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LIFESURF

These 50-somethings 
find serenity in surfing.
Story and photos by 
Janet Kornblum

WAVES OF 
EMOTION

Robin Lowey parks just 
near the beach entrance at 
Bolinas, Calif. and hikes up a 
small dirt path to an over-
look where she can see the 

beach laid out like a perfect postcard.
The sun is shining between 

rainstorms. The air is crisp and cool. 
A few clouds dust the sky and the 
sunlight flickers across the water. 
People stroll along the sand. A hawk 
flies overhead. It’s so beautiful it’s 
almost cliché.

Lowey observes “paradise,” she 

calls it. The waves are small today, 
barely reaching a foot or two. 

A decade or so ago, that might 
have made a difference. Back then, 
when she was in her 30s or so, she 
was “hardcore,” hunting big waves 
where she’d get in with her body-
board and fearlessly ride out surf 
reserved for only the best—10 feet, 
sometimes more.

Then one day, right around her 
40th birthday and not too long after 
she’d given birth to her son, she 
“got hit by a giant double overhead 

wave” at Ocean Beach, a San Fran-
cisco beach known as much for its 
long sandy expanse as it is for its 
ferocious currents. Even experienced 
surfers have died there. The wave 
slammed her in the back, knocking 
the wind out of her. And for the first 
time, she realized what was at stake.

She wasn’t a kid anymore. She 
had two kids, a partner, a job. “I 
said, ‘You know what? I really don’t 
want to die doing this.’ ”

So Lowey switched to longboard 
surfing and changed her M.O.  >>

> ROBIN LOWEY
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Now 52, Lowey, a freelance 
marketing and advertising profes-
sional, says she’s in it for the fun. 
“I just want to enjoy it. I’m (no 
longer) interested in bigger, bigger, 
bigger—scarier. I just enjoy getting 
out there.

“Every day is a good day for 
me,” she says. “The worst day is a 
great day. I am just so happy every 
time I get in and out of the water.”

Lowey suits up. Gone are the 
days when she could get in the 
frigid waters without a wetsuit. 
Today she wears a thick suit and 
booties but forgoes a hood, the 
kind that can save a surfer from 
“ice cream headache.” 

She paddles out and soon 
enough she’s riding in a wave, then 
another. Sometimes, it takes her a 
bit longer to stand up than others. 

Her knees aren’t as good as they 
once were: she recently had re-
constructive surgery. And her hips 
hurt. In fact, she jokes that a hard 
day of surfing will sometimes yield 
an inventory of painful body parts. 
“Everything hurts. Your knees. Your 
ankles. Everything.”

But it doesn’t matter. 

For Lowey, reared on the waves 
of Marin County in California, surf-
ing isn’t just a sport. 

“It’s a spiritual thing,” she says. 
When she’s in the water, it’s every-
thing. “I can get in the zone where 
I can take a deep breath and really 
note exactly where I am and that I 
am here now. And I’m completely 
overwhelmed by the beauty of it 
and the freedom of it. I’m able to 
get in touch with my higher self.

“In fact it’s pretty much my 
religion,” she says.

It’s also a metaphor. Life has 
tossed her a few difficult waves. 
Her relationship with her spouse 
of 27 years recently ended. She 
moved her home and is in a transi-
tion. 

It’s been rough, but surfing has 
carried her through. 

“When I go out there and I suc-
ceed and I catch a few waves—even 
if some are kind of lame, even if I 
fall, even if I don’t get up fast where 
I’m not in a perfect position—for 
me it’s just a huge success. 

“Every time I go, it’s a conquer-
ing of my fears.”

When Marty Mattox, who also 

“It’s a spiritual thing. I can get in the 
zone where I can take a deep breath 
and really note exactly where I am 
and that I am here now.”
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lives in Marin County, goes out, she 
also thinks about fear. Specifically, 
she’s thinking about Eleanor Roos-
evelt’s famous quote, “Do one thing 
every day that scares you.”

Mattox, a physical therapist, 
doesn’t surf every day. But you’ll 
find her in the waters near Stinson 
Beach about twice a week.

Like Lowey, Mattox can’t imagine 
her life without the ocean. She once 
competed in ironman triathlons and 
has done sports her whole life. 

But with surfing “there’s no 
competition,” she says. “You’re just 
out with the environment. You sort 
of become part of the environment. 
It’s relaxing and soothing and it’s 
fun. And it takes you away from 
competition and work. It is all that 
is good about the planet.”

Unlike Mattox, Lowey didn’t 
grow up in the water. In fact, she 
grew up in West Texas, watching 
Gidget movies. In reality, she related 
more to Gidget’s boyfriends, who al-
ways seemed to get out in the water 
more than she did. 

She dreamed about one day get-
ting in the water herself.

But it wasn’t until her 10-year-
old son asked if he could take a surf 
lesson. She was 46 at the time. 

“I’m not your stand-and-watch 
kind of mom,” laughs Mattox, now 
56. So she got in the water with 
him. She’s been going ever since.

As a physical therapist, Mat-
tox is very in touch with just how 
much the human body can handle. 
She sees some people give up early. 
Surfing, she says, isn’t about staying 
young, necessarily. It’s more about 
continually challenging her body 
and learning. 

“There are just so many more 
experiences that you can still do 
that shouldn’t be inhibited by age,” 
she says. 

Besides, she adds, surfing is dif-
ficult. It takes time. “You have to be 
patient,” she said. “the more you do 
it, the better you get. I figure that by 
the time I’m 60, I’ll be surfing the 
big waves.” n
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