➻ LEFT: "In Japan, it's not
about the wave height,
it's about the stoke,"
says Christian Wach,
photographed here by Naki
while surfing on Japan’s
island Amami O Shima.

➤➤➤

Traveling the world, riding waves and looking good doing it
for the camera sounds like an idyllic life. But there’s much more
to san clemente surfer, model and artist Christian Wach
than his easy-on-the-eyes lifestyle.

Wach on
the Wild
Side
BY t e r e n c e l o o s e
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If 24-year-old Christian Wach wasn’t
such a likable guy, it would be easy to
hate him.
He’s good looking. Like Perry Ellis
model good looking. He’s a gifted artist.
He uses the word “super” more than anyone over 16 should–and gets away with it.
And he has the easy smile and infectious
stoke of a world-traveling surfer. Probably
because that’s what he’s been paid to do
since age 14. Mainly by Perry Ellis.
In short, as a professional freesurfer,
Wach has been living a life the rest of us
dream of every time we see an ad featuring a shirtless and carefree surfer gliding
across a perfect azure sea. Just what is a
freesurfer? Essentially, it’s a professional
surfer with all that inconvenient pressure of competition removed. Instead, a
freesurfer earns his keep by traveling to
exotic and photogenic places so photographers can capture images of him wearing his sponsors’ clothes and riding his
sponsors’ boards and generally looking
like he’s having lots of fun. Which is usually pretty easy in exotic and photogenic
places.
Here’s the thing: Though Wach will tell
you that he knows how lucky he is, he’s
also a very motivated man who is transitioning out of the freesurfer lifestyle to
pursue both a career in real estate and in
art. You might ask why. And the answer is
that while traveling freesurfer is a sweet
gig, it’s not always the splashy magazine
ad it aspires to convey. Because any
career that lists travel and adventure in
the job description is going to have its
bad days. After all, it’s not an adventure
until something goes wrong.
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➻ LEFT: “Feeling
Genki on one
of Japan’s best
islands for surf.”
Photo by Naki.
➻ BELOW: “My
Dad has an
insane collection
of vintage bikes.
Every now and
then, we take
them for a spin
down the beach
path in San
Clemente, my
home town."
Photo by Hannah
Norton.

➻ BELOW: “Not many people
travel to Sardinia, much less to
go surf uncrowded, crystal clear
water with overhead offshore
conditions. We really scored on
this trip!” Photo by Dini.

How to Get Paid to Surf,
Travel and Have Fun

Ironically, if you want to become
a freesurfer, usually you first must
get noticed as a competitive surfer.
It’s the path of even the most wellpaid freesurfers, such as icons Dane
Reynolds or Rob Machado. And Wach
was no different, except perhaps in
the board choices he made.
Born in Newport Beach and raised
in San Clemente, Wach began riding vintage ‘50s style longboards at
San Onofre when he was just seven
years old. These are tanks that weigh
as much as a seven-year-old and are
about as far from the high-performance shortboards most kids aspire
to ride as a Volkswagen Bus is from
a Tesla Roadster. But Wach’s father,
a contractor who also had an eye for
design and painting, encouraged
his son to appreciate the beauty and
subtlety of the top longboarders, the
way they surfed a wave with grace
and finesse, rather than raw power
or spastic gyrations as so many
shortboarders did. So Wach found
himself riding vintage boards, wearing beaver-tail wetsuits and walking
the nose, while most of his friends
flew through the air on boards half as
long as his.
“When I was young, I was always
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getting pressure to shortboard, but
I just loved longboarding. I wasn’t
doing it to be the best or to get sponsored. I was just doing it because I
loved it,” he says.
Which of course is exactly how
you become the best and get sponsored. Hence, by age 14, Wach was
showing a style that set him apart
from the pack, and his all-American
good looks didn’t hurt either. All this
grabbed the eye of legendary surfer
Peter "PT" Townend, professional
surfing’s first world champ and a
talent manager. Townend signed
Wach and immediately landed him

"There’s nothing that can
replace the experiences
and the maturity you gain
having to think on your
feet and be out there in the
world, meeting new people
from different cultures.
For me that’s been the best
education of my life."
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➻ BELOW: "You know you’re
having fun when you start making
up your own moves. There is no
specific name for this but I like
to call it the 'Backwards China
Bow.'" Photo: Yassine Ouhilal.

➤➤➤
a substantial sponsorship with Perry
Ellis, which came with an impressive
travel budget. So, before his 15th birthday, Wach was travelling to Australia,
Hawaii, and other far-off lands. It took
some convincing of his parents and
teachers to let him miss school, sometimes for weeks on end, but even then,
Wach knew it was well worth it.
“I think we as surfers, and especially
sponsored surfers, are so lucky to be
able to travel to so many places at a
young age. There’s nothing that can
replace the experiences and the maturity you gain having to think on your feet
and be out there in the world, meeting
new people from different cultures. For
me that’s been the best education of
my life,” he says.
And while there were plenty of trips
that were well worth all the makeup
homework, there were also times when
Wach may well have preferred to get
his schooling the old-fashioned way.
This was the stuff that they don’t tell you
when you sign the sponsorship deal.
The stuff that makes it an adventure.

➻ TOP: “Surf
trips to Baja
Mexcio entail
many mixed
experiences
and daunting
stories. For the
most part, I’ve
had nothing but
great times down
there. “ Photo:
Drew Martin
➻ ABOVE:
“Exploring
the west side
of Kauai with
longtime friend
and great
photographer
Naki.” Photo:
Naki
20

Freesurfing Can Be
Really Scary

When Wach was just 14, he was riding for
one of the best longboarders of all time,
Joel Tudor. To Wach’s delight, Tudor
brought him to Hawaii’s fabled North
Shore, every surfer’s paradise and home
to world’s most iconic wave: Pipeline. It’s
also the world’s most deadly wave, with
the dubious record of killing more surfers
than any other wave on the planet thanks
to its crushing power and craggy, rockhard reef. It’s an expert-only wave that
demands modern, high-performance,
specialized equipment.
So it was with dread when Wach
arrived at a massive day only to have

the famously eccentric Tudor hand
him a heavy vintage 1970s board.
Without a leash.
“I couldn’t believe we were paddling out on these. I was super scared,”
says Wach. But this was his new career,
and his new boss was a legend. So he
took the board and hit the lineup.
Wach tried to escape his fate by sitting away from the main peak, where
most of the wave’s power detonates,
but Tudor motioned him over into the
Pipe pit, among some of the world’s
heaviest surfers. And sure enough,
when Wach finally nabbed a wave, he
was cut off and ate it, slamming into
the reef and getting badly dazed. He
survived though, so he paddled back
out–he’s nothing if not a hard worker.
“I got back out there and I’m a little
traumatized. Then this set comes out
of nowhere. I remember Joel paddling
like a maniac, and thinking, ‘If he’s paddling like that there must be something
really big coming,’” says Wach.
There was. The horizon disappeared, replaced by a towering wave
that exploded in front of him. “I just
remember this wall of whitewater
rolling in, as if I was at Big Bear and
the mountain was coming at me. I
looked behind me and saw all these
guys and knew if I let go of my board
somebody would get destroyed by
this ‘70s monster. So I held on and the
wave picked me up and just chucked
me into the air,” Wach says.
He got rag-dolled (an expression
that aptly describes what a surfer goes
through underwater when a massive
wave mows him down and drags him
along the reef) and ended up getting
washed-in a hundred yards down the
beach. Thrashed and humbled, he
dragged the vintage seven-foot board

by age 14, Wach was showing a style that set him apart from the pack,
and his all-American good looks didn’t hurt either
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up the beach and threw it down.
“I was just over it. It was too much for
me. I decided I’d stick to longboarding
after that,” he says. Welcome to your new
career.

It Can Get Really Cold, Too

While the vast majority of freesurfers
spend 90 percent of their travel budgets
on warm, tropical locals like Hawaii, Tahiti
and Indonesia to bank shots of them frolicking in nothing but boardshorts and crystal
blue tubes for youth-targeted sponsors like
Quiksilver and Billabong, Wach’s sponsors
often had other things in mind. Cold, harsh,
hard-to-get-to things.
Case in point: his first trip
to the east coast of Canada
when he was 17. The thought
was to get some “interesting” surfing shots, in a place
vastly different from the
modern version of beach
blanket bingo. They got
them, sending Wach to Nova
Scotia, and places north, in
January, when the average
temperature barely makes it
out of the teens.
“I really didn’t know what
I was getting myself into

“I was like, am I really
doing this? I was out there
alone, with ice chunks
and who knows what
else below me, and it’s
snowing.” Finally, he
had to come in because
he couldn’t see through
the blizzard to surf.
22
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➻ LEFT: “In the
Lofoten Islands in
Norway, I was blown
away with the beauty
of the place.” ➻
BELOW: " No, I do not
have a protruding
kidney. That is a
battery heated
wetsuit. Yes, it is
that cold in Norway."
Photos: Yassine
Ouhilalt

before I went,” says Wach. And he means
it literally. The photographer sent him lists
of things he’d need: six millimeter wetsuits, seven millimeter booties, parkas.
But nothing could prepare him for what
he found when he arrived: a sizable swell,
an ocean that featured large chunks of
ice in the lineup, and howling winds that
dropped the temperature into single digits.
To make matters worse, his boards didn’t
make it on the flight and he had to borrow
an old, heavy 1960s style noserider. Going
into overhead surf, the board was not just
a liability, but a danger.
Still, he paddled out. Then it started
snowing. “I was like, am I really doing this?
I was out there alone, with ice chunks and
who knows what else below me, and it’s
snowing,” he says. Finally, he had to come
in because he couldn’t see through the
blizzard to surf. Which kind of made a
photo op seem silly too.
On land, Wach set the 20-plus-pound
borrowed board down on some rocks. “And
this huge gust of wind picks up the board –
I’ve never seen a board fly this high in the
air,” he says with a laugh. “It came down on
the rocks and blew into pieces.” So when
Wach’s boards arrived a few days later, he
had to hand them over in repayment.
Now, you might think this experience
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would result in Wach swearing off trips into the cold, and
maybe, considering the Pipeline incident, swearing off
surf travel in general. You’d be wrong…

How Do You Feel About Hell?

Sometimes traveling to far-off lands shows us how many
truly special and wonderful places there are in the world.
Then you visit western Russia.
The photographer who invited Wach to the ice-filled
lineups of Canada decided they should try to crack some
yet-unsurfed regions of northwestern Russia next. Never
mind that the region they targeted was controlled by the
military and off-limits to visitors, and that there is very
little exposed coastline, and that we’re talking about
regions above 70 degrees north.
“A lot of people go over and surf eastern Russia
because you’re allowed to, but we were trying to get into
these spots that had never even been seen before by
[surfers] because of Russian military,” says Wach.
It was surf exploration at its finest, or at least at its
coldest. Until they found no surf. Or, more precisely, the
military wouldn’t let them anywhere near where there
might be a wave. So then it was just cold and scary. “We
ended up in some pretty crazy places. The worst was
probably Napolitano. I can’t do this one city justice, but
it was freezing, with miles of oil rigs and black snow, and
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➻ ABOVE:
“Hanging’ Heels
in the Arctic
Circle."
➻ TOP: “Surf
exploration at it’s
finest."
➻ RIGHT:
“Waiting for
waves in one of
Norway’s fjord”s
➻ OPPOSITE:
“Surfing in the
Faroe Islands.
Most people
don’t even know
where it is on a
map. I didn’t.”
Photos: Yassine
Ouhilal

Bring Your Hiking Boots

people actually lived there. These were gnarly
living conditions, and a pretty depressing place
to be. It was like hell on earth,” he says.
But far from regretful that he went on the trip,
Wach says it had one wonderfully redeeming
quality. “It made me really appreciate Orange
County,” he says. “Besides, how many people
can say they’ve been to that part of Russia?”
Probably about as many as say they want to visit
hell on earth.

Perhaps by now you’re sensing a theme: surf travel
is not all swaying palm trees and sun-drenched
sand. Especially if your sponsors sell hiking boots
and parkas. For instance, Eddie Bauer’s hiking brand
First Ascent, together with Outside Magazine, sent
Wach and a photographer to Norway for some shots.
In keeping with the rugged spirit of the brand, they
wanted him to do a bunch of “gnarly hikes.”
“So we took a boat into this fjord and got dropped
off, then hiked over these mountains. I didn’t really
know where we were going and just had to rely on
the photographer,” says Wach. He says it was “pretty
cold,” which, after hearing the stories about northwest
Russia, likely translates into finger-cracking freezing.
And it wasn’t easy going either since, along with

the normal camping gear, Wach had to carry
thick wetsuits and a surfboard. Wach says the
plan was to surf a wave that supposedly broke
off a remote beach in between glaciers. He
says its name, then immediately adds, “But you
better not print that because the guy is pretty
secretive about the spot.” Never mind that
any wave protected by fjords, snow-covered
mountains, and glaciers is likely pretty safe from
crowds.
But in case you still have it in you to try, consider that after finding the beach, setting up
camp and waiting through freezing conditions
for swell, it never came. They got skunked. “But
we did some great hikes and even got to sail in
a Viking ship,” Wach says.

“It made me really
appreciate Orange
County,” he says.
“Besides, how many
people can say
they’ve been to that
part of Russia?”
Probably about as
many as say they
want to visit hell on
earth.
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➻ RIGHT: “With
my art I’ve really
moved into painting
this shape. There’s
something about it I
really like.”
➻ BELOW:
“I’ve started
experimenting
with painting in oil
on canvas which I
really enjoy as well
as the resin.” Also
below: “Separate
Entity"
➻ FAR RIGHT:
“Clear Vision" and
"Shape Shifting"
Photos: Yuri
Hasagsawa

You’ll Want a Hobby

There’s a reason many pro surfers are
such great golfers or musicians. They
have a lot of down time, great hikes and
Viking sails notwithstanding. This is
because their “job” depends on waves.
And waves are a bit more fickle than
tennis courts or baseball fields. In fact,
thanks to the reliance on a combination
of natural forces coming together all at
once–wind, sea, tide, light–traveling
surfers often find themselves with
nothing to ride.
From an early age, Wach has used
much of his free time to create art.
And like most things in his life, surfing
has influenced it since the beginning.
“When I’d get a ding in my board, it kind
of sucked but at the same time I was
excited to fix it. So I got comfortable
with using resin. As I got older I got into
graphic design and I decided to use
resin to create art,” he says.
Soon, he developed his own technique of applying multiple layers of
painted resin to surfboards and panels. It’s a process that gives his works
depth and richness, and makes them
tricky to define.
“It’s a mix of painting and sculpture,” says Wach. “I don’t know the
exact term, but I’m sure some art guru
does. I just call it mid-century modern
paintings.”
His boards and pieces have been
sold as far away as Japan, but like his
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love for surfing, that’s not why he does it.
As he begins a career in real estate, he says
art is his escape. “Real estate is all about
people and relationships and with art it’s
all about the art and the creative side, so it
keeps me balanced. Every piece I make is a
new discovery,” he says.

The End of One Journey is
the Beginning of Another

Since freesurfing is essentially modeling
on a surfboard, it’s usually not a career that
lasts past your mid-20s. So most pro surfers, if they don’t go the competitive route
and solidify a highly-coveted position on the
Association of Surfing Association’s World
Championship Tour (surfing’s equivalent of
the major leagues), end up in one of the surf
brand’s marketing or sales departments.
But just as he decided to take a slightly
different path when he first walked the nose
of a longboard at age 10, Wach is trading in

his travel budget not for a job where shoes are
optional, but for a career in real estate. Of course,
even this came out of his love for surfing.
“I got my real estate license because I want a
career where I can set my own schedule and surf
often,” he says. In fact, he now works for a fellow
surfer, Scott Kidd, a highly successful real estate
agent whom Wach met in the lineup. He’d see Kidd
out in the water at Trestles all the time, he says, and
wonder what he did to be able to surf so much.
“Then, I saw his face on a real estate sign
and thought, ‘Oh my God, that’s the guy I battle
for waves with every day.’ So I asked to work on
his team once I got my real estate license,” says
Wach.
At first Kidd passed. But in the end, Wach’s
eagerness, persistence and hard work wore Kidd
down. And perhaps, in the end, those are the real
qualities you need to be one of the “lucky” few
who get to surf for a living. And if you’re really
lucky, it might just get you an all-expenses-paid
trip to hell on earth. ♦

From an early age,
Wach has used much
of his free time to
create art. And like
most things in his
life, surfing has
influenced it since
the beginning.
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