who worked in film production and drove a nice
Missan Pathfinder. They offered me a ride across Baja Lo Loreto,
on the eastern coast of the peninsula, where T caught a bus for
California. The 17-hour bus ride wasn't a problemn; the worst
part of the trip was waiting alone in the open terminal on a
Loreto hackstreet at 2am for the late bus, while being eaten
alive by mosquitoes and wondering when someone would stop
by to slit my throat and relieve me of my expensive camera
gear, I've never been so happy to see a bus in my life.

Back in California, 1 reveled in soft beds and hot showers,
But strangely, once I'd washed off the dirt, T started to miss Baja.
I conveniently forgot about the rough times when I'd been
horribly ill. As my gitlfriend put it, it'’s a wonder the human
race survives, with our inability 1o remember pain. And as
another friend added, that's precisely why we survive. We keep
doing things that are incredibly tough, like bearing children.
{I'm not sure how this relates to surf travel, but T have a
feeling it does.)

5o, yes, [ wanted to go back down, but this time I wanted

to do things right. 1'd have my own car. I'd be self-sufficient,

comfortable, and mobile. T could surf anywhere 1 wanted, and
I'd never have to wait for a ride.

[ heard from a friend, whose brother works at a surf
forecasting service (ironically, it was Sean Collins' Surfline) that
there was a large New Zealand swell due to hit Baja in about a
week. All I needed was a car. By chanee, my sister had her
Suzuki 4WD truck up for sale. I bought the thing, went to the
camping store, got a tent and a lantern, borrowed a stove and a
cot and drove straight back down to Baja,

OPEN EYES

Three days of solid driving later, [ was set up and waiting for
the swell at 2 point called Abreojos — "open eyes’ in Spanish.
Early sailors gave it this name because of the many dangerous
hidden rocks just under the surface surrounding the point
When there is swell, you can see waves peaking and throwing
in random places, stirring the bones of the unwary sailors of
the past.

It pays to keep your eyes open in the line-up as well.
Barely concealed rocks on the inside regularly shredded
bottoms and removed fins, Then there's the wave called
Razors, a fast tube that breaks only when the swell is well
overhead, and it’s anly worth the risk on a low tide when it
moves out far enough from the barnacle-encrusted ledge thar
gives i i1s name,

The swell arrived — nice and large, exactly as my friend
Sean said it would be. I caught Razors prety flawless and
logged some tube time, but it took its woll on us campers, and
nearly everyone carried home scars from the barnacles.

On my way north, T drove through the town of Abreojos,
where the locals are friendly and it's customary to wave at
ﬁi‘-&r}'oﬂe Vo meet, even Lo the PC‘H‘I.[ '-"F]'IE]'E" YOur arm gl'-tﬁ
tired from saluting your way through town. I stopped in
Tijuana to see my friends from the television staton, but 1
got lost in town, and a mache in a Cadillac with smoked
windows yelled and Aipped me off with a hairy fist. It
seemed like a far cry from Abreojos.
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Jose Luis rescued me and ook me (o the TV station,
which was on a hill overlooking town. T cooked some fish
that had been given to me by the generous Abrecjos
fishermen, and we all sat together and ate lunch, drank wine
and the Mexicans all danced to intoxicating salso and cumbia
music. Jose Luis looked across the border toward California
and said, “See those orderly rows of condos? That's
California.” Then he pointed down at Tijuana. “And that mad
jumble of roofs?™ he said. "That's Mexico, We go abour things
differently, but it's the same land. We share the same weather,
the same sea and the same air. The birds and the fish, they
come and go without 1 visa.”

Tor would like to thank the crew at Tijuana’s Bulba TV for kindly

adopting him on o desert island, and Bajo Air Ventures for giving him o
lift to Baju. Bajo Air Ventures can be reached at: (800) 221-9283 or
bajaair@ cox.net
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