
SURFING/COles Phinlzy 

Instant ocean: it just keeps 
rolling along 

A magic machine makes waves out where there has been no sea for 

eons-and surfers. like the girl at left. all come to see it and try it 

In the summer of 1967 everybody was 
hot and testy. By mid-July , in a doz­

en U.S. cities, rioting in the streets had 
become a way of life. In Vietnam the 
same old war dragged on. The Red Chi­
nese were fighting among themselves. In 
Africa the Congolese brought their old 
civil war back to a full boil, and in the 
Near East the Arabs and Israelis con­
cluded a Six-Day War and kept on shoot­
ing. In Montreal , Charles de Gaulle pro­
claimed that Quebec should be France­
West and in Havana, Stokely Carmichael 
declared that the United States was run 
by \Vh i te mice. 

During that endless suml11el', when a 
gl'eat many people were making waves 
out of nothing, in a bankrupt pool hall 
in Phoenix, Ariz., Phillip Dexter, age 
-lO, was using plain tap water to create 
live-inch ripples. The abandoned pool 
hall where Phil Dexter made his ripples 
lIas located in the civil riot district of 
Phoenix. On several riotous nights snip­
ers used the roof of the pool hall, but be­
cause the plate-glass windows were pa­
pered over they were not aware that 
Phil Dexter also was making waves one 
floor below. That, of course, was For­
tunate, for nothing spoils a secret small­
wave operation so much as when big­
ger wave makers start throwing fire 
bombs through the windows. 

Although Dexter made only small 
waves, he made a hell of a lot of them­
in that mad summer he is probably the 
only man who made more than 60,000 

!-irst Dexter created his secret mini­
lIaves in a rather hit-or-miss fashion in 
a narrow sloping vat two feet wide and 
30 feet long. By the end of the summer, 
at the flick of a swi tch. he was turning 
out waves automatically in a miniature 
lagoon that was 40 feet by 3.0 feet and 
held 1,000 gallons of water. When Dex­

ter hit the switch of hiS automatic wave 
maker in the pool hall , two pumps be­
gan filling a reservoir that rose verti­
cally at one end of the miniature la­
goon. Inside the reservoir there was a 
toilet float. When the pumps raised the 
water in the reservoir 17 inches above 
the level of the miniature lagoon, the toi­
let float actuated a switch that opened 
an underwater gate for a sliver of a sec­
ond. Each time the gate opened, Splllt, 
a five-inch wave would emerge from the 
base of the reservoir, roll across the la­
goon and spend itself, frothing and sing­
ing, on the far shore. 

Splut , splut, splut; every 20 seconds 
the little waves emerged. No two of them 
were exactly alike, but almost everyone 
was a little rolling beauty with a slick con­
cave face and a feathery fringe on top. 
To enhance the spectacle of his auto­
matic mini-waves, Dexter adorned the 
imported California beach sand at the 
shallow end of his pool-hall lagoon with 
scale-model palm trees and Polynesian 
houses. At the sight of such lovely waves 
spilling onto such an exotic shore, any 
Lilliputian surfer who happened into the 
pool hall would have been stoked, real­
ly stoked. As it turned out, the only crea­
tures that used Dexter's miniature surf­
ing paradise were the large roaches that 
shared the premises. In the course of 
the summer a number of the pool-hall 
roaches ventured, or fell , into the little 
lagoon and drowned. 

As anyone with a drop of water on 
thp b'-a i:--: n~ i3!~ t h~~\ '~ g~:~....s~d, Ph~~ D~;~ 
tel~ped someday to turn his little pool­
hall operation into something bigger. 
And indeed he did. Today, nine miles 
cast of the Phoenix pool hall on an arid 
nat in the adjacent city of Tempe, there 
is a full-scale replica of the little dream 
lagoon that Dexter built two years ago. 
Today it is all there, life-sized: the Poly­

ncsian houses, the wind-tossed palms and 
the singing waves-a 7\12-acre Pacific 
paradise sitting on sunbaked Arizona 
ground that has not been washed by 
the real sea for 300 million years. 

The only jolting difference between 
the original pool-hall lagoon and the full­
scale paradise that now exists in Tempe 
is the effectiveness of the instant surf 
that Dexter invented. Two years ago in 
the hoI and sweaty pool hall. each time 
the small gate of Dexter's model res­
ervoir opened , about 23 gallons of water 
burbled out, exerting enough force to 
nudge a drowned roach a few feet to­
ward shore. By contrast. the I 57\12-foot­
wide reservoir at the deep end of the 
life-sized lagoon in Tempe is a mighty 
giant, containing half a million gallons 
of water. Each time the 15 underwater 
gates of the reservoir nick open, in 1.7 
seconds, 50,000 gallons roll out and over 
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for the perfect gift for you. Sug­
gest our portable 8-track stereo 
because it can be taken so many 
ways. To a picnic, a party-wher­
ever the heart desires. 

Outdoors, it plays 
on batteries. (Even 
car or boat bat­
tcries with the 

Have afree 

one onus 


A full pouch of our tobacco 
for an empty pouch of yours. 
It's hard to put the special taste ... the special 
smell of Paladin Blackcherry into words. So 
we'll put it into your pipe instead. We'll send 
you a free pouch of Paladin Blackcherry - if 
you send us any empty pouch of what you're 
smoking now. · ......................... . 


Mai l 10: P. O. Box 1880. Gr~nQ ('.~ ",tq J Sto._ 
• t[on, New'YOrl(, N. Y. 10017 

Here's my empty pouch . Please send me a 
full FREE pouch of Paladin Blackcherry. 

Name (PleH! print plainly) 

Address'______________ 

City 

State Zip____ 
(U. S. posC.1 r!£ulations require use of lip Code)·......................... . 


Oft er expirts Dec. 31. 1969. Otler limited to continental United SI~I.s . 
One pouch limit , adults only. OUer vo id where prohibited or otherwise 
restricted by law. 

house current takes over. Just 
insert the cartridge for a beautiful 
experience in Stereo. 

Ask for this portable 8-track 
stereo and OUI" other tape models 

at your RCA dealer. 
You might even 

find something nice 
for someone else. 

YOUNG 

CAR THIEVES 


NEED YOUR HELP 

DON'T GIVE IT 


TO THEM 


Lock your car. Take your keys. 

SURFING cOIl/inued 

a submerged baffle, with a thunderous 
whump that sounds like a salvo from a 
battleship somewhere over the horizon. 
The sudden shock of 50,000 gallons of 
water on the 2VI-acre lagoon creates a 
five-foot wave that can carry several doz­
en surfers more than 100 yards on its slip­
pery face. 

To create a surfable five-foot wave 
on a sloping ocean shore, dear Mother 
Nature has to keep a 15-knot wind blow­
ing for a day across a 400-mile fetch of 
water. At Big Surf, in a span of 40 feet ­
whump-a surfable wave is born once 
a minute. Early this fall , before Big Surf 
was open to the public, a dozen surfers 
had driven 300 miles or more from the 
California coast, hungering for a chance 
to try the instant surf in the desert. Like 
ancient wise men following a strange 
star, curious oceanographers also came 
into the desert and saw the miracle of 
the waves and were mightily shaken and 
went back into their own lands to spread 
the word. 

In some respects Dexter's Big Surf in 
Arizona is a trifle too real. On their 
first day a t Big Surf, some women are 
reluctant to put their heads under the 
waves for fear of spoiling their hairdos 
in salt water . Surfers who falloff their 
boards on their first ride often insist 
they can taste salt in the water (it is 
their own sweat draining off their heads). 
Children accustomed to the seashore 
scan the gravelly strand of Big Surf for 
shells- and actually find a few fragments 
of freshwater clams. In the quiet of eve­
ning ducks occasionally settle into the 
lagoon, but after dipping their bilis a 
few times and tasting chlorine they move 
on. Jn the gold light of one late Oc­
tober afternoon, a least bittern lit on a 
piling at Big Surf and cocked its head 
from side to side, searching the lagoon 
for a sign of schooling fish. Impressed 
by lhe realism of Big Surf, Robert Al­
lison of the Phoenix Gazelle wrote: 
"The only thing it needs to duplicate 
a penned-up portion of ocean beach 
is a few old beer cans and some tar 
on the sand." 

Ph il Dexter, the Big Surf man , never 
saw the ocean until he wenl to sea in 
the closing year of World War II. Be­
cause he served on the U.S.S. Saginaw 
Bay, a pocket carrier that wallowed like 
a teak raft, he might have come to hate 
waves except that he was blessed with 
an iron gut. While those about him on 
the Saginaw Bay were throwing up, Dex­
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ter enjoyed the spectacle of heavy seas. 
He did not get a good look at waves 
again until 1965, when he left Phoenix 
temporarily to serve as a construction 
engineer on two projects in California. 
While driving from one project in San 
Diego to the other in Los Angeles, Dex­
ter often pulled off the road to watch 
wave riders at San Onofre, Dana Point 
and Huntington Beach . "What was there 
about the waves?" Dexter says. " I do 
not know, except that they were beau­
tifuL To me they were very beautiful 
when people were riding them." 

When he returned to Phoenix, egged 
on by the surfers who frequently per­
formed on television, Dexter became 
obsessed with the idea of making in­
land waves. By the fall of 1966 he had 
stuffed himself with hydrological data 
and had built a three-foot-wide backyard 
wave maker that burped out three gal­
lons ofwater and created a 2Yl-inch wave. 

From his backyard experiments Dex­
ter knew that the creation of a good, roil­
ing wave depended on a neat relationship 
of several critical elements: the height 
of the hcad of water, the size and speed 
of the submerged gate, the shape and 
height of the baffle and the configuration 
of the lagoon over which the wave would 
roll. Even after he had put together the 
right combination to produce a good­
looking 2Y2 -inch wave, he still had one 
big doubt: if he built a wave maker 24 
times as large, would it turn out a five­
foot wave that shaped up as well? 

To find the answer Dexter telephoned 
a professional colleague, a soil and foun­
dation engineer named Dwaine Ser­
gent. At the outset Dexter told Sergent 
a big fat lie : specifically, that his l4-year­
old son had built a scale-model wave ma­
chine as a school science project and 
needed an expert opinion. When Ser­
gent did not rise to this bait, Dexter ad­
mitted that he, not his son, had built 
the machine "for recreational purposes." 
Although Dexter knew that Sergent had 
worked with waves in test tanks, he did 
not know that Sergent also had a solid 
reputation as the world's second-worst 
surfer. (Dexter himself is the world's 
worst surfeL) Indeed, that very summer 
Sergent had spent two weeks falling off 
a surfboard on the California coast. On 
hearing the words ' 'for recreational pur­
poses," Sergent knew what Dexter had 
in mind. When he went to Dexter's house 
and saw the backyard wave machine in 
action, Sergent said simply, "You will 
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SEVEN SPEEDS. 

AND THEN SOME. 


Meet the KODAK INSTAMATIC M95 Movie Projector-with seven 
projection speeds. It lets you show movies in fascinating slow 
motion, at normal speed or in hilarious fast action-either for­
ward or reverse! You can even freeze on a single frame for a 
good long look. Switch from one speed to another as often and 
as fast as you wish. 

There's more: Flick another switch and this Kodak projector 
is all set to show either super 8 or regular 8mm movies. And they 
come on bright and stay bright, thanks to the bright long life 
tungsten·halogen lamp. 

Many other features. Fully automatic film threading. Large 
400-foot reel capacity. Sprocketless projection for , 
gentle film handling . Low silhouette design, handles • 
like an attache case when closed. Die-cast metal ... 
body. The M95 movie projector is one of the "easy , • 
ones" in your Kodak dealer's " Circus of Values." 
From less than $200. See it now. 
Pr ;c e subiect fa d .ong e wirhout notice. 

Kodak Instamatic®M95 Movie Proiector 



SURFING cOII/fm,cd 

pJ"Obably be the next young millionaire 
of Phoenix." 

In exchange for stock, 30 local cit­
izens put up $25,000 to help Dexter build 
his wave-making laboratory in the aban­
doned pool hall. After he had turned 
out 60,000 waves in the summer of 1967, 
Dexter began casting about for the kind 
of backer who might be interested in in­
vesting a million or so in the construc­
tion of a man-sized surfing spot in Ar­
izona. He got a polite no thanks from a 
number of corporations and no answer 
at all from others. Within a week of writ­
ing he did get one enthusiastic, albeit 
qualified, yes from Clairol, a company 
that has been spectacularly successful 
in the art of making waves in human 
hair but had never stuck its corporate 
foot in any wave-making concoction as 
simple as water. Dexter approached 
Clairol because, to judge by its sales 
pitches, the company seemed young in 
heart and open to brave new ideas. By 
the luck of it as much as anything, he 
had addressed his letter to Clairol's ex­

ecutive vice-president, John D. Mack , 
who has always made a point of ex­
aminiog extravagant proposals that 
come over the transom and has con­
verted a few of them into bestsellers. 

Although the 52 million Big Surf in 
the desert produces just about the shape 
of wave Dexter had in mind, the whole 
complex was not created without a few 
cruel surprises, large and small. The reg­
ular wax that Clairol bought for surfers 
to use on their boards turned to soup 
on the hottest days in Phoenix; a new 
wax with a higher melting point had to 
be concocted. When Big Surf began op­
erating on a trial basis this past Sep­
tember, the force of the waves twice tore 
up the bottom of the lagoon. Each time 
2.8 million gallons of water had to be 
drained off so repairs could be made. 
The 23,000 tons of gravel Clairol im­
ported from an Arizona damsite for use 
on the Big Surf beach allegedly had been 
washed free of mud-but probably not 
in the last 300 million years. When the 
first waves rolled over the Big Surf beach, 

the entire lagoon turned mud brown and 
looked about as inviting as the Lower 
Ganges Canal on washday. After days 
of wave making and continuous filtering 
and refiltering of the water, the mud final­
ly was cleaned out of the gravel. The 
waves that come dancing across the Big 
Surf lagoon today sparkle like the bright 
Pacific. 

On an ordinary day at Big Surf the 
waves are very orthodox, easily ridden 
by surfers of modest competence. By 
opening only half the gates, the man­
agement can turn out smaller waves suit­
able for toddlers and duds. At such times 
as when the experts gather for a com­
petition, the operators of Big Surf will 
be able to produce waves that break 
from right to left or from left to right 
by tinkering with the timing of the gates. 
By playing around with movable un­
derwater reefs it is possible to make the 
waves still cuter and trickier. "Big Surf 
is sort of like the keyboard of a new 
kind of organ," Dexter says. "We're still 
learning how to play it." END 
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