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No words needed, Teahupoo
Photo: Tim McKenna

INTRODUCTION

In September 2011, Keala Kennelly was badly injured and nearly
killed after a wipeout at Teahupoo—aka Chopes—an outer reef
on the island of Tahiti that breaks with great vengeance and furi-

ous anger over unforgiving coral. Kennelly had successfully rid-
den giant waves during the famous Code Red swell on August

27. A few days later Kennelly was invited by Bruce Irons to surf

in a special memorial heat for his brother Andy Irons during the

Billabong Pro Men's World Championship Tour Event.



SOMETHING REALLY BAD

This was not a big day at Teahupoo, but as Kennelly explained to surfermag.com,
Teahupoo is dangerous at any size: "That wave is so powerful from 2 to 20 feet.
You are never really safe out there. There is always the possibility of something
really bad happening."

On this day, something really bad happened. Kennelly got clipped by the lip
on a just-overhead wave. Her face slammed into the reef; she came up bleed-
ing, dazed and confused, and had to keep from panicking during a long rescue
from the reef to the shore to an ambulance to the hospital in Papeete, in what
must have been a very long, two-hour ride. Surgeons repaired the facial wounds,
anesthetized her to remove pieces of coral embedded in her skull, and in the end
placed sixty to eighty stitches in her face and ten in her skull.

This was a serious injury to a highly skilled surfer, and the shocking photos of
Keala's reef-wracked face went around the world. If Kennelly never surfed Chopes
again, no one would have blamed her. But two years later her facial scars had
healed, and it was time to work on the mental damage.

Kennelly was ready to get back on the dragon that mauled her.

RETURN TO CHOPES

In May 2013 Keala returned to Teahupoo. "l came back and surfed the biggest
waves at Chopes up until that point and got the best barrel of my life," Keala said
in an e-mail. "l won the Women's Performance award at the X XL Big Wave awards
that next year (2014)."

Two years after that—four years after her injury—in July 2015 Kennelly was
back at Teahupoo on a day algebraically bigger and meaner than the day that
nearly killed her. She flew to Tahiti, landed at 5 a.m., drove to the other side of the
island, loaded her tow board into a kayak, and solo-paddled to the outer reef—
hoping to take a rope from one of the established tow teams.

That's how Keala Kennelly rolls. She is gnar.
Kennelly travels on a wing and a prayer, with no set tow partner and no guar-

antee anyone will give her a shot. "l spent the entire day all geared up waiting
for a turn with the tow rope," Kennelly told surfermag.com. "But skis were limited
and the sets were inconsistent, so it was taking a long time for guys to get waves.
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I waited all day. Finally, at the end of the day, Raimana [van Bastolaer, a Tahitian
local] took a break and was nice enough to let me borrow his ski and driver."

After waiting all day and watching bomb after bomb unload on the reef—with
surfers flinging themselves into death or glory rides—Kennelly was eager to get a
bomb of her own before the sun set or the wind got too weird. And then she got
one—and made history.

SWALLOWED

She remembered the time to surfermag.com:

I had to come into it real straight-on because when it sucks below sea
level, it creates a trench that you don't want to come at sideways. If you
do, you can catch a rail. Once I got through that trench, I bottom-turned
up into the barrel and stuck my line. I was pretty determined to make it
out of the barrel, but the wave turned mutant. The west bowl bent back
at me at a 45-degree angle right as the bottom of the wave dropped out.
It just swallowed me whole.

I got pinned on my back against the reef and was held there for a
while. I came up and got a breath just in time to get the next wave on the
head. It slammed me on the reef with so much force it blew my helmet
off. The whole left side of my body hit really hard, and I felt like I broke my

elbow and my hand. But after that wave I had so much adrenaline running

through me, part of me wanted to go back out and get another one, but

I was bleeding and in a lot of pain.

KEALA IS GNAR

Images of Kennelly's mutant Teahupoo wave went around the world just as the

images of her smashed face did, and they caused a big sensation. She was nomi-

nated for the Pure Scot Best Barrel award of the annual World Surf League (WSL)

XXL Big Wave Awards.
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Keala dances with the dragon, tow
surfing at Pe'ahi/Jaws on Maui
Photo: Erik Aeder

And on April 23, 2016, at The Grove in Anaheim, California, Kennelly accom-

plished what no other woman had done before: She won an X XL award in a cat-

egory open to both men and women.

WORD FOR WORD

Kennelly took the stage to a lustful roar from the respectful crowd. Her speech

was so heartfelt and good that it's worth repeating, word for word. Imagine these

words, with Keala repeatedly interrupted by roars from the crowd and her own

nervous, stoked giggles:
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