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“Some of the surf magazine [writers] 
drop in [on a surf spot] for a week 
during the best swell, score amazing 
waves, […] take photographs that 
look absolutely stunning and 
then jet off again,” muses surf 
writer Chris Nelson. “They don’t 
tell you the story of what it’s like 
to be a surfer year round.”

Growing up on a strict diet 
of glacial breaks in the North Sea 
near his native Yorkshire, the 
thirty-something knows exactly 
how tough winter can be for a 
cold water surfer. Three years 
ago, Nelson embarked on a soul-
searching adventure to find like-
minded waveriders across the 
world and immortalise them in 

a book entitled Cold Water Souls.
“The book is about [local] 

people and their personal 
stories,” explains Chris, probably 
for the thousandth time in the 
project’s lifespan. It’s the same 
explanation he gave his home 
crew in Saltburn-By-Sea, as 
well as “the very first guy who 
picked up a board” in Hokkaido, 
Japan, and the sometimes overly 
protective locals in the north east 
of the USA – all of whom make an 
appearance in this frozen tome.

The thorough timeline of   
Cold Water Souls begins with 
pioneers “surfing in really leaky 
old dive suits” and “sitting in the 
bath to defrost” in Nova Scotia 

in 1962, and ends with Iceland’s 
embryonic surf community today.

But after years of visiting 
the most beautiful, remote and 
frigid locations in the world, the 
soul of this cold water enthusiast 
remains close to home. “The 
north shore of Scotland [is my 
favourite place to surf],” says 
Nelson. “You can just travel up 
to the Highlands through the 
mountains, drop down to the 
coast and surf world-class reef 
breaks on perfect beaches… 
That’s always going to be a 
strong pull.” 

Cold Water Souls: In Search of Surfing’s 

Cold Water Pioneers is out now on 

Footprint Travel Guides.
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Sure Is Frosty
Away from THE blue skies and golden sands, there is a 

vibrant community of hardy waveriders braving the  cold.

T e x t  L i z  S e a b r o o k  +  P h o t o g r a p h y  K e v i n  R a n k i n

Cold water pioneer, Ian Mckay, in Scotland.
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