










island and return in three weeks. “You watch the boat drive away,” 
says Brett Schwartz, a surfer who accompanied Turner, “and you 
think, I hope they understood what we said.” They braved snakes 
and mosquitoes on the jungle island and charged 12-foot waves in 
12 inches of water. And although they wore full wetsuits in 80-
degree surf to protect themselves from the sharp and shallow “sui-
cide reef,” they still cracked helmets and ribs.

“Very few of the top pros are going to take that kind of risk. They’re 
in five-star hotels with entourages,” says Surfer Magazine editor Chris 
Mauro. “Second Thoughts was almost a backlash to that. It was a reminder 
of what real adventure was like and that it was attainable.”

As if the conditions in Indonesia weren’t challenging enough, the 
crew would take turns using Turner’s “board cam”: a 7-foot-3 surfboard 
with a water-housed camera mounted on the front or back. The board-
cam shot has become a Turner trademark; if you’ve ever wondered what 
it looks like to get barreled off your gourd, watch Second Thoughts.

Now, in turning to cold, barren outposts, Turner has simply re-
placed one form of hardship with another. 

“Every person I told that I was camping in Iceland in April thought 
I was tripping,” says Josh Mulcoy, a 36-year-old from Santa Cruz and 
one of three pros on this trip, as the crew prepares to leave the com-
forts of the Reykjavík hotel. 

“I just don’t want to be stuck in the rain,” says another, Sam Ham-
mer, 29. “That’s the part Timmy will like.” 

Turner checks the forecast online. “It’s going to be cold next week,” 
he says. A smile creeps across his face. “I want snow. I want to freeze.”

Turner wants snow because he needs it for his movie’s crucial 
shot: the one in which he uses the board cam to film a blizzard from 
inside a barrel. “No one has ever done that before,” he says. “People 
will be talking about that shot for years.” There’s a reason no one has 
ever done it: It requires an elusive nexus of swell, wind, and snow 
— and the surfing and filmmaking chops to pull it off.

Those close to Turner insist he’s 99 percent recovered from his 
infection and surgery. Still, when talking with him you do notice things. 
He confuses words that sound alike, commonly swapping “ideal” for 

“idea,” and his diction is more often filled with aborted thoughts than 
pregnant pauses. Sometimes he’ll interrupt a jumbled sentence with 
a self-effacing smile and say, “That doesn’t make any sense,” without 
a shred of anger or frustration. Because of his childhood speech im-
pediment, it’s hard to tell how much of that, if any, is a result of the 
staph infection. As Jessica noted in the blog she kept during Turner’s 
illness and recovery, “His speech has always been a struggle for him.” 

His father has noticed one definite change, though. “Timmy’s a 
little more serious now,” he says. The first thing Turner filmed in 
Iceland was a cemetery. 

Turner’s post-infection exploits don’t stem from any newfound 
invincibility but rather a greater sense of urgency. “If I’m going to 
live a little longer,” says Turner, “I want to accomplish my goals.”

After five days, however, southern Iceland is proving uncoopera-
tive. The surf is either too small or the conditions too windy, and the 
weather has been indifferent, offering neither sun nor snow, just a 
perdurable blanket of gray. On the night Icelanders celebrate as win-
ter’s last, Turner and the crew seek refuge from a violent storm in a 
spooky abandoned airplane hangar next to a centuries-old “hanging 
rock,” where Vikings used to lynch one another.

In the morning frayed nerves mixed with a forecast of big surf 
and heavy blizzards in the north prompt the crew to drive up the 
meridian.

But first Timmy Turner needs a haircut.

turner wears his scar as a badge of honor and plans to 
give it a starring role in this latest film, a testament to his own good 
fortune and tenacity. But this is a man so focused on his goals that he 
sometimes fails to consider the best way to achieve them. 

In an empty parking lot of an Icelandic 
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going north With his return to the trop-
ics restricted, Turner focuses on cold climates. 
Here, he films on an Icelandic ice sheet.

 (continued on page 196)
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timmy turner continued from page 110

coffee shop, Turner ducks into a corner to use 
a trash can as a wind shield. Suddenly the 
unmistakable acrid stench of burning hair 
perfumes the air. 

Timmy, what are you doing?
“I’m lighting my hair on fire,” he replies, as 

if it’s the most reasonable thing in the world.
Timmy, why are you lighting your hair 

on fire?
“I can’t find the scissors.” 
This prompts someone to quickly locate a 

set of shears. 
Throughout his filmmaking career Turner 

has turned his stubbornness into an asset, but 
the impatience that goes along with it carries 
liabilities. It may even have been responsible 
for his staph infection. He had been rehabilitat-
ing a broken ankle and was so eager to get back 
into shape that he ignored his better judgment 
and surfed in storm runoff rather than waiting 
a few days until the bacteria-laden water had 
washed out to sea. 

To prevent any potential pyrotechnic mis-
haps, surfer Ian Battrick cuts Turner’s hair for 
him. Tufts of hair blow off his scalp like tumble-
weeds, gradually revealing the deep gash in his 
skull.

When I first met Turner over lunch last 
year in San Francisco, he had a full head of 
hair that made his brain surgery seem to be 
little more than a rumor. He explained that 
his original skin, hair follicles and all, was never 
damaged and sits atop his new skull. Sensing 
my disbelief, he seized my hand and ran it over 
a strange bulge on the back of his head.

While in the hospital recovering from the 
surgeries, Turner suffered from hydrocepha-
lus, the buildup of cerebrospinal fluid in the 
brain. Because of the infection, his brain could 
no longer absorb the fluid it naturally produces, 
and Turner again began suffering crushing 
headaches. To rectify the problem Dr. Kim 
drilled a small hole into the back of Turner’s 
skull and implanted a shunt — a soft, porous, 
plastic catheter — into a channel in the middle 
of Turner’s brain. A drainage tube connected 
to the catheter wraps down his neck, over his 
clavicle, and into the abdomen, where the fluid 
is absorbed.

Battrick takes a breath as he attacks the last 
patch of hair on Turner’s head, gingerly running 
the clippers over the cigarette lighter–size bump 
where the shunt sits. The rest of the crew stands 
transfixed. The only one who doesn’t seem the 
least bit concerned is Turner. 

josh mulcoy knows what’s coming. 
He’s just pulled on his six-millimeter-thick 
neoprene armor and is walking into the surf 
at Kópasker. Thirty-five-degree water pours 
into his booties and seeps into the webbing 
of his toes, sending a chill so sharp his digits 
involuntarily curl. As he paddles toward the 
break, his gloves fill up, and his fingertips 
sting. Then comes the moment he has been 
dreading; a set rolls through and Mulcoy 
duck-dives under a wave. His face, the only 
exposed part of his body, tightens — the ocean 
is so icy it burns — and frigid water flushes 
into his hood and down his back, turning his 
wetsuit into a flash freezer. The suit is de-
signed to trap water so that his body heat can 

warm it up to a comfortable temperature, but 
here at 66 degrees north in the Greenland 
Sea, it’s not the water that heats up but the 
body that quickly turns cold.

“This is the coldest I’ve ever been,” Mulcoy 
says, shivering as he trudges out of the surf 
and into the unsatisfying chill of a parked van. 
He has ridden waves in Alaska, Norway, and 
Canada, but nothing has prepared him for 
this. “It’s life and death out there.”

Mulcoy, Hammer, and Battrick spent 90 
flag-planting minutes in the lineup, becoming 
the first people to surf this backwater break, 
and so the locals are treating them like guests 
of honor, firing up the town sauna and offer-
ing them a place to stay for the night.

One problem: Turner isn’t seeing the 
waves he wants. He thinks the group might 
find better surf someplace else. Hammer and 
Mulcoy, though, are in no hurry to leave. Not 
only are they relishing the privileged treat-
ment, they’re anxious to get back out in the 
water. The surf has doubled in size since they 
first went in, with overhead waves breaking 
for 100 yards.

But Turner sees his grail within reach. Snow. 
Barrels. The Shot. “We’re going to Húsavík,” 
he proclaims, soon after he comes out of the 
surf himself, steam pouring from his shaved 
head as if it were a boiling teakettle.

As it turns out, though, Húsavík doesn’t 
have much surf to offer this day, and in leaving 
Kópasker, the crew winds up leaving the only 
rideable wave for a hundred miles. “I blew it,” 
Turner admits later. Dinner of pizza and fish 
is spiced with frustration and disappointment. 
At 9 pm, Turner drives off in a blizzard to check 
the surf one last time, crossing the line between 
obstinacy and obsession.

“Timmy’s out there searching for some-
thing special,” Mulcoy says. “Maybe it’s out 
there. But maybe it’s not.” 

On one of their last days in Iceland, the 
gang heads for Vík, a hiccup of a town sand-
wiched between a glacier and the ocean along 
Iceland’s southern coast. There they find a 
long, empty beach with good waves. In the 
backdrop a catalog of geologic features con-
spires to create one of the most breathtaking 
surf spots on the planet: the glacier files down 
snowy mountains; snowmelt flushes sediment 
into the river; and the sediment flows seaward 
creating a sandbar, the gravelly terminus for 
waves that have marched hundreds of miles 
across the North Atlantic.

“Cool,” says Turner. 
He sets up the camera and the guys go to 

work. Hammer hacks the chest-high surf apart 
with the power his last name implies while 
Mulcoy weaves through tiny barrels with 
aplomb. All of this spells good news for Turner, 
who films from shore. It may not be the shot 
he’s after, but these are some of the best waves 
he’s found all trip — and just plain fun.

I offer to take over the camera so he can 
paddle out, and eventually the surf becomes 
too tempting for him to decline.

Is this what the doctors had in mind when 
they told you to stay out of the tropics? I ask 
him.

Turner pauses as if considering the ques-
tion for the first time. 

“I don’t think so,” he replies, and runs into 
the surf.  

gavin newsom continued from page 158

for Newsom to marry Kimberly Guilfoyle, the 
Gettys paid for the 500-guest spectacle held 
at their Pacific Heights mansion. The Gettys 
also lent the young newlyweds a million dol-
lars to buy a home of their own. 

Still, Newsom’s political personality is 
defined less by socialite glitz and far more by 
a hunger to succeed in areas where a distant 
father struggled — and to make a hardworking 
mother proud. Tessa died of cancer in 2002, 
right before Newsom’s first mayoral campaign, 
and by all accounts he was destroyed by the 
loss. “A lot of people see him in terms of silver 
spoon,” says his sister, “but he has a work ethic 
beyond my imagination. He’s much more 
complex than he seems in photos.”

“My mother had a way of not making us 
feel privileged,” Newsom told me when I first 
interviewed him in 2004. “If we had the privi-
lege of going on a summer trip with the Getty 
family, we would come back and my mother 
would remind us real quick: ‘That was great, 
but here’s reality.’ I’ve always understood you 
can’t take things for granted. You have to fight 
hard every day. She was a model of that, of 
sacrifice and hard work. And my father as well, 
but differently, because he was differently situ-
ated, with more freedom than this mother who 
had to raise two kids and make ends meet.”

Newsom puts in famously long hours and 
keeps up his boyhood practice of reading po-
litical biographies and self-improvement 
books, underlining them and writing personal 
Cliffs Notes — like the stack I once saw in his 
office, with typed-up summaries for Good to 
Great and the Social Sectors, The 4-Hour Work-
week, Life’s a Campaign, by Chris Matthews, 
and Wisdom for a High School Grad. Because 
of the dyslexia, “I have a hard time reading,” 
he says. “Underlining makes it indelible; the 
book will become ingrained in my mind.”

Playing ball is a different matter. It comes 
much more naturally to him, which is why he 
relishes going down to the Mission District 
event to throw the football around and play 
Big Man on Campus. Wading through the 
crowd, Newsom slaps hands with everybody 
— “Whassup? Whassup?” — and spins a bas-
ketball on his index finger. Then he shuffles 
his thin-soled loafers across the grass and tells 
the receiver to go long. Way long.

The kid’s big and rangy, and you can tell 
he’s not sure what this middle-aged white guy 
means by “go long.” 

“I’m serious,” Newsom tells him, smiling. 
“Go long.” 

Newsom calls for the snap and the boy takes 
off running, looking back over his shoulder 
as Newsom dodges the rush. Then the ball’s 
in the air, almost on target, bouncing to the 
ground just beyond the kid’s reach. 

 
“the board of supervisors did this to 
me, browbeating me so bad.” That’s how 
Newsom explains how he looks after climbing 
alone out of his limo, on San Francisco’s quiet 
Cole Street. He walks with me to a coffee shop 
called Cafe Reverie in what is best described as 
a whole-body impersonation of a crab with a 
broken shell. His spine makes a hard right turn 
out of his pelvis, putting his entire upper body 
on a 45-degree sideways angle to his legs. 


