
The WSL's first official tour event in a wave pool has kicked off in Lemoore, California. Are we watching 
history in the making or a mistaken detour we'll look back on in hindsight?  
 
Let us know what you reckon, especially considering the fact that the Surf Ranch will feature on the 2019 
CT. While you're about it, read the two contrasting opinions from our scribes that appeared in issue (42.5). 	

OPINION 1: TUBES ON TAP  

By Simon Nicholson 

At 10:00 pm on 28 September 2002, I stood shivering on the edge of a pool in the middle of the 
Pilanesberg mountains. Rave music was blaring from speakers, lasers were lighting up the sky, and I was 
holding a surfboard in the dark, waiting for a sculpted lion’s head to start spurting water, which would be 
my cue to jump in. I was at the Valley of the Waves at Sun International’s Lost City resort. 

Travis Logie and I were finalists in a man-on-man surf-off at a Spring Break festival. It was held on a cold 
spring evening, with hundreds of people on the beach dancing to hideous music. We drank beers between 
waves and whoever could fit that extra turn in before it closed out against the wall, would win. Trav won. 

The wave was horseshit but we were having a jol. The novelty wave factor could not be denied. At no point 
was it comparable to surfing. Fast forward to 18 December 2015, when Kelly released his wavepool to the 
world in that 50 second clip. I couldn’t sleep. Adrenaline pumped and my mind raced. I needed more… For 
weeks I scoured social media in an attempt to unearth anything about his creation. 

Any new angle, any picture that might hint at how he’d done it. It’s safe to say I’ve been a fan from the 
minute I saw it. My entire life I have imagined a scenario where we could create tubes artificially and pig 
out indefinitely. And here it was. Real. Being ridden. Somewhere. I was obsessed. Every vacant body of 
water I’ve driven past in the last three years from the Drakensberg to Kynsna, I’ve imagined what it would 
be like if you could drag a plow through it. 

The past few years I’ve absorbed every clip that has trickled out of Kelly’s wave pool, I’ve read up on his 
competition, the controversies (Bruce Webber says “Kelly stole my idea!”), the firsthand experiences. My 
old pool partner Travis Logie seemed less than enthused about it. He had turned down an opportunity to 
ride it in the early days because he was jet-lagged. I cursed at him, scolded him for being a fool, and sent 
him back to California with instructions to just do it for me. In the past few years an arms race of sorts has 
been building, including the likes of Wavegarden, Webber Pools, Slater WaveCo, BSR, to name a few. 

Olympic committees were knocking, waves were being built. Who could sell the dream the best? Fuck, 
who could build the best barrel? The holy grail. Endless tubes! The build-up to The Founders’ Cup was 
long and painful for a true believer like myself. The frustration at WSL for running a test event and not 
sharing a live broadcast last year really twisted my tits. The slow dripping tap of actual footage was driving 
me dilly. 

Travis had finally sampled it and changed his tune. “Bru, it’s mind blowing” he Whatsapp’d me, my 
stomach turning with jealousy. Then a week ago it finally happened. I switched on my TV, sat down with 
my nine year old son, Joel, he cracked a Fanta and I cracked a beer, as we tuned in to watch The Founders’ 
Cup. I felt quite beside myself with excitement as the anticipation built for the first wave. Commentators, 
Pottz and Turpel, were noticeably hyped, and as the camera panned the pool edge and people streamed into 
the park, taking their seats in the bleachers, I felt a genuine jealously to not be a part of the action. Do you 
know what a 45 second wave feels like? It doesn’t seem that long, but I bet if you actually time your next 
session you’ll struggle to make a wave last longer than 15 seconds (JBay folk, you are disqualified from 
this experiment). 



As Filipe Toledo hammered away at the first wave, I realised that I seriously might not make a full wave in 
my current fitness status. He hooked it, carved it, over and over, 12 turns, and a perfect Macaronis-looking 
tube to finish. The crowd erupts and the cheers are more audible than usual… Game on! Filipe makes it 
look easy, but the next few competitors show that it really is not. The wave is fast! The wave is hollow! 
The wave has subtle differences every time (something the engineers are still trying to understand, but most 
likely it has to do with underwater currents that effect the way it sucks off the bottom). 

Now, let’s take a few moments to address the purists, the non-believers, the traditionalists. No, it’s not the 
same as surfing in the ocean. I agree with you. How could you ever replace the ocean, where any given day 
is an adventure, as you navigate the jump in, read the currents and make your way through to the outside, 
where you sit alone as the sun pops over the horizon, with creatures all around you, and line up an eight-
foot set that is steaming its way through the ocean towards you? It could never replace that. That is magic. 

But this is something different. This is a small part of the experience, but definitely some of the funnest 
elements trapped in a bottle. Not the full experience, but it’s still surfing. And why shouldn’t we indulge! 
Pro surfing has been an equally controversial part of our lifestyle since its creation. “It’s art! You cant 
judge art! Competition surfing is a sell out.” Usually words said by those not good enough to earn a living 
from it, because let’s be honest, most jobs on earth are worse. 

Wave pool competitions will be the absolute anti-Christ and end of days for those poor tortured souls. And 
it’s not going to get better for them. Wave pools are popping up everywhere, and soon… and this even 
makes me tremble… people who’ve never surfed in the ocean, will surf better than you… Oh HORROR! 
DEATH TO THE ABOMINATION! Pool surfers are coming. But for those who love the sport of surfing, 
the cruel and luck riddled theatrics of an ocean and the talented artists that dance for us, wave pools offer 
something very new. 

Any pro surfer will tell you tales upon tales of being dealt a crushing blow by Mother Nature’s fickle hand. 
Too many times has talent been up-ended by luck. It’s by far the most unfair playing field. Until now… 
This is good for the sport of surfing. This is good for progression of performance. A truly fair platform to 
compete. A reliable medium to train your muscle memory on those new undiscovered airs. Think of what 
we can learn just on surfboard design alone, by having this measurable platform to test on. I’ve always 
loved watching tennis (don’t kill me Bobby). It’s pure combat of talent. No excuses. You either hit the ball 
in the line or out, there’s no luck. Outfox your opponent or lose.  

There’s no bias. I love that. Parko a seasoned competitor of 18 years, interviewed seconds after fluffing his 
first run, still dripping… “I was so nervous! The minute my toe touched the water!” He stammered like he 
was still puzzling it out in his own head.“The crowd are so close!” The sound of the wave plow kicking 
into action, the cheers and crowd anticipation… this is worlds away from sitting miles out to sea alone, 
with a distant commentator’s voice to remind you it’s a contest. This is a stadium. An arena. Only the 
steely eyed gladiator will win. 

Through the course of the Founders’ Cup, this became the game, either rise to the occasion or be defeated. 
No luck. No bias. What was so interesting was how technical the performances became. Variation, flow, 
and who could push it right to the edge and risk being left behind the fast moving sections. Highlights were 
numerous: Adriano’s backside attack, his timing was flawless; Kanoa giving new meaning to the term 
handbrake stall with his front hand being used multiple times to adjust speed trim in the tube; Kelly’s flow 
(and boards) looking fresher than it has in years, gliding up and over sections like vintage Muhammed Ali, 
float like a butterfly sting like a bee; Filipe was like a knife! Cutting the pool up from every angle, speed, 
precision, progression. 10 points! And Jordy, oh Jordy! Has anyone got more BMT? I think not. Jordy was 
being claimed as ‘too big for the pool’ in the days leading up to the event. 

His boards were not working as planned. Did any of that slow him down? Hell no! Not only did he deliver 
a crucial blow in the exciting surf-off against Australia to make the finals, he then nailed his best air (a 
bizarre alley oop to tail drop floater) and highest score on his final ride of the event! Talk about rising to the 



occasion. Wilko, Andino and Filipe choked, pushing too hard early on their final rides. Jordy delivered. I 
had goosebumps, and found myself shouting out loud at my TV at 1:00am in the morning. Hell, it may not 
be the pure surfing experience, but everyone was having a damn good time. The day after The Founders’ 
Cup, we woke to social media buzzing about Seth Moniz landing a backflip in a new pool in Texas. 

It was huge and it was technically perfect. It was his first day in the pool. By the time this article runs, I 
wouldn’t be surprised if multiple new moves have been invented. The compound rate of progression is 
about to explode. What wavepools highlight clearly is what they can never be, and what we love so much 
about surfing is that the act is much more than riding a body of water on a floating device. It’s a connection 
with Mother Nature and the rhythms of the earth. 

Wave pools will never replace that. But next time it’s two foot and onshore at your local, don’t pretend like 
you wouldn’t jump into a 50-second long freight train barrel if it was available down the street for a couple 
of bucks. My nine year old has made up his mind, it’s the coolest thing he has ever seen. “When are we 
going, Dad?!” Soon, my boy! 

OPINION TWO: ODE TO THE UN-LEVEL PLAYING FIELD 

By Will Bendix 

There’s a famous line from the 1989 movie Field of Dreams that goes, “If you build it, they will come.” 

In the film, novice farmer Ray (played by Kev Costner with a full head of hair) hears this while walking 
through his mielie field. He keeps hearing the voice repeat this line until he realises it’s the ghost of a dead 
baseball star telling him to build a stadium in the arse-end of nowhere. 

Everyone thinks Ray has gone a bit crazy but he clears his field and builds the stadium anyway. With his 
family facing financial ruin, it looks like Ray was sold a lemon but then lo and behold, a team of famous 
dead baseball legends rock up to play ball! The movie ends with thousands of fans arriving to watch and 
the warm, fuzzy feeling of a prophecy fulfilled. 

We’ll never know if Kelly Slater heard voices before buying a lake in middle of Lemoore, California, and 
building his phenomenal wave-making machine, but it seems the World Surf League has adopted the Field 
of Dreams mantra wholesale as their business model to bring pro surfing to the masses. What else could 
explain the bizarre marketing campaign we witnessed called the Founders’ Cup of Surfing that unfolded at 
the Surf Ranch earlier this year? 

Like those urine-coloured peelers, there was non-stop rhetoric churned out around the event – “historic”, 
“groundbreaking”, “the future of surfing” – but a single sentence, issued by the WSL in a press release, 
summed up their strategy: “This event marks a revolution to the sport of surfing.” 

I had to do a double take to make sure I’d been watching the same show. 

Let’s rewind first. The Surf Ranch is undoubtedly a miracle of modern engineering, but it was revealed 
three years ago and has been surfed ever since. People have been riding wave pools since the 1980s, albeit 
with far inferior waves, and holding surf competitions in them for about just as long. The team format was 
something new for the WSL, but ISA have been doing that for close on 20 years. And as much as watching 
Jordy decimate those chlorine walls was a highlight, the surfing as a whole fell far short of anything 
groundbreaking. What we were watching wasn’t a revolution, but a carefully marketed and orchestrated TV 
event that was been sold to us as a watershed moment. 

This was no fault of the surfers. Ironically, the wave’s perfection is also its curse, especially when it comes 
to competition. The way the pool is configured makes each wave at the Ranch identical, or about as 



identical as you could artificially coax a wall of water into behaving. This in turn demanded that each surfer 
approach it in a near identical manner. 

Watch all those heats again and you will see that the formula employed on the right was exactly the same 
99% of the time – an opening snap or three before stalling for the tube, into an open face wrap, a snap, 
another tube, then an air or snap to end – or both, depending on how many fast-twitch muscle fibres the 
surfer in question had. Besides minute differences (add a few extra snaps) and the odd faux soul arch, the 
approach was the same over and over and over again... The fact that some of the best, most creative surfers 
in the world struggled to break free from this formula was proof enough: the pool doesn’t tolerate 
deviation. 

This is in stark contrast to even the most perfect, mechanical real wave like Supertubes, Cloudbreak, or 
countless reefs, points and beachies that behave differently according to the tide, swell period and an 
infinite amount of other variables. Just the water drawing off the bottom from a previous set can alter the 
character of a wave drastically. This in turn demands that a surfer adjusts to every wave they paddle into, 
requiring a deeper understanding and reading of what the wave –and by extension, the ocean – is doing. 
And herein lies the real problem with the WSL’s Field of Dreams: surfing is not just about riding a wave. 

Ever since the first Polynesians learned to read the tides and grappled with the physics needed to harness a 
breaking swell, surfing has been about developing a relationship with the ocean. This is something earned 
and nurtured through years of fleeting successes and, as most of us will attest to, many failures. This 
relationship is intimately personal and largely influenced by our different environments, but it’s a process 
all of us can relate to. We’ve forged a collective identity and an entire lifestyle around it. 

When we watch our favourtie surfers, what keeps us equally enthralled besides their skill is their 
relationship with the ocean. We marvel at their intuition and bravery. We covet their ability to put 
themselves in the right spot, and we aspire to the different ways in which they express themselves on a 
wave. 

This is arguably even more evident when it comes to competition. The ocean has never been a level playing 
field and the best surfer at each event (bar the odd questionable judging call) is the one who is most in sync 
with all these variables, processes them and then translates that into performance under pressure. The pool 
eliminates all of this except for the latter. The pool rewards the best performer, the man or woman who can 
dance best to the machine, not the best surfer. 

This is not to say that wavepools in themselves are a bad thing. Only a Luddite would believe they could 
ever replace the real thing, and only a liar would say that playing in Kelly’s pool doesn’t look exceptionally 
fun. Synthetic waves may well help elite surfers sharpen their act in the near future, and that’s not a bad 
thing. If you get bored of watching, you can always just turn it off. 

So why did the Founders’ Cup rankle me so? 

The answer, I found, lay in the very name of the event. 

“Founders’ Cup” is copped directly from a golf event and ties in perfectly with the WSL’s objective of 
making surfing a mainstream sport. This in itself is nothing new – professional surfing has been trying to 
do this for decades. But nothing we’ve seen before comes close to this: forcefully trying to make an 
artificial wave a part of surfing’s DNA and hailing it as revolutionary, complete with cringe worthy 
theatrics and victory laps. 

The goal here is to make surfing equitable to soccer, tennis or, god help us, golf. Something easily 
digestible for the masses. And the key to unlocking this is the pool. 



For decades the ocean has thrown sand in the eyes of event organisers, marketing gurus and CEOs alike 
with its pesky habit of doing what it likes. This, in turn, made it impossible to secure ongoing TV rights to 
broadcast surf events to the mainstream and all that lucrative advertising moolah. 

The pool overcomes these hurdles because it controls everything –it controls the creation of the waves and 
how they break, it controls who rides them, and when. It even controls what you can eat or drink while 
you’re watching all this if you pay to attend. 

It also kills the very thing that makes surfing so exciting: the unexpected. 

Ironically it took the World Tour’s worst event to put this into stark perspective. 

If you believe the cynics, the Founders’ Cup was intentionally scheduled to take place before the Oi Rio 
Pro, an event whose very mention makes some pros susceptible to all types of injuries that prevent them 
from competing. 

The conspiracy went that the perfection of the pool would show up the grovel fest immediately thereafter 
and cement the pool’s legacy. Hurray! Pro surfing would be saved! Rio had other ideas. 

An exceptional forecast made the backup venue of Saquarema look more like Backdoor Pipe than a 
Brazilian beachbreak. There was more innovation in the first few rounds of the Oi Rio Pro than the entire 
two days at the Ranch. Performances were inspired and the shifting, tricky playing field exposed any 
chinks in a competitor’s armour, while showing off each surfer’s different interpretation of the waves. 
Nothing epitomised this more than the two surfers who made the men’s final. 

Dark horse Wade Carmichael looked like he was taking a sledgehammer to the lineup. Eventual winner 
Felipe Toledo was a taught spring, coiling and uncoiling with surgical precision through turns and airs. It 
was riveting stuff. 

The Founders’ Cup fizzled to a distant memory in the wake of Rio and for the first time deserved its 
“historic” title that we’d been force-fed ad nauseam. 

It’s unlikely this will deter the WSL from the pool route, for the next few years at least. The event was 
broadcast on American channel CBS and yielded around 600 000 viewers, placing it somewhere between 
bowling (580 000 viewers) and bull riding (790 000) on the same weekend. We will only know if this was 
thanks to good marketing and the novelty value surrounding the Founder’s Cup when the official tour 
event, The Surf Ranch Open, runs from 6-9 September. 

But let’s tease this strategy out, based on the idea of attracting and cultivating a non-surfing surf fan base, 
on which it largely relies. 

Personally, I have never met a non-surfer who is a surf fan to the extent that they follow the tour, but let’s 
pretend they exist, much like the Easter Bunny. Will one wave pool event a year be enough to make non-
surfing-surf-fan* follow Bells and Teahupoo, with their lay days and lulls? Will it be enough to coax them 
into trying to understand the ocean’s interminable moods so they can make sense of a normal contest and, 
perhaps, even take up surfing? Or at the very least, buy some merch? 

Or will the WSL have to start inserting more pool events to boost viewership and justify spend to 
advertisers? And if not, will non-surfing-surf-fan simply change the channel, and see what’s happening at 
the bull-riding tournament? 



And how will you feel, through all of this? That surfing as a whole is marching forward thanks to the help 
of a wave-making machine? Or that we’ve finally achieved our goal by killing what made us unique, and 
become just another sport. 

*The brilliant surf-journo and commentator, Steve Shearer AKA Longtom, sardonically coined this term 
first. 

 	


