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Young surfer Rickson Falcao, 10, rides a wave at Saquarema’s beach in Rio de Janeiro state, Brazil. Young surfer Rickson Falcao, 10, rides a wave at Saquarema’s beach in Rio de Janeiro state. — AFP photos

The winner of Turkey’s national beauty
pageant, who was forced to hand
back her crown over a contentious

tweet, is facing up to one year in jail on
charges of “publicly denigrating” elements
in Turkish society, a report said yesterday.
Itir Esen, 18, won Miss Turkey 2017 in Sep-
tember but  then had her crown taken away
because of what organizers said an “unac-
ceptable tweet” she sent around the first an-
niversary of the July 15, 2016 coup attempt.
As a result, she missed the chance to repre-
sent Turkey in the Miss World competition

in China and prosecutors also opened a
criminal probe against her.  In the tweet, she
compared the blood shed in her menstrual
cycle with that of the 249 people who lost
their lives during the failed coup and are
now celebrated in Turkey as martyrs.   “I am
having my period this morning to celebrate
the July 15 martyrs’ day. I am celebrating the
day by bleeding on behalf of our martyrs’
blood,” she wrote. Turkish prosecutors are
seeking up to one year jail for Esen on
charges of “publicly denigrating some part
of society based on their class, race, religion,

sect, gender or regional differences,” the
private Dogan news agency quoted the in-
dictment as saying.

An Istanbul court is due to decide
whether to approve the indictment within 15
days, Dogan said.  After the tweet was dis-
covered, Esen’s title was handed to Asli
Sumen, who came second and who will now
represent Turkey in the Miss World contest
in  China on November 18. Esen had con-
firmed she posted the tweet which she said
was written “carelessly” but added that it
had no political aims.  Critics say the state of

freedom of expression is deteriorating in
Turkey under President Recep Tayyip Erdo-
gan as thousands have been prosecuted for
social media postings deemed to have in-
sulted the Turkish leader since he came to
office in 2014.

Prosecutors in 2015 launched an investi-
gation against former Miss Turkey beauty
queen Merve Buyuksarac on charges of in-
sulting Erdogan through social media posts.
But her 14-month sentence was suspended
on condition that she does not reoffend
within the next five years. —AFP

Slightly built and aged just 10, Rickson Falcao
looks no match for the waves crashing onto
Brazil’s Atlantic coast, but within seconds of

launching his board, the kid surfer is transformed.
Waves rise and curl and foam and in the middle of
them the tiny figure of Falcao on his shortboard
swops about like a dolphin. “He has no fear. He’ll surf
anything,” says lifeguard Flavio Souza, 23, watching
Falcao cross himself, then paddle through the
booming water off the beach in Saquarema, east of
Rio de Janeiro.

Brazilians have been surfing for decades. In the
last few years, though, they’ve got scarily good. The
sudden influx of talent even has its own name-the
“Brazilian storm.” It’s a storm led by superstar
Gabriel Medina who blew down the doors of the
sport’s elite club dominated by US, Hawaiian and
Australian athletes when he became World Surf
League champion in 2014. The next year it was the
turn of another Brazilian, Adriano de Souza, and
today, 12 out of the top 44 in the rankings are from
Brazil, something unimaginable just a short time ago.

Medina will get another shot at the crown when
he tries to dethrone Hawaiian John John Florence at
the Billabong Pipe Masters starting in Hawaii this
Friday-the last event in the 2017 championship. And
if anyone in the traditional surfing bastions still
hopes that the “Brazilian storm” will dissipate, they’d
be advised to check the forecast coming out of
Saquarema. Falcao, who lives and goes to school
next to the water, and spends half of every day surf-
ing, began when he was two. He’s now racking up
age-group trophies, as are several of his beach
buddies-and is remarkably focused. “He has the

psychology of an athlete. That’s very important,”
says his mother Rejane Falcao, 37, who doubles as
coach and manager and PR agent. The tousle-
haired boy, sitting in his tiny home, surrounded by
trophies, doesn’t sound remotely big-headed when
he describes his dream in a quiet voice: “My
dream? To be world surfing champion.” And along
Saquarema beach, where Medina is considered an
idol, he’s not the only one. “Most of us, all of us who
surf, want to be world champion,” he said.

Cradle of champions 
Despite its vast Atlantic coastline, Brazil has few

areas with world class surfing waves. Until recently,

it also had only a small middle class with the means
to travel. One traditional hotspot has always been
near Sao Paulo, where Medina is based. The other
is Saquarema, a sleepy seaside city famous for a
beautiful church on a rocky promontory, dividing
two long beaches-each lashed by consistently good
breaks. Locals call Saquarema the Maracana of
Brazilian surfing, referring to football’s grand temple
in Rio de Janeiro. Where New York is synonymous
with yellow cabs and university cities are often
crowded with students on bicycles, in Saquarema
you quickly get used to people of all ages wander-
ing down streets with a surfboard under their arm.

At the core of that local culture is Luiz Augusto

de Matos, a burly retired firefighter who opened the
Saquarema Surf School in 1990 and dedicated him-
self to turning generations of toddlers into wave
wizards. Today he has 30 students. Alumni range
from Alessandra Vieira, the 1994 world amateur
champion at the age of 14, to elite surfer Raoni
Monteiro. One of Brazil’s most promising young fe-
male surfers on the junior circuit, Carol Bonelli, also
grew up in Saquarema, although she trains with
Medina. “All these kids have a future,” Matos, 50,
said. “Our project is to take them small and to raise
them. Rickson (Falcao) is another one. It’s a cradle
of champions.”

Brazilian ‘avalanche’ 
The “Brazilian storm” lacks the financial heft

powering Australia, Hawaii and mainland US com-
petitors. With Brazil only just coming out of deep
recession and the Rio state government struggling
to pay even for basic services, de Matos and other
enthusiasts rely largely on love for the sport. Even
exceptional athletes like Medina, he said, “carry
Brazil-Brazil doesn’t carry them.” But there are signs
of change. Rickson Falcao’s mother said he now re-
ceives 500 reais ($155) a month from the federal
government’s sports subsidy program known as
“bolsa atleta.”

And this year the Saquarema surf school teamed
up with a local gym dedicated to specialized surfer
training. The atmosphere in the facility-where you
can strengthen specific muscles used in paddling or
practice balancing on wobbly boards-is a long way
from the laid back image associated from the old
hippy days of surfing. — AFP

New generation of Brazilians
aims at world surf glory

Diego Souza (right), 8,
exercises with the as-
sistance of his surfing
teacher David Santos,
38, at the “Inside Fit”
surf training center.


