Body Surfing 
by

Eyes Right

Topsail Island, NC – One of the disappearing sports, at least here on the North Carolina beach, is body surfing.  There is the occasional lone swimmer testing the surf without a board, but, in general, those who body surf here are now few and far between.
There are not even that many who choose to surf with boards.  Most visitors to this beach seem to prefer a more sedentary experience, such as reading a book while sitting under a beach umbrella, or splashing about in the surf.  Virtually no one swims.

I find this disappointing.  Body surfing requires absolutely no equipment, can be done solo or with friends, and is relatively safe.  One does not even need to be a particularly good swimmer.  The waves are certainly free, and literally ‘jus keep on comin’.  It is great exercise for the entire body, and with ocean water temperatures in the low 80’s in early July, it is incredibly refreshing.
To be fair, body surfing does often require a certain leap of faith.  You are throwing yourself on the crest of a breaking wave, and hoping for the best.   In over 40 years of catching waves, I have been injured only once – and that was on Makapuu Beach on the island of Oahu in Hawaii, when I was young, inexperienced and foolish, and the waves were daunting.  My neck was driven into the sand by a crashing wave causing it to twist violently, and as I tried to stand to right myself, the next wave sent me tumbling underwater.  I was able to stand only long enough to take a deep breath before again being knocked under water.  I somehow crawled rather frantically on the bottom to shallow water where I was able to safely make it ashore.  After a few days in a neck brace, I was fine.  I learned from this experience that it is prudent to avoid waves beyond one’s capability.

The first step in body surfing is to select a suitable wave to ride.  Most waves break too soon, or break after they have passed your location in the surf.  Timing is everything.  My technique is to bounce lightly on my feet in chest-high water, while looking intently seaward for an appropriate wave.  As a large wave approaches and begins its final curl, I bounce on my toes toward the shore and lunge toward the beach on the crest of the wave.  Others start swimming madly with the wave, but I prefer to be on the absolute top of the wave to allow it to do the work for me.  This takes an act of faith, because once you leave your feet, you are totally at the mercy of the wave.

I often think in personal terms about each wave.  It has traveled perhaps a thousand miles toward me for one final fling at the beach.  I want to join it in a celebratory ride into shore.  The feeling is as if the wave and I are now one.

I am not sure why, but the good waves always seem to come in sets of three.  I always try to catch the “first one through” so that the two remaining “buddy waves” can provide an extra surge near the shoreline.  Waiting for a “good” wave often takes 5-10 minutes, but once on the crest of a good wave, things happen very quickly.  What follows can only be described as a total rush, both literally and figuratively.  There is a cascade of water which surges past – almost as if you are in the center of giant fire hose pointed toward the shore.  I always have the sensation of hearing this avalanche of water as if I am in the center of a large diameter pipe with hands and arms extended in front of me as tons of water are propelling me uncontrollably to an unknown fate.
As the wave crashes, I enter a state of free fall toward the sand.  I have never sky-dived, but I imagine a similar feeling takes place as one exits the plane.  It is as if all the water has suddenly disappeared, and I am falling in an absolute vacuum.  If all goes well, the landing is flat on a thin cushion of water between body and sand, as you wait for the follow-on waves to carry you further up the beach.  If all does not go well, you may get rolled about a bit in the sand, but as long as you hold your breath, there are few problems, other than the occasional scratches on my front side.  
Millions pay big bucks for lesser thrills at amusement parks.  Next time you are at da beach, give body surfing a try.  It’s free, and there are no lines!
I thought you might like to know.
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