Abpve and right—
Santa Cruz surfers
are same af the
mast travelled breed
an the planat. They
get everywhere, But
at thie end of the
day, the haart nover
lgaves the hamie.
Tha authar, far away
from Surf City's
streats, an an
Andarman Saa
advantura,
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C) 1 sounds like some vacant, hackneyed phrase
you'd see on a tourists’ humper sticker. You know
the ones, with a heart sign instead of the word "love’.
Nao one could really mean that Yer for me, it runs a lot
deeper. It's like this: 1 was born in the now defunc
Sister's Hospital, right by Steamer Lane, across from
where the Dream Inn now stands. Although Uve prob
ably spent more of the years since then away travelling
than in Santa Crue, T eecently found out [ love the place
more than 1 ever realised, Tt's as Ihc:-ugll Zanta Cruz has
hecome part of me, and U'm unconsciously pulled to
the place like a salmon is mysteriously drawn back 1o
the stream where it was born

Onee T had learned how o surf in Santa Cruz, all |
wanted to de was get away and explore exonc ropical
loeations - Indonesia, the Philippines, [apan, South
America, Africa, anywhere that promised good surt, While
on the road [ saw typhoons where nature went wild, saw
forvign cultures and witnessed strange ceremonies, and
surfed waves more [_1-::1'."|_'q‘l than Santa Cruz ever got.

Everything was new and different, and [ had no
desire to go back home, where the water was cold, the
weather was mild, the landscape boringly lamiliar. On
a stopover on one eip to the East, [ decided to stay in
Hawaii - because of the surl for sure, but also the
warm, sweel rotring plumeria smell of the
place. [ moved there, and now could surd
‘real’ waves - the litany of holy name-brand
SPOEs: Sunset, Laniakea,
Backdoaor, (Puny's} etc,

Then I went back to
Santa Cruz for a visit, and
drove down 1o the Monterey
Aquarium, at the southern end of the bay
cpposite Santa Cruz, The Aquariwm is 2an
immensely popular tourist actraction, so T fully expected
ter be disappointed by some standard, boxed and pack-
aged, glassed-in view of an covironment that T had
surfed and lived first hand, Bae this aguarium is
different. The Maonterey Bay, with Santa Cruz atic's
northern hook, hides a mile-deep canyon, and the sheer
amount and variety of sea life is staggering. Nutrients
brought up by upwelling start a vast food chain, at the
top of which sea lions and several-ton elephant seals
snack on salmen, and are in wrn devoured by the "land-
lards’, huge Great White sharks

When you surf Sante Cruz, especially the coast north
of town, there’s a lol going on in the water. [1's nor
WTNCOIMIMmon 0 see 51&-;1]5, atters, and ]?":JJ'FI'f.'Ii-‘H.'?.i. SWIITI-

ming all around you. The place feels wild, and you

have 1o climb down steep vertigo-inducing cliffs 10 get
e seme of the heavier, secluded spats, The waves are
bigger and mare powerful up north, the warter is
valder, and i's often foggy and ominous, which makes
the place feel sharky as well. In fact, shark encounters
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are nol uncomimon, and Yol sometimes get the Hreasy

sense that you are part of the food chain. And not at
the top of i, either.

The aquarium has a big display on the Great White
Shark. I remembered stopping by a friend’s house one
day and seeing his badly mangled hoard, with two
huge shark tecth embedded in i The glass was gouged
with long, cleanly removed rectangular divots. The
teeth were sharp enough o cur perfectly, even diago-
nally against the lay of the cloth. The swell had been
small, so he'd headed out of town, up north 1o &
particularly exposed break. e was sitting on his
board, waiting for a set, looking oul o sea. Suddenly
he felt the motion of his beard had been stopped, It
was no longer rocking in the swell, but stable, like it

was “held in a vice", Things sarted o
go slow motion, and he found
himself looking straight into the
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eye of a ifteen-foor Grear White, "1t was the coldest,
meanest eve, I'd ever seen. Tt was primeval, like it was

from another world”, he'd said, He slipped off the il

still holding onto his board near the fins, while the
shark gripped the middle and nose ol his board. For a
while, both shark and surfer held the board, The shark
gently mouthed the it as though wrying o see if it was
food. "Like when you pick up a tomato or something
in the store, to see iF s eipe”. The shark finally let go
and swam off, leaving my friend siill holding on o the
tail, and in shock. His injuries totalled one small oo
on his thumb, But he van't seem o forger chat shark's
eve, even when he sleeps. He stays away from the north
coast, and mostly surls o rewn at the Lane now, My
friend is fairly religious, and calls what happened to
him “a miracle”.

There have been a few attacks in Santa Cruz area over
the years, mostly nerth of town, Most victims aren’t as
lucky as he was, but interestingly, attacks are rarely
faral. For some reason Whites tend o bite once,
thien release their prey. Mo one knows i they
are investigating Lo see il i's Tood, or inca
pacitating their prey by mauling i1 so
they can come hack later and feast.
Whites are smart predators;

they're probably covering

both angles, Bl whatever
the reason, most Santa
Cruz surfers have
managed o get

el i time

after the shark left them alone. Good reason not 1o surt
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Scmetimes after an atack you'd hear, "why do you
guys (read “fools™) surf there at all?” T figure Its not a
death wish or anything. It's actually the cpposite You
get a feeling of heing alive, like you're a parc of that
plave at that time. We do it to surf greal waves with
only our friends, on a traly wild ceast, 1t there's a risk

involved in leaving the sanitised, artficial woeld of

strip-malls, so be it T like o know that we haven't yel
managed ta control the entire world, that there’s still a
wild natural order out there samewhere. Tt is reas-
suring that there are siill real places left in the world,
places where vou could actually be eaten.

[ walked on through the aguarium and caught an
incredible slide show, the life work of local nature
cameramen perfectly orchestrated 1o music. It began
with aerial shots of the redwood fringed cliff coast,

then descended to water level with feeding
pelicans and gulls, then underwates, inen
the kelp forests where seals and otters
cavarted. 1 remembered one day on the
MWaorth Ceast actuwally peing a small seal
that swam vp to the nose of my board,
looking at me with huge, curious brown eyes,
still too young o be afraid. His fur felt smooth
and warm
My memories of Santa Cruz are inextricably
mixed with the ocean. T sucfed every day, and 1 was
constantly warching the ocean as it changed s
maads, hoping like any surfer for that perfect combi-
nation of tide, swell, and wind. There was the anricipa
tion of watching the rivermouth during a winter storm
and seeing 2 crisp new the bar fonn, knowing you're
going o ride a perfect wave right where the chaocolate-
brown water is dump & sandbar, just for you,
Even my memories of the first girl T ever slept with
and the salty sweet wonder of her bady, mixes with the

memary of the sea, And learning o ride the tube at

the harbour, geuing rapped in a cave under the je
the feeling of coming 1o the surface, through light,
airy foam, realising like a dream, "Hey, I'm still alive
So many feelings, such a powerful place

Suddenly | felt my mouth begin o go tight at the
corners. It was as though all the time T'd been away
from Santa Cruz, T'd been missing it deep down,
without even knowing it. [ realised with dishelief
“I'm going o eoy!”.

Big, warm salty tears began rolling down my cheeks,
and cnto my lips, right there in the aguoarivm. Ttmust
be true that we are mostly made of saltwater, because
the tears tasted just like scawater. A warm version of

the sea n Santa Cruz.
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