Return to Rebal

When surfer/writer Tor Johnson won a prestigious award from the Philippine government he was
thrilled, if a little worried about what to wear when he went to pick it up. DnePok at the forecast
changed all that. All he'd need was a pair of shorts and some warm-water wax...

Words and photography by Tor Johnson
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Mr Villanueva, the manager at the Philippine Airlines counter,
informed me that yes, it was wue — it now costs US3125 to
bring a surfboard o Manila.
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charging "First Gentleman”

At the boarding gate, Mr Villanueva once again
approached me, unfolding a piece of paper with a serious
look on his face. Sadly, it was not a refund of my board fees;
it was an infrared satellite image of nature gone wild —a
great vortex of torn, swirling clouds with a perfectly circular
clear eye, “Sir,” he said gravely, handing me the picture, "1
think you had berer not go surfing”

Maybe the overcharges would be money well spent.

I tried to get some sleep on the plane, but images of racing
clouds, switling winds and large tubes were all T saw when 1
closed my eyes. T opened The Fooramist to pass the tine and
looked for news on the Philippines. It was not encouraging,
There was an article aboul recent violent anti- government
strect dermonstrations near my assigned hotel and one about
an atr traffic controller who ocoupicd the Manila Afrport
tower with guns and cxplosives, detouring all flights, He died
when police stormed the tower.

Prewy soon our co-pilot announced that we'd be about an

hour behind schedule, due to a detour around a "storm”, This
seemed an understatement, since Lupit was actually a super-
typhonn, with unbelievable, off-the-chart wind speeds.
Realistically, the term “super-typhoon” probably doesn't get
much play on airplane intercoms.

At Manila Airport, two surfing friends from past irips to the
Philippines — Alex Resurreccion and Olin Duaso — rescued me
from the crush of braying taxi drivers and hotel representatives.

Alex and Olin live in Manila; they escorted me all over
the town and treated me like a VIP or, even better, a fricnd.
They linally deposited me in a stylish old hotel called the
Pensionne Makati, then returned later for the long bus ride
across the island. It was Saturday night in Makad, a party town
of forcigners, restaurants, incernet cafés and nightclubs. At
three in the morning the place was full of Manilans out
having a good time. There were black-haired beauties gliding
into clubs and hoys in tight shorts lolling around the entrance
of a gay disco, where an older Caucasian man leered smugly
from a chair in the middle of them all.

A lirtle round-faced boy of about seven stood around
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watching us load our boards onto the car, wide awake in the
small hours of the morning, Olin, who is a nurse, noticed a
plastic bag in the boy's hand and then the kid slowly put the
hag to his face and inbaled. The bag was laced with solvents.
Olin tried to take the bag from him, bt the hoy recoiled, his
placid face instantly transformed into a mask of possessive
rage. The life of a kid on the street is hard; he wasn't giving up
the one thing he had.

Adex, who runs a skare and sports magazine in hManila,
took the eight-hour bus ride with me across Luzon 1o Rebal in
search of surf. Bebal was one of the fiest surf discoveries in the
Philippines, it feamured as the double for Viemam in Francis
Ford Coppola's film Apocalypss Now. The surfing sequence was
filmed at a rivermouth (definitely not the best wave around)
and the break is now named Charlie’s Point, after the famous
scene in which surl-stoked Colonel Kilgore (Robert Duval)
orders red-hot California surfer Lance Johnson [Sam Bottoms)
o "surf or fight” during a firefight with the North Vienamese

Finding Rebal

Around the time Coppola’s crew was scouting the location for
the filming of Apocalypse Now, a kid called Tracy Dixon, the son
of the US military attaché 1o the Philippines, set out with a few
of his buddies ("sons of ex-pats, spies and enginecrs™) on a
mission to find surf, One of the kids insisted that he'd seen
perfect lines wrapping around a point somewlere on the east
coast when he flew in from the U5, True or not, the rumor was
enough to stir the imagination of the whole bunch of groms,
none of whom was afraid of a 20-hour bus ride into the
uncharted provinces. Plus, Tracy spoke Tagalog Fairly well

This was a turbulent time, and the bovs' bus broke down,
stranding them in a remete frontier town called Cabanatuan.
They were a small band of kids with surfhoards and long,
bleached blond hair surrcunded by the mass of Philippine
humanity. .. or, as Tracy put it, "con men, gamblers,
merchants, urching, prostitutes, communists, seldiers,
salesmen and beggars.” Eventually the bus was repaired, and
the surfers all scrambled back onto the roof, dodging
overhanging limbs of overhanging jungle trees and hanging
onto the hemp rope tes holding down the lnggage, as the bus
careened down meuntains to the Pacific coast.

They arrived in Rebal late at night, but the concierge at
the hotel told them to go away This was during the time of
Ferdinand Marcos, when martial law was in force and there
was a strict curfew. The boys were intercepted by a gang ol
police with automatic weapans, taken 1o the police station and
shown a huge bloodstain that the cops said carme from some
communists they'd just caught. The boys decided to head
straight home as soon as they were released, but when
morning came, things looked brighter and safer. They decided
to look for surf, and at the end of a long walk through
mangroves and over reef they found what Tracy calls *a
beautiful, hollew right that shouldered oft into deep water, so
perfect thar we could see through the peak on every wave.
There was ne wind, and our higgest problem was that it was
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Rebal 2004

This year, I boarded the bus to Rebal with trepidation, 2
plastic bag ready at the top of my camera bag. [ found wo my
delight that the roads were relatively smooth, watl we started
climbing into the mountains. At a dingy roadside café 3 man
got on the bus with a plastic bucket, yelling about something
for sale, It turned out to be peanuts roasted with chunks of
garlic and sale. While munching the unexpectedly delicious
nuts, I noticed the lettering on the side of the plastic bucket:
“Odorless Pest Exterminator”, The bus was fairly packed, and
luggage space was hard o find, so my boards ended up in the
aisle, getting rampled by the locals. An artractive middle-aged
woman shifted a basket full of hats out of the way and sat
dovwn next to me, prompting a harsh remark from the owner
of the basket,

“Did she get mad at you?" I asked in sympathy with
her plight,

"M, she replied with 2 smile, "T am not married”.

“0h," T said

Later, noticing thar, like half the people on the bus, she
wag using the text function on her cell phone, 1 told her that
I'd like o get one of those phones for my nese trip.

"Yes,” she replied, "you con have my number. And here is
my address”.

This time, despite my worst fears, [ managed to conin
the contents of my stomach over the mountains and down
into Rebal,

Alex and I arrived to find the entire waterfront awash
from the hage, messy suel of Typhoon Lupit. I'd seen sazellite
picrures, but this was different: rangible proof of the insanely
powerful storm raging offshore. Although the center of Lupit
was 500 miles away, the typhoon was so wide and sirong thar
the winds almost reached the shore, The reef at Concreto
(basically a ledge jutting our into the Pacific) was just a mass
of white storm surge, with waves that never actuzlly jacked
up and threw out, but surged in and wrned o whitewater
before breaking,

We killed a few days waiting for the ocean to calm down,
watching the sea rage, wandering around town and meeting the
local surfers. Bebal now has a solid ceew of locals who ride the
hellow peak at Concreto exmemely well, Most of the guys ride
bartered beards handed down from visiting surfers, Conerero is
a powerful, ledging wave, and there’s barely & board among

ther that hasn't been snapped at least once by the merciless lip,



Filipinos are group-oriented by natre, and the surfers

here are no exception. They all surf together. They have
frequent contests, and the idea of surfing solo just doesn’t
occur, When 1 was there, the locals were sending a delegation
to respectfully petition the local congresswoman, Belaflor
Angara Castillo, for sponsorship to a surf contest. This oo was
a particularly Filipino thing In the 115, privale companies
would sponsor their surfers; but here, where much of the
money and power is in the hands of the officials, things are
more paternalistic... o, in this case, maternalistic.

Two British surfers, Matt and Rob from Croyde, were the
lone foreigners around. They'd rented the only house on the
beach near Concreto, owned by a local surfer named Raul,
who was working in Los Angeles. It was a beautiful strucrure,
built in local style much like the one ['d stayed in 25 years
ago; it had split bamboo floors with the same spring to them,
The fisherman and his family were gone, but this place had
several rooms and a comfortable porch with a view of
Concreto, T moved in with the Brits.

After several days, the surf finally calmed ro the point
where it was just rideable, bue still serlously powerful.
Concreto is a unigue wave, It comes out of deep water and

hits the ledge so quickly that the wave doubles up from the
peak and even a six-foot wave starts as a deceptively tiny rwo-
footer until the bottom drops out and the mass of water
behind it catches up. Ar six feer, it packs the power ol a ren.
foot wave. I paddled a bit late for a ser wave that locked about
vwao feer tall but 1 lifted off the face, landed halfway down,
and was sucked back up and over, The wave threw me across
the reef with an amazing force, rag dolling me like a pit bull
with a baby. I came up for air just in time to be slimmed by
the rest of the set. | ended up gasping for breath several
hundred yards down the reef after the worst beating I'd had
all year, including half the Hawaiian winter.

During the next few days the waves dropped o the point
where they could be ridden without such serious
consequences, and the locals all began ripping. The place is
just now beginning o ger crowded, in the sense that not
everyone gets every wave they want. Since people all tend 1o
surf together, there have been squabbles over waves, The
locals seem to have solved this problem in true Filipino seyle
by going surfing separately in two smaller groups rather than
one huge group. dll, it's a far cry from the crowds we have
in the US, and everyone still gets along fairly well,

The two English lads were so happy to be getting shacks
every day with minimal crowds that they decided 1o treat me
toy a particular English delicacy called "hubble and squeak”.
Mothing against English cuisine, but this may explain how
they got the pilgrims to leave England and sertle in America.

The next morning, stll trying 1o digest my slab of
bubble and squeak, I crammed my oversized carcass into a
tricycle and caught the bus hack o Manila, where T was o
meet the president and receive my award.

The Department of Tourism had gracionsly booked me
into the best hotel in town, the plush Makat Shangri-la
Hotel. Feeling a bit like a country bumpkin fresh from the
provinces, [ stumbled into the palatial lobby of the four-star
hotel covered in road dust, carrying three boards.

The awards ceremony was dominated by a huge video
screen showing images of the planes exploding into the
World Trade Center on September 11 Why the Department of
Tourism would show such images in a venue intended to
promate tourism, I could not understand. .. until the
Secretary of Tourism ook to the podium and explained in a
thundering oratory, at length and in detail, about standing
firm and overcoming tercorism.

Sadly, Mrs Arroyo never showed up, so | never pot 1o alk
surfing with her and her charger bodyboarding husband. Bur
that's okay; my suit didn’t match anyway I lound myself
wishing 1 was back in Rebal, lulled 1o sleep on a springy bed
of hamboo slats by the bottomless pits of Concreto rumbling
like & deep bass in the background.

The author would like to thank Tracy Dixon for his memoirs on discovering
surf in the Philippines, the Philippine Department of Tourism for their
haspitality, end Olin Duaso and Alex Resurreccian for being good [riends.
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