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In March, the intoxicating watersport of 
bodyboarding was offi  cially named a national sport 
in the Maldives. But in the face of overwhelming 
developmental challenges in the country’s dense 
capital of Malé, even its champion practitioners are 
fi nding it ever harder to fi nd waves where they can 
indulge their passion  
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n the close-knit world of Maldivian 
bodyboarding, everybody has a nickname. 
Ahmed Arish, the country’s fourth-ranked 
bodyboarder, is Teddie. Ali Javed, the 
country’s second best, is Jaatte. Abdulla 

Areef, the president of the Maldives Bodyboarding 
Association, goes by Fuku.

The Maldives is full of identical names. The archipelagic 
Indian Ocean nation has co-opted much from the Arab 
world, Islam being the most obvious import. Dhivehi, 
the national language, is peppered with Arabisms, and 
names like Mohammed, Rasheed and Abdul may be just 
as common in the Maldives as they are in Yemen, Jordan 
or Saudi Arabia. But those countries are relatively big; the 
Maldives, at 300sqkm, is by any yardstick very, very small. 
The country’s top three bodyboarders are all named Ali – 
hence the alternative monikers. 

On a boat that I was on recently, shared with over a dozen 
local surfers and bodyboarders, three of my co-passengers 
were surnamed Rasheed. That was according to Moosa 
Rasheed, a police inspector, former Olympian track-and-
fi eld coach and lifelong watersports enthusiast, who goes 
by the name Espy (as in SP, or “special”). Also on the boat – 
what the Maldivians called a dhoni – was Ali Khushruwan, 
the winner of last September’s international 2015 Maldives 
Open and the country’s current bodyboarding champion. 

Ali, a lean young man with broad shoulders and a cool 
disposition, has been bodyboarding since he was 12 years 
of age. He grew up in Malé, the über-congested capital city 
currently undergoing a development boom, and skipped 
class so often to ride the waves that he never graduated 
high school. While Ali may have suff ered angry parents 
throughout adolescence, it all seemed to pay off . Not only 
is the 29-year-old a national-champion bodyboarder in a 
country that is 95% water, but his chosen pastime was 
given the status of national sport by the government in 
March. Soon afterwards, he and three others formed the 
country’s fi rst national bodyboarding team. Now a local 
surf shop, Sea Sports, provides him with gear and, when not 
competing, he works on a rather luxurious charter boat as a 
surf guide. As Ali sees it, his glass is half full, with candy-
blue seawater to boot. 

Our boat was buzzing its way to a widely loved surf spot 
an hour north of Malé. Though it was a sunny day, the seas 
were rough. We reached it in the mid-afternoon, a long reef 
break colliding into a jungle-swathed, unpeopled isle named 
Thamburudhoo. This was no secret spot; I counted 11 other 
boats there on that day, most of them owned by the plush 
resorts the country is renowned for, or private charters. The 
water was a collection of fl ailing bodies, paddling, riding, 
ducking and diving into the waves. The air had that familiar 
perfume of salt and sand. 
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Clockwise, from 
bottom right: The 
Sultans swell; Ahmed 
Arish, aka Teddie, and 
Ali “Jaatte” Javed; 
chasing waves; inside 
the dhoni; Jaatte 
catches a break

As we approached the scrum my co-passengers made 
their presence known, whooping and hollering with gleeful 
excitement. One man was shouting, “Locals day! Locals 
day!” Then, one by one, they tossed their boards overboard 
and dived into water as clear as gelatin. This surf spot also 
had a nickname: Sultans. It came not from a Maldivian 
but an outsider, the late Australian vagabond named Tony 
“Hussein” Hinde who is known as the Maldives’ “father of 
surfi ng”, and who is credited with kickstarting the country’s 
eco-tourism industry. 

Tony’s is an unusual story. In 1973, on a sailing trip from 
Sri Lanka to Réunion island in search of idyllic waves, he 
and a friend were shipwrecked on the North Malé atoll 
(where our dhoni was safely anchored). He spent months 
there repairing the boat and, in the process, realised that 
he need go no further. Tony spent the rest of his life in 
the Maldives; he died while surfi ng there in 2008. The 
Australian learned Dhivehi, married a local woman, 
converted to Islam and started the country’s fi rst surf resort. 
Now named Cinnamon Dhonveli Maldives, it stands right 
across from Sultans and next to another break with a funny 
name: Pasta Point.

B odyboarding is similar to surfi ng only in that it 
requires waves. Boards are short, around 40cm, 

rectangular and fi nless. The “saver” strap is attached to the 

bicep, not the ankle, so the risk of being pulled under during 
a wipeout – a common fear among surfers – is virtually non-
existent. On their feet riders wear small fi ns, which they 
use when catching waves and also as a rudder while riding. 
Bodyboarders wax the front corners of their boards and also 
the sides, where they grip. If surfers can be said to ride on a 
wave, bodyboarders ride in and out of one: the big draw of 
bodyboarding is the manoeuvrability it aff ords, to spin like a 
dervish upon a wave at high speeds and fl ing yourself off  the 
top like a skipped stone. 

I watched Ali, Jaatte and Shaam – Ali Shaam Raafi u, 
the third-ranked bodyboarder in the Maldives – from the 
dhoni. Round, titanic clouds drifted overhead, punctuated 
by the occasional humming seaplane. The waves came 
in a constant, powerful roll and the riders worked them 
masterfully. Ali took one on. It had reared up behind him 
like a blue cobra; he stuck to it like glue, riding to the top as 
it swelled and, when he collided with the lip, barrel-rolled 
into the air, landed and righted himself as the wave folded in, 
propelling him towards Thamburudhoo. Beyond Ali and the 
riders, the city of Malé was a light blur on the horizon, laid so 
low that when the waves rolled in they covered it completely 
from view.

There was a reason we had come all that way. The riders’ 
long-cherished home break and the last remaining surf 
spot in Malé, where most of the surfers live – a reef break 
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Clockwise, below: Cinnamon 
Dhonveli is a hidden paradise; 
spotting dolphins at Four 
Seasons at Kuda Huraa; the 
fi ve-star resort boasts an 
exquisite infi nity pool; night 
falls at Kuda Huraa; Cinnamon 
Dhonveli; the pastel houses of 
Malé (facing page)

The Maldives, a nation of 
islands, is home to some of 
the best surf breaks in the 
world. The multi-billion-dollar 
tourism industry has, of 
course, taken note and today 
there are a number of resorts 
that cater to all levels of surfer. 
There are also charter boats 
featuring local surf guides that 
whisk away guests on what 
are called “safari tours” to the 
best waves. Here are three 
surf spots to try, from the 
pinnacle of luxury to the bare 
necessities of budgeting. 

Budget: 
Thulusdhoo Island 
This jungle-covered isle, about 
a 20-minute speedboat ride 
from Malé, is home to the 
world-famous Chickens and 
Cokes surf breaks. The former 
is named for a now defunct 
poultry farm on the island; 
the latter after an old Coca-
Cola factory. Swells begin 
arriving towards the end of 

March, growing in consistency 
to peak from June to August. 
There are guesthouses on 
the island that cater to 
surfers wanting only the basic 
facilities. For something more 
comfortable than a mattress 
on the fl oor, there is Cokes 
Surf Shack, a well-rated spot 
with delicious food and fi ve 
quirky but tastefully designed 
rooms. A US$100 charge 
includes one night’s lodging, 
three meals and boat rides 
to surf and snorkelling spots. 
Kayaks and standup paddle 
boards are also on off er. 
cokessurfshack.com 

Mid-range: 
Cinnamon Dhonveli
The three surf breaks located 
right outside your doorstep, 
known respectively as Sultans, 
Pasta Point and Honky’s, are 
world-class in all the right 
ways: think big, tubular and 
glassy. Formerly known as 
Chaaya Dhonveli, this island 

resort was founded by Tony 
“Hussein” Hinde, who fi rst 
chanced upon the Maldives’ 
world-class waves in the 
’70s and got ahead of the 
curve by opening up this 
resort. While at Honky’s 
and Sultans (located across 
a small channel) you will 
have to compete with other 
surfers, guests get exclusive 
access to Pasta Point breaks. 
After a session, enjoy a drink 
at one of the three bars 
overlooking the famed surf 
spot. The resort, a 25-minute 
speedboat from Malé, off ers 
accommodation for all 
budgets. cinnamonhotels.com 

Top-notch: 
Four Seasons at Kuda Huraa
With 96 stunning thatched-
roof beachfront and water 
villas just a 30-minute 
speedboat ride from the 
capital, you’ll fi nd the 
ultimate in surf luxury at this 
eco-friendly, fi ve-star resort. 

Novice surfers who enrol 
in introductory Tropicsurf 
classes stay close to shore, 
while seasoned veterans 
who sign up for the Seaplane 
Surfari receive expert guidance 
in their quests for the 
ultimate break. Typical waves 
range from chest-high to once 
overhead, though they can 
rise to double overhead in size 
between June and September, 
the peak season for swell. 
March, April, October and 
November swells are normally 
small to medium and clean, 
while the months from 
December through to March 
off er small but uncrowded 
surf. All guests return to a 
sophisticated setting dotted 
with restaurants serving 
stellar Indian and Italian 
dishes, along with a range of 
other delights from across 
the globe. fourseasons.com/
maldiveskh
*For a great resource on surf tourism 
in the Maldives, check out luex.com

Three surf 
hotspots in 
the Maldives
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known as Raalhugandu – was shut off  from public 
use in March. A bridge being built on Raalhugandu’s 
reef known as the China-Maldives Friendship Bridge, 
connecting Malé to the airport (you’ve always needed 
a boat), was the reason for the closure. It was as 
unexpected as it was shocking. Without Raalhugandu, 
there is nowhere else to surf in Malé – past breaks 
have been ruined by the creation of new harbours. For 
surfers and bodyboarders, it was a devastating loss. 

Malé, at 18,400 people per square kilometre, is 
one of the most densely populated cities on Earth. 
(Tokyo, by comparison, has 4,400 residents per 
square kilometre.) With narrow lanes, narrower 
sidewalks and plenty of motorbikes, Malé feels more 
like a booby-trapped labyrinth than a city. Free space 
is preciously rare, and rents are high. In March the 
government announced there was no more room to 
bury the dead. 

With a growing population, coupled with rising 
seawater that threatens the very existence of smaller 
islands, the government is scrambling to ease 
growing pains for the Maldives’ rapidly approaching 
future. Part of their plan is to create a Greater Malé 
area by connecting the nearby islands of Villingili 
and Hulhulé (aka “Airport Island”) by bridges. The 
ongoing US$210 million Friendship Bridge, set for 
completion in mid-2018, is the fi rst step.

 While many surfers and bodyboarders don’t seem 
to have a problem with the bridge project as such, 
they do oppose the surfi ng ban. “It’s very sad,” Espy, 
the muscular police inspector on the dhoni, told me. 
“Raalhugandu had been a great gift for us. We’d get 
waves every time there.” A 42-year-old Malé native, 
Espy had been riding the Raalhugandu breaks since 
he learned how to bodyboard atop his father’s bed 
planks 30 years ago. 

Soon after construction of the bridge began, Malé’s 
surfi ng community crafted a grassroots campaign to 
get their wave back, called “Save Our Wave”. Riders 
created a Facebook group, drew up petitions, sent 
letters and penned op-eds to local newspapers. But 
the response has been weak. Most letters have gone 
unanswered, and the project has continued more 
or less as planned. Today, massive sections of the 
incoming bridge rise from the harbour, and glow at 
night like odd lighthouses. Meanwhile, a government 
promise to start a ferry service to nearby surf breaks 
has yet to materialise. Yet there is no barrier blocking 
Raalhugandu and the bridge has not stopped the 
waves, which still break impressively and is clearly 
visible from the street, where motorbike commuters 
linger and stare at the surf. 

In early March, a few weeks after a small “no 
surfi ng” sign went up, Ali and Jaatte broke the rules. 

Few places on Earth are more 
immediately threatened by 
climate change than the 
Maldives. The projected rise 
in sea level over the next 
century is about one metre 
– the Maldives’ highest point 
is one metre. Climate change 
also complicates access 
to fresh water, a constant 
struggle in the Maldives. 
More intense storms mean 
worse fl ooding. Under 
the surface, hotter water 
temperatures threaten 
coral bleaching. This year 
saw the worst bleaching 
event since 1998, triggered 
by an abnormally strong El 
Nino system, says Dr Steven 
Newman, a marine biologist. 
It takes years to recover. He 
estimates that 90% of the 
country’s coral will be gone 
by the end of 2016.

The government has put 
much eff ort into combating 
climate change. They know 
that ultimately their fate lies 
in the hands of foreigners, 
such as the US, China and 
India, who emit the most 
carbon into our atmosphere. 
Thus, they have supported 
international agreements 
on climate change: they 
were the fi rst nation to 
sign the Kyoto Protocol. To 
symbolise its urgency, the 
former president Mohamed 
Nasheed even went so far as 
to stage a cabinet meeting 
underwater in scuba gear.

Nasheed has said that 
he believes there is a 50% 
chance that his homeland 
will be uninhabitable for his 
grandchildren, assuming 
that humans do not evolve 
gills. Others are more 
optimistic. With a proven 
coral restoration program, 
Dr Newman is confi dent 
that reefs will recover, while 
the government continues 
to invest millions into 
bigger and more productive 
desalination plants, as well as 
fl oodwalls and other coastal 
protection infrastructure. 

Climate 
change in the 
Maldives 
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Below: Surfers Jaatte 
and Ali; the Maldivian 

capital Malé is one of the 
densest cities in 

the world 

The swells that day, they said, were “unbelievable”. They 
had asked the police for permission, but after receiving no 
reply, they went anyway. The two were out for hours. When 
they came in to shore, police whisked the bodyboarders 
to jail. They stayed there for 24 hours before being released 
without charge. Afterwards, Jaatte wrote a long post 
on Facebook.

“This was not a protest, [nor] was it a demonstration or 
rally. This was simply a couple of good friends having the 
time of their lives in one of nature’s best playgrounds,” he 
wrote. Since then, at least nine riders have been arrested for 
surfi ng the break. 

A fter the session at Sultans, on our way back to Malé 
spirits were high. An animalistic, ecstatic silliness 

had overtaken the riders after their three-hour session. 
Most stood at the stern, their feet wide apart, chattering 
loudly, smoking cigarettes or chewing spiced areca nut. 
Only Espy was calm. The heavens were glowing gold in the 
west, our starboard, and to the east the grey-blue sky had 
merged with the endless expanse of crystalline sea. In the 
middle of the dhoni lay the boards, wet and in a jumble. The 
old captain at the bow motored with his left hand and held a 
trawling line for tuna in his right. He steered using one foot 
pressed against the blue rudder, or hungaanu. 

While sitting port side, Ali told me about his future 
plans. His dream was to become a world champion, but he 
was losing hope. “I’m trying, but I’m getting old,” he said. 
For now, Ali was focusing on keeping the sport alive in the 
Maldives. Before the bridge project began, the sport had 
been steadily gaining in popularity, riders told me.

Days later, I gave bodyboarding a shot. It was at Villingili, 
an island 10 minutes by ferry from Malé. Shaam was there, 
along with some others from the dhoni. On his board, 
after many attempts, I caught my fi rst wave. It lasted a few 
seconds, the water propelling me like a jet, and ended in 
a thrilling splash. The tumble nearly claimed my shorts. 
Back at the beach there were high-fi ves all around. We sat 
looking out at the waves and, though exhausted from the 
paddling, I could think of only one thing: doing it again.  
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