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A giant wave swirls across the cover of Tim Winton’s Breath. Is this going to be a love letter to the 

sea? A book about the thrill of surfing?   

 

Australian author Tim Winton is not well known in Europe, even though he has been shortlisted 

twice for the Booker prize. Would everyone appreciate his contemporary style? Would surfing – not 

widely known in Germany – put members off?   

 

"How strange it was to see men do something beautiful," says “Pikelet” the young narrator of Breath. 

"Something pointless and elegant, as though nobody saw or cared." He is talking, surprisingly, about 

surfing. Dancing gracefully on the water is not the reason most men take up surfing. It is about being 

macho and strong. Being daredevils. Showing off their Australian manhood. 

 

Twelve-year-old Bruce Pike, nicknamed "Pikelet", lives in Sawyer, near Perth in Western Australia, in 

the early 70s. A small town of "millers and loggers and dairy farmers", Sawyer is also home to Loonie, 

one year older than Pikelet and a boy who loves danger. They meet in the local river, Loonie 

swimming to the bottom and holding his breath for more than two minutes  to scare himself and 

passers-by into thinking he's drowning. The boys spur each other on to greater and greater risks, to 

the point of vomiting and passing out. Anything for a "rebellion against the monotony of drawing 

breath". 

 

One day, they sneak off on their bikes on a forbidden trip to the ocean and see a surfer skilled above 

all others, sliding down the waves with "his head thrown back as if he'd just finished singing an 

anthem that nobody else could hear". He turns out to be Sando, a "huge, bearded, coiled-up 

presence", who's reached the ancient age of 36. To such young boys,  he seems a really old man. 

 

The boys work hard to earn their own, barely adequate, boards and Sando becomes something like 

their guru. They live in awe of him, subconsciously competing for his attention. In return, he sets 

them bigger and bigger challenges: surfing in a remote bay frequented by a great white shark, risking 

their lives in the huge waves of Old Smoky - a reef bank a mile offshore - and ultimately challenging 

them to take on the Nautilus, a remote, ship-wrecking rock which creates lethal waves. Sando and 

Loonie both take it on. 

 

Pikelet knows his limits and refuses, while worrying that he is being a coward. This opens up a gulf in 

their friendship. Sando takes Loonie to Indonesia to surf without even telling Pikelet they're going.  

Pikelet feels excluded, lonely and a failure.  

 

In the background there has also been Eva, Sando's spiky, unpleasant wife, resentful of the time 

Sando is spending with "his little disciples" and more than willing to vent her frustration on all three 

of them. As time passes, and Sando and Loonie's trips grow longer, Pikelet and Eva find themselves 

thrown together.  

 

A risky sexual relationship develops, even though Pikelet is not yet 15, and he learns the truth about 

her past. Eva used to be an extreme skier, one of the best in the world, until she had a very bad 

skiing accident. A severe knee injury ended her career, leaving her with a permanent limp. She has 

known the thrill of taking extreme physical risks and has been forced to stop. 



 

 "I miss being afraid," she tells him. "That's the honest truth." She has discovered other ways to live 

on the edge. Eva needs the fear of asphyxiation to enjoy sex fully, and Pikelet is manipulated into 

helping her. it is a shocking scene but shows Eva’s desperate need for danger and Pikelet’s 

vulnerability. Nevertheless, some of us found the scene distasteful. We discussed how Germans are 

able to talk very openly about sex, much more easily than Brits, Americans or South Africans in the 

groups. 

 

Breath is not a straightforward coming of age story.Winton describes a much older man 

remembering his rebellious youth.The novel opens with a very powerful scene, which we found 

gripping. 

 

 We are introduced to Bruce ( Pikelet ) when he is in his fifties. He is a paramedic, we see him feeling 

brilliant, pumped up with excitement, his gut tight with anticipation, not knowing what he will find 

as he rushes towards the call-out, the siren screeching. He says he has seen some things in his time, 

but without enlightening the reader at this stage. Pikelet recognises immediately that a teenage boy 

they find dead has unintentionally hanged himself, seeking sexual gratification. The portrayal of the 

grieving mother, who is still in shock, is an example of Winton’s skill. His prose is concise, clear, and 

surprising in its sharpness, yet still very sensitive. 

 

The mother looks at me properly for the first time. She’s a handsome woman in her forties with short, 

dark hair and arty pendant earrings, and I can imagine that an hour ago, when her lipstick and her 

life were still intact, she’d have been erect and confident, even a little haughty. 

 

Winton's writing is beautiful, evocative, and never overdone. Even the few who did not enjoy Breath  

agree on the power of his prose. Economical but rich in texture, his characters come alive on the 

page. Winton uses his favourite Australian landscape to tell a familiar Bildungsroman which, 

however, becomes fresh and new in Winton’s hands. 

 

 Surfing is just the backdrop for a story about fear, about pushing beyond fear, and about becoming 

addicted to the pushing. Moreover, it's a story about the price of being more than ordinary. Pikelet is 

forever condemned to be Salieri to Sando's Mozart: skilled enough to know how much more 

talented the real geniuses are.  

 

Many years on, a grown Pikelet still judges "every joyous moment, every victory and revelation 

against those few seconds of living". But, tellingly, he also still surfs, still "does something completely 

pointless and beautiful, and in this at least he should need no explanation“. 

 

Pikelet has had the wisdom to channel his need for excitement into being a paramedic, using his 

skills and need for thrills, to help others. He gains respect from his daughters for his work and for 

showing them that he is a man who dances. 

 

Breath is ‘about’ many things: how people, or one person, can shape you and be the catalyst for 

both the best and worst, the strongest, memories of your life. There is the overarching theme, of 

course, of holding one’s breath, of seeking that moment on the edge: between life and death, 

feeling and unfeeling, pain and numbness, the adrenalin rush that comes from chasing that moment 

and, even more, how to replace it in one’s life when it’s gone. 

 

We take breathing for granted, most of the time. Yet it is the stuff of life. Breath reminds us that just 

being alive is not always enough for some people. Finding our own ways of breathing in the world 

sounds easy but is actually quite challenging.We only have a brief glimpse of Pikelet’s marriage We 



see how hard it is for him to “breathe” in the confines of a normal marriage. He slowly pulls himself 

together: 

 

Bits of me did come around again, as flies or memories or subatomic particles will for reasons  of 

their own. Bit by bit I congregated, I suppose you could say, and then somehow I cohered. I went on 

and had another life. 

 

Pikelet has found a way to survive and to breathe easily. And though a little breathless by the end of 

the novel, we do too. 

  

Our Comments 

 

“ I didn’t want to read it at first. A coming of age story combined with surfing put me off. But then I 

absolutely loved it- it was beautifully written- I wallowed in the words. And the story was 

heartbreaking.” 

 

“The opening was stunning- I wanted to stay in that story- It took me a while to get into the 

Australian language but when I did I really enjoyed it.” 

 

“The relationship between the characters was very interesting. I liked getting into their heads.” 

 

“I don’t even do extreme reading – definitely not extreme sport. But I became fascinated by the 

surfing parts. I learnt a lot. Not living near to the sea, I came to understand just how important the 

sea is to anyone living close by.” 

 

“It read like a crime novel, I was expecting something dreadful to happen.” 

 

“ My husband and daughter are wind surfers. This helped me to get into the story.”  

 

“ I had fun finding out more about surfing. Winton describes the techniques very well.” 

 

“I’m a zero risk taker, so this was alien territory for me. Winton’s writing was stunning.I just 

managed to finish reading it on the way here and I’m still absorbing everything.” 

 

“The first part of the novel worked best for me. Going from past to present was a little irritating. 

Many years of Pikelet’s life were compressed into a few pages.I’d have liked to know more about 

him as an older man.” 

 

“I loved this book. I took a look on my Kindle and was hooked. So I bought it, it was a real page 

turner.” 

 

“I would recommend this book to older teenagers. I’m sure they would get a lot out of it.” 

 

“I found it difficult to get into and didn’t finish it. I couldn’t empathise with any of the characters.” 

 

“ I’m a windsurfer but unfortunately it left me cold. I didn’t like the structure.” 

 

“I enjoyed it but I struggled with lots of surfing terminology. But I did get the sense of the thrill of 

extreme sport- the huge kick one must get out out of it.” 

 

“ I’ve been bungee jumping a few times and I can agree with that.” 



 

“I warmed to Pikelet’s parents. I think they were very well drawn. They must have known what was 

happening but they handled the situation very well.” 

 

“Winton has such an impressive economical style – using very few words he says such a lot.” 

 

“I loved the lyricism - the glorious evocation of the sea and nature. Brilliant.” 

 

“I was totally absorbed- I couldn’t stop reading it.” 

 

“I do a lot of sport and I know what it’s like to go to your limits. I think about breathing a lot, 

especially when I’m running.” 

 

“Winton has a very descriptive style- he writes directly from the heart. I was taken in and even 

became fascinated by surfing.”  

 

“The first half reminded me of my youth- living like a hippy on the beach. The kids led such extreme 

lives – their later lives could only seem shallow in comparison.” 

 

“ Yes. Life in a small town can be so boring, normal life can seem uninteresting, I understood the boys 

craving for thrills and excitement in their lives.” 

 

“Australia is a place I know very little about and I know even less about surfing. It was hard for me to 

relate to this story.” 

 

“To me this was just a simple story told simply. I was irritated by the lack of punctuation. I 

acknowledge Winton is a good writer but I didn’t rate this novel very highly.” 

 

“It slowly sucked me in – descriptions of the waves and nature were so vivid.” 

 

“It was short, well written and very easy to read but rather disturbing and depressing because it’s 

about self destruction. The characters are addicted to fear and all quite damaged people.” 

 

“I hated Sando – he dragged other people into his lifestyle- and left them to their own devices. 

Barney the shark was the best character!” 

 

“ It’s an excellent coming of age story. I’d encourage youngsters today to read this even more than Catcher in 

the Rye.” 

 

“It was a very modern and fascinating book for me. There is such a feeling of freedom and choice – 

of not following the conventional paths. It reflects the sexual liberation of the 70s.” 

 

“ There is a German saying- “ You learn to sail on an old ship.” My German son-in-law told me this – 

that first sexual experiences are best with an older woman!” 

 

“Eva and Sando are both very narcisstic people. Pikelet and Loonie never stood a chance.” 

 

“ I’m not a great sportsman and I nearly drowned once. But I do swim and the pictures of the waves 

and the beauty of surfing were very well described.” 

 

“I didn’t like the concept that to be extraordinary you have to be competing with others, getting 

better and better than your rivals all the time. Spiritual things didn’t seem to count.” 



 

“ Controlling fear is a challenge – it’s understandable to get addicted to this. The kick of adrenalin 

becomes associated with being happy.” 

 

“I recommend a poem by Goethe : 

Im Atemholen sind zweierlei Gnaden: 

Die Luft einziehen, sich ihrer entladen. 

Jenes bedrängt, dieses erfrischt; 

So wunderbar ist das Leben gemischt. 

Du danke Gott, wenn er dich preßt, 

Und dank ihm, wenn er dich wieder entläßt. 

 

“ I get a great thrill from running marathons. If you have an addictive personality then I can well 

imagine the need for thrills to feel truly alive. We can be addicted to all sorts of things, at least sport 

keeps you fit!” 

 

“ I was disappointed. I hadn’t expected to be  fascinated by fossils when we read Remarkable 

Creatures. And I was. Surfing didn’t work for me in the same way.” 

 

“I really liked everything about it. The setting, the subject, the style – most of all I empathised with 

the characters. I’m definitely going to read some more Tim Winton.” 

 

“It’s unusual for the beginning and the end of a novel to both be compelling. This was impressive.” 

 

Highly Recommended 

 

Breath is an absorbing and powerful story. Winton’s talent was recognised by all. The subject was 

not to everyone’s taste but the power of the story-telling and the richness of his spare language 

were much admired. Pro the book 80%, anti 20%.  

 

 

 

 

 


