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CLIFFS OF INSANITY

the best wave chargers time to book flights and rush from
various corners of the earth to be there when it was surging,

on ll July 2011.

That morning had started with a punishing lesson for
Smith, when he got caught on the wrong side of a gar3an-

tuan wave as the reef drained, leaving him standing in a faded

T:shirt and shorts before a rearing mountain of water (think
of a two-storey house) which sent him skating across the rock

face, embedding dozens of coral fragments in his back. For

the rest of the session he paddled with one arm because his

injured side was too stiff and sore, but the next morning, out
of the blue, he found himself cutting through this beautiful
dream of a wave that had formed not only there on the balmy
Indian Ocean but years earlier in his mind, when he spent

school lunchtimes wandering the beach in north Mayo. That
single wave made his summer; it was also a vindication of what
he had decided to do with his life. He told himself that he

didn't mind what happened after that. And now he was on his

way back home to Ciare and he was with Tess, his girlfriend,
and they were standing among tens of thousands of blissed-
out people, and he knew that this was a privileged life.

He ought to have been happy. But he couldn't help it: he felt

wretched.

Just twelve hours earlier, Smith had flown from Thhiti into
London. He wasn't long there when he checked the weather

charts. There was no particular reason for this - it wasn't as

if he was going to surf the Thames - apart from the fact that
like all serious surfers he has a meteorologist's obsession with
fronts and patterns. He needs to know what is going on out
there, at all times. And what he saw made him feel queasy.

CLOI
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CLIFFS OF INSANITY

plaving. But 1,ou kno\\,, y'ou get one day like that and vou don't

knolv if or u'hen it is going to come along again. I kind of
avoided looking at the charts in the end because I rvas getting

sick to the stomach. Ah, I don't knolv. In some !\-a\-s) I'm
glad I wasn't there. Who knou-s r,vhat u,ould have happened?

Nobodi' got hurt even though the u,aves \\'ere absoluteli' craz\'

and that was a miracle. So ma.vbe I lvould have been the one

lr,ho u'ould har,e been hurt had I been there. Plus, I didn't
realll.knorv anyone who rvould have gir.en me a to$'. I r,vould

have got a tow - I knolr, I u'ould - but if I rvas towed into a

rvave I didn't reall.v rvant bv someone I didn't realll- knou,- it's

a whole scene and there is pressure and it is not comfortable.

And vou get smashed. And all for ivhat? A photograph?

Nobody u,ho was out there enjoved it, so far as I hear" It rvas

just hell. It rvas up there'lvith the scariest waves people have

seen. Nathan Fletcher fFergal's team rider ivith his sponsor)

Analog] u'as there and he rvas saving that he didn't $,ant to go

but lelt he had to. Nathan iost tr,vo good friends this r,ear and

he got smashed bv trvo really horrible waves and he came out

of it fine. So I think my not being there - the f-act that I didn't
see the srvell - rvas a sign that I was meant to leave when I did.

Nolr, I feel kind of luck1,- because it was just silh, and I might
have been pressured into doing something that I didn't u,ant

to do.'

And then he fell silent, uncertain as to \\,hether he had vi-on

himself over or not.

If Smith is certain about anvthing in life - and his opinion
on most subjects tends to be definite - it is that it's not worth
living unless you are doing r,vhat _vou want to do. He rvas

fortunate in that he discovered at a young age that nothing

CLOL
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CLIFFS OF INSANITY

ou,n drill sergeant,' he laughs. After school he began going to
the gvm and concentrating on sprinter's exercises - jumps,
lunges, u,eight-bearing crouches - to develop his leg muscles.
At school in Louisburgh he simpll' wasn't interested in the
time-honoured ritual of traipsing down the torvn, har,ing a

cigarette and sniggering at the usual jokes. Instead he u-ould
jog dorvn to the beach. Just to see the sea. I'd run along this
back road and sit at the beach and make it back before the bell.
I think the lads in the class thought I was completely mad but
thel were easr,,-going about it. It was a redneck school and
they hated torvnies but I came from a farming background so

I fitted in. It rn,asn't as if I u,as going around lvearing flashy
clothes and talking about it.'

When he was fourteen he felt competent enough to enter
surf contests along the rvest coast. He got beaten, all the time,
throughout that first 1-ear. Ollie O'Flaherty from Lahinch
seemed to show up and lvin every contest Smith entered. (I

used to hate him for it. But the truth u,as I just rvasn't very
good. There was nothing for me in terms of becoming a surfer.
It just came dou,n to determination.'

The problem was that life kept gerting in the wav. It made
absurd demands - insisting, for instance, that he attend school
every day. pit1r, dal.light hours locked indoors and no conces-
sion to the idea that there \\,ere waves out there: it seemed
pointlessl.v restrictir.e.

He made up for it at rveekends. The famill,'had ahvavs been
outdoorsl.. Por years, Fergal and Kevin had packed up soups
and pastas and wet weather gear and a portable stor.e and had
their parents leave them at the base of some mountain on a

Fridal-evening and collect them again on Sundal afternoon.

CLO-
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CLIFFS OF INSANITY

u,ork shifts and spent the rest of the r ear hightailing around

the country looking for rvaves. Ker-in had a Citrodn Saxo and

the-v used to flatten the back seats and bundle their boards

and rvhatever clothes came to hand into it and set off on tours

to the handful of coastal towns that represented lreland's surf
spots. Thev were perennialll'broke but still managed to sneak

in a trip to the Canaries, r,vhere they- w-alked ever.vrvhere s'ith
their boards because thev couldn't afford transport, and from

there they'caught a boat to Morocco and surfed the rvarmest

\Yaters of their lives.

When it came to returning to school for the Leaving

Certificate, Smith was convinced that he didn't want to go.

It u,asn't the usual adolescent moan about education either,
just an awareness that the slrstem in 'which he tras involved

- learning sonnets and theolems by rote for set examinations

and a possible place on a college course which lvould secure

him a steadl, profession and a narrowr predictable life - held

no interest for him. The verr thought made him panicki'.

When he told his parents he u,anted to leat,e, the,v told him

that that was fine but warned him that he lr,ould har-e to start

u,orking. Kevin had graduated as a mechanical engineer and

was leaving for Australia. It r,vas agreed,, as a compromise, that

if Smith sta.ved in school he lvould inherit the Saro, lvhich

u'ould give him daili, access to the sea. For the first time in his

life, Fergal didn't har.e to depend on his parents or brother to

transport him from home to beach.

He got his licence two li,eeks after his seventeenth birth-
day and slogged through his final vear in school. His last

examination in the Leaving Certificate u'as in construction

engineering. He had started the da1 by- surfing in north

CLO

Mayo and then showed up
finished at four o'clock. H

sense of impatience he felt

question. At home, his bag

zipped up. As far as Smi
began that evening. Excq
vocation. He had his hearr

w-hatever the consequencer

He made this choice i;

in which Ireland had bec

a period when new Fe
mansions, the haute cuisin

cottages and the Land Crr

along country roads in tlr
frrst generation of Irish
were raised to assume d
weren't just attainable, thr
thousands of Irish teenaE

rear his decision must has

as entering the priestho<

chief obsessions - moner

the safety-net of obtaininl
s-ent for it.

So his mother collecte

and he said good luck to
plans for the night's cele

school uniform in the b:

into Westport - the last
his surfboard. He took d
to Dublin, got the bus
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CLIFFS OF INSANITY

Hugo Gallou'a1, a young Waterford surfer s ith rvhom he was

friendll,. Thel'boarded a plane for Austlalia that night.

'I r'vrote mv goals dorvn. It u-asn't a plan. N,lore of a plan-

slash-dream,' Smith sa1's of that time. 'I n'anted to spend ti,vo

months in a surf centre in Australia, just irnproving. I rvas

aiming to be a competitor then. I rvanted to be the first Irish

guv to crack the qualifr,ino school.'

But Smith r'vas caught betu-een the lururr of having waves

at his disposal everv single dai and a burning sense of dutv

to improve. He was still onl.v seventeen but he lvas deathlv

serious about lvhat he rvanted to do. He knelr'that this $'asn't

just a fad, a lark for a fer,v months before he reioined the herd

and signed up for a conventional life. He tvas hard-headed in

his approach, and from the beginning, 'w'hen he sarv just horv

smooth and effortless his Australian peers looked in the \\'ater,

having surfed every day from the age ofsir, he began to have

misgivings. Smith \\'as never under anr illusions about his

olr-n abiliti-. Whenever he talks about his earlv t'ears surfing

he never shies awav from saying that he rvas just ordinarl'.

Others see it differentlr-. Dave Blount. a \liaterford surfer,

felt as if Smith had just fallen to earth as a fulll' formed surfer

s,hen he first came across him. 'When You are in 1-our mid-

t's,enties and still trying to make the Irish team and this fifteen-
year-old comes out of nowhere, I'ou take notice. -fhat's holv it
lvas. You'd ask: rvho is that lad? From Mavo. A goof-v-footer [a

surfer lvho plants his left foot at the rear of the board] " Has a

brother Kevin. ,1n1, good? Yeah, thev're handv. Then y-ou go

out and he has three off-the-lips done and vou are thinking:

rvhat the fuck is going on here? It's true that there \\rere a

fevl' guvs on a par rvith him as a junior, when he rvas riding

CL(

beach waves and normal
Tramore, and Cain KiIc
him. But then I had a ses

was about seventeen. I rs

the better guys out there

of the waves. But Fergal

fire. Nothing relative to
impressed by his approac

he was doing. He knerr e

close-outs, picked the rig
this thing . . . the French

see two surfers doing idt

iust say he has la glisse. )
high speed.'

Now, however, in.tust
the near impossibilitl- of
coast in Mayo or the Irisl
Waterford or Donegal. St

teeming with naturall-r- gr

'Fergal was very seriou

\ras more of a holidarr- tlu
to learn and the coaches

to tell me when we were:
professional surfer. And I
had no idea he would taL.

himself during that trip 1

up to some of the local sur

liLe Chippa Wilson, n-hr

]-oung surfer in the world

When Smith left ,{us
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