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see Graeff ride a ridiculously small ankle-high wave on a 
Kentucky river for all of eight seconds. But when he steps 
off his board, he has a huge smile and pumps his left fist in 
the air, as if he’s just won the Olympics.

When he’s not travelling, Graeff lives on the coast in New 
Jersey. He’s been surfing since he was eight and competing 
since the age of 12, but despite showing exceptional prom-
ise, he wasn’t able to land a significant sponsor. “He never 
had the best of luck with sponsorships,” says his childhood 
friend Rob Kelly, who surfs for Billabong. “Our group of 
friends turned pro, and he started doing editing and film-
ing,” skills he now uses to populate his YouTube channel.

Graeff looks like the quintessential surfer, with shoulder-
length, sun-bleached blond hair, blue eyes, and a tanned 
complexion, but it’s his personality that really draws you 
to him. This man is legitimately stoked on life, and not 
just for the video camera. “He’s always been so positive,” 
Kelly says. “He can turn the worst waves into a fun session, 
and that’s how he lives his life too.” That attitude has paid 
off. Most of his three-year surf challenge was self-funded, 
although Hyperflex Wetsuits did throw him $2,000 when 
he first started, but now the sponsorships are rolling in. 
“It’s pretty wild to think I didn’t sign a professional surfing 
contract until I was 30 years old,” Graeff says. “I honestly 
believe I’m the first person to do that. It’s so funny.”

It’s well-deserved, and not just because of his record 
accomplishment or the fact he has over one hundred 
thousand people wanting to see him surf novelty waves in 
places like Kansas. Graeff is a legitimately excellent surfer. 
His videos regularly show him landing 180s off breaks, 
and switching between regular and fakey stances. During a 
memorable sequence in Arizona, he jumps from one surf 
board to another while riding a tiny wave. It may be a bit 
of a circus trick, but his joy makes you believe he’s having 
more fun than the crew at Mavericks. “It’s amazing to think 
something seemingly so silly has turned into a legitimate 
career,” Graeff says. “I’m just so stoked because if that’s 
possible, then anything’s possible.”

WAVES OF ADORATION
BENJAMIN GRAEFF IS STOKED ON EVERYTHING.  

SO WHEN HE BECAME THE FIRST PERSON TO SURF ALL 50 
AMERICAN STATES, LOCKING IN LEGIONS OF FANS  

ALONG THE WAY, THE RESULTING SPONSORSHIP WAS GRAVY.

by vince hempsall

The wave that almost killed surfer and YouTube sensa-
tion Benjamin Graeff is located in land-locked Missouri. 
Nicknamed the “Centaur Chute,” the innocuous-looking 
knee-high swell is created during periods of heavy rain 
when the Missouri River washes out a road near the Spirit 
of St. Louis Airport. Typically that section of waterway 
travels at about 70 cubic metres per second (mps), but on 
the day Graeff attempted it, it was flowing at 2,800 cubic 
mps. “The weirdest thing is it doesn’t look that crazy; it 
looks normal because all the pressure and flow is under-
neath,” Graeff says. “I went out and got sucked off the back 
of my surfboard, and it was trying to pull me down into 
a hydraulic. I had a full freak out where I thought I was 
going to drown. I pulled a muscle in my back. Yeah, dude, 
it was heavy.”

Despite the grimness of the story, Graeff shares it with an 
infectious, upbeat attitude peppered with laughter and surf 
slang. It’s this persona that has garnered him 118,000 social-
media followers in the past few years under the handle “Ben 
Gravy,” which is a high-school nickname. That and the fact 
he’s the first person to surf in every state in America. 

Graeff created his YouTube channel in 2016, the same 
year he discovered river surfing. At the end of that year, 
he realized that with his stints on both oceans and various 
rivers, he had surfed in 14 states. “I commented on one of 
my blogs about how stoked I was to have done 14 states, 
and people were like, ‘Dude, you should surf all 50!’” he 
says. “It was a total joke, but then I read everyone’s com-
ments and was like, ‘I’m totally doing this!’” Over the next 
three years, the 32-year-old surfed ocean breakers, lake 
swells, and waves in such rivers as the Boise in Idaho and 
the Yellowstone near Billings, Montana. He documented 
each experience for his socials and says his only rule was 
that the wave had to break without him there. “It has to be 
a spot other people can enjoy, even if I’m not around,” he 
says. “I can’t hire someone to drive me around in a boat.” 
In other words, no wakeboarding, and that’s challenging in 
states not known for their gnarly barrels. In one video we 

“IT HAS TO BE 
A SPOT OTHER 
PEOPLE CAN 
ENJOY, EVEN 
IF I’M NOT 
AROUND.  
I CAN’T HIRE 
SOMEONE 
TO DRIVE ME 
AROUND IN A 
BOAT.”
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