
98

(above) Bob Comer and friends, on ‘surfari’ in the Far North, meet up with some travelling surfers from Auckland, 
1965. ‘It was still pretty exciting to see other surfers in those days and we would always stop for a chat.’
In the spirit of bad behaviour while on surfari, Mike Gardiner can be seen urinating on the car in the foreground.

(below) Camp site during the same trip, Northland, 1965.
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Discovering the lost tribes
All the travelling by local surfers, and the presence of 
overseas surfers touring the country, meant that surfers 
living in the more remote areas of New Zealand, who had 
previously been blissfully unaware of crowds in any form 
– swimmers, surfers or surf life savers – were suddenly 
being brought up to date with the rest of the surfing world. 
In the Far North, Bob and Joan Atherton were joined 
by Neville Masters to make a total of three dedicated 
surfers for the huge area of coastline that the Far North 
represented. Bob Atherton: ‘In the mid-60s, we could still 
drive to all our favourite spots with little fear of seeing other 
surfers. It could get crowded though; I still have fantastic 
memories of a surf at Great Exhibition Bay with 40-50 
dolphins. However, after the appearance of Shipwreck Bay in 
The Endless Summer, the number of visitors to the Far North 
increased dramatically. When conditions were right, we could 
wake up in the morning to find twenty people asleep in the 
lounge, having arrived in the early hours of the morning 
after a long drive from Auckland.’ 
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(above) Taupo Bay, Northland, 1963. Regular visitors, (l to r) Pat Brennan, Joan Atherton 
(lying down), Bob Atherton, Jeremy Busck and Neville Masters.

Neville Masters: ‘We would just get the map out and 
see which roads actually went right down to the beach. We 
always had the surf to ourselves so Bob, Joan and I probably 
discovered most of the Far North spots. People would stop to 
watch us surf because it was still so unknown.’

The closer one moved to the main cities, the more 
in touch local surfers were. In Whangarei, Tui Wordley 
had regular contact with the surfers of the Far North and 
Auckland: ‘In the beginning (the first 9 months or so), there 
were only the Edge boys (Ross and Don) and myself.  Then 
the clubbies at Waipu became involved, and visitors from 
Auckland and overseas started arriving. We surfed locally 
most of the time but we travelled as far afield as Ahipara 
(Shipwreck Bay) in the north, and New Plymouth and 
Gisborne in the south.

‘Whangarei had a surf club to which I belonged, 
Tatahi Surfriders, and I was a Foundation Member, Club 
Captain and Committee member. I competed in our club 
competitions and also the first nationals at the Mount 
in 1963 – I placed fourth in the final behind ‘Hermit’ 
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(above) Paradise Bay, Northland, 1964. (l to r) Adrian Rogers and Warwick Ross.
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(top) Shipwreck Bay, Northland, 1965. (l to r) Bob Atherton and 
Neville Masters. Ken Clark: ‘I was a keen explorer in Northland, 
together with Bob and Joan Atherton, Doug Lamb and Ross Edmonson. 
We may have been the first to surf Shipwreck Bay, at the bottom of 
Ninety Mile Beach. I wasn’t actually able to surf that day due to a knee 
injury from surfing the previous day. Doug Lamb took the first wave 
and fell off when he hit the submerged boiler of the wreck in the middle 
of the bay. We couldn’t believe how long the rides were.’

(above) Volkswagens belonging to the Athertons, Neville Masters 
and Ken Clark pulled over for a check of Shipwreck Bay from 
opposite the old Panorama Tea Rooms. Photo is looking north up 
Ninety Mile Beach.

(below) Bob Atherton slides along another Shipwreck Bay face, 
Northland, 1964.
Joan Atherton: ‘I can still vividly recall a period in the late 60s when 
Shipwreck Bay broke at chest high or bigger for 15 weeks in a row. It 
was summer and we would rush home from work for a quick dinner 
and then get out for a surf before it got dark.’
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(top) Diane Mayson poses against Roger Land’s trusty Vauxhall 
while on a 1962 ‘surfari’ to Whangamata.

(above, l to r) Brett Knight, Phil Cooney and Mike Cooney on 
Bailey’s Beach, Dargaville, 1965. Tui Wordley: ‘We would take this 
Austin A55 anywhere ... it was better than a 4-wheel drive.’

(below) Dave Walpole and friends head out for a surf at Spot X 
(Waiwhakaiho), New Plymouth, 1964.

PH
O

TO
 D

AV
E 

W
A

LP
O

LE



103

Unknown surfers sharing the perfect looking 
peaks of East End Beach, New Plymouth, 1968.
PHOTO ERIC REID
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McDermott, Peter Way and Peter Miller. I still think of it as 
a fun thing and don’t take it too seriously – trophies lose their 
shine and only collect dust after a while.

‘I still have fond memories of Friday nights in 
“downtown” Whangarei, meeting at “Surfies Corner” 
(Walton St and Rathbone St) to find out where the parties 
were for the weekend, who was going surfing and where, and 
other general happenings. On the other corner was the rugby 
and surf life saving mob, and across the street were the motor 
cycle boys. Having an interest in all three areas, I would do 
the rounds of them all.

‘Big parties, stirs, rages or whatever you call them were 
a big part of the whole scene. Tatahi Surfriders had a 
reputation for good parties and it got to the stage where the 
parties became invitation only affairs. Also, Tim Murdoch 
used to send me surf movies like Big Wednesday (the 
original) and Slippery When Wet and I would show them 
for the locals.’

Further south, in Napier, Ken Griffin and his fellow 
surfers relished visits from touring surfers as a source of 
new equipment and information. ‘By 1963, there were 
around 30 dedicated riders in Hawkes Bay and if there were 
eight or ten riders at one spot, we thought it was crowded. We 
rode all year around with no wetsuits, only football jerseys to 
keep warm. Around 1965, board riding really boomed with 
quite a few schoolboys taking up surfing. Two of the best were 
Ian Davidson and Brian Wilson.

‘Bob Davie called into Napier and stayed with me a few 
times in the late 60s. He showed us the latest boards and 

how to ride them. One board was only 5’8” which was very 
radical for that time. Bob’s best board was “The Instrument” 
– about 7’6” long, buoyant and easy to paddle, turn and 
ride. That board was very popular in Napier.’

Despite the close proximity of Quane Surfboards in 
Christchurch, Dunedin was a long way behind the rest 
of the country in terms of surfing. After Bart Smaill’s 
first attempts at board building in 1959-60 (inspired by 
the boards of Rick Stoner and Bing Copeland), it took 
a further two to three years to get a group of about 10 
surfers established in Dunedin. ‘We surfed Saint Clair 
mainly because there seemed little point in driving around 
looking for surf when it was right there on our front 
doorstep. Saint Clair on a good day is as good as anywhere 
else I have surfed.’

(above, l to r) Ken Griffin and Garry Fraser, Arapaoanui Beach, 
Hawkes Bay, 1965.
‘The best waves were at Westshore Reef and Hardinge Road – good 
shape and easy to ride. Waipatiki was the most consistent beach 
break and Stingray Bay offered a good right hand reef break. Only 
the keen surfers went to Stingray Bay as it was a half-hour walk 
around the rocks or a long paddle. Te Awanga is a good right hander 
but needs a big swell in the Bay before it works.’
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(inset, l to r) Neil Reid and an 
unknown surfer at Saint Clair, 
Dunedin, April 1964. ‘We were using 
our life saving paddle boards and 
getting the hang of going along the 
face of the waves.’
(above, l to r) Neil Reid and Cyril 
Cousins. Neil Reid: ‘This is how I 
remember Saint Clair – summer time, 
perfect right handers, lined up to the 
horizon, and just me and a few friends 
out.’
(right) Neil Reid: ‘This was a common 
occurrence – my life saving team 
waiting on the beach for me to 
come in so they could get on with 
the competition. Luckily for me, they 
tolerated my surfing and I could still 
do both sports.’
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With little need to travel for surf and few visitors 
arriving, Dunedin lived in its own surf world until about 
1963 when the main board builders from the north 
(Quane, Atlas Woods, Dunlop) started selling their boards 
in town.

Neil Reid: ‘The first boards I remember seeing were 
brought from Australia by Graeme Nisbett and Cyril 
Cousins. They were 8-9’ and 10’, respectively, fibreglass over 
balsa. I bought my first foam/fibreglass board from John 
Wilson, an Atlas Woods pop-out which was brittle and easily 
dinged. Boards from Atlas Woods, Quane and Dunlop were 
starting to appear in the shops by the mid-1960s. Denis 
Quane was the best source of boards but it wasn’t until 
1963-64 that his boards were readily available.’

Between surf club patrols and setting shark nets off 
Saint Clair, Neil, Trevor Clark, Les Jordan, Grant (Nuts) 
Nisbett, Johnny and Cyril Cousins and Ian Maskill 
explored as far and wide as possible for surf around the 
Dunedin coast. (Les Jordan was killed by a shark in 1964 
and shark attacks were a constant thought for the surfers 
thereafter.) Wherever they went, they were usually the first 
to surf a break – Murderers Beach, Kaka Point and just 
about every break between Oamaru and the Chaslands.

Neil Reid: ‘There were just a few of us surfing anyway 

(above) Maungamanu, Kaikoura, 1965. South Islanders enjoyed empty waves long after the popular North Island 
breaks began to get crowded, and there were plenty of top quality waves like this point break.
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and we were all still surf life saving club members, even if 
we were spending more and more time surfing. The surf clubs 
were still the only places with hot showers, an important 
consideration in the cold water of Dunedin. During surf 
life saving carnivals in the early 1960s, the surf club would 
close off the Esplanade and set up floodlights for night surfing 
– boards, canoes, boats and any other craft that could be 
found.

‘I made the trip to New Plymouth for the nationals 
in 1965. It was pretty wild – I still remember Paul 
von Zalinski “car surfing” down the main street of New 
Plymouth. I never went to any other competitions, however, 
as it was too expensive to travel from Dunedin.’

The pattern was repeated in most of the small coastal 
towns of New Zealand. The first surfers would arrive, 
spreading the ‘gospel’, then local converts would scour the 
countryside for boards and make attempts at building their 
own until the arrival of Atlas Woods, Quane and Dunlop 
boards in approximately 1963. Surfers who made the effort 
to explore the surf potential of these distant locations 
would be greeted with open arms as sources of new 
information and equipment. There was little if any strife 
from crowding or splitting from surf life saving, most of 
the surfers in distant locations being surf life savers as well.
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(above) Neil Reid at Saint Clair, Dunedin, 1966. ‘We had just discovered 
wetsuits which was an incredible improvement for surfers in Dunedin. You can 
imagine what a winter surf in Dunedin was like without one.’

(right) Roger Land sent this photo of a Dunedin ‘original’ to Alan Godfery 
in 1963.

(below, l to r) Paul Griffin, John Joyce, George Peabody and Jim Mowtell 
pictured with Miss Hawaii International and her attendants, Hawaii, 1963.
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John Paine described Peter as the Greg Noll of New Zealand surfing, referring to Greg Noll’s notorious abilities in 

big Hawaiian surf and his embodiment of the surfing psyche when on land. Peter’s input to New Zealand surfing 

covers the full spectrum of life saving, board riding, competition, board manufacture and administration. But it was 

his enjoyment and indulgence in surf lifestyle that is most remembered by his peers. He lived hard, partied hard 

and drove fast. I hope that some of the stories in this book will convey the skill and charm that was so obviously 

remembered by his peers.

Peter belonged to the North Piha Surf Life Saving Club and lived most of his early days at Piha. He attended 

every national surf life saving champs from 1954-76. Peter loved bodysurfing and riding surf skis with his cousin 

Barry Way, and friends Jim Palmer, Peter Byers, Butch Foubister and the rest of the young crew at North Piha. Peter 

remembers watching Rick Stoner and Bing Copeland paddling out from Camel Rock to the left-hander breaking 

on the bar. ‘The clubbies wanted their blood for the impertinence of paddling out the back. The boys [Rick and Bing] 

took off and started to “broach” but then surfed along the face of the wave and kicked out. You could have heard a 

penny drop. Then the crowd went wild and we tried to order a board there and then.’ All of Peter’s friends at the North 

Piha Surf Life Saving Club wanted to get boards – Mike Gardiner, Peter Russell-Green, Wayne Blundell, Ray Cates, 

Col Galligher, Ron Roman, Mel Sharples and Bob Ryan.

Peter’s first board was a stringerless 9’6” shaped by Rick and Bing and finished by Peter Byers. They would take 

their new boards to surf carnivals at places such as Waipu, Muriwai, Karekare and Port Waikato. Peter Russell-Green 

was a tailor/cutter and he would turn large plastic bags into primitive wet suits for the North Piha surfers. They 

were adequate for keeping a football jersey dry underneath thus allowing a bit more surfing time.

Peter’s legendary confidence in the surf was built up by surf club mentors who took him out in big seas at 

Piha. He won a silver medal for bravery after he supported another man, for several hours, who had been swept 

out to sea by 10-15 foot surf at North Piha. No one had been able to swim out to the man but Peter managed it 

(right) Peter Way is New 
Zealand’s leading surf 

legend. He is renowned 
for his surfing and surf 
life saving, his driving, 

his board building, and 
an ability to get up to 

mischief and excessive 
behaviour beyond the 

call of duty. He is shown 
mid-way through a 

cutback at a favourite 
break, Raglan, 1963. 
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and supported the swimmer until another North Piha Surf Life Saving Club member arrived on a surf ski to take 

him in. They drifted a long way out to sea before any help could arrive and ended up nearly as far north as Bethells 

Beach. Peter had to swim back in on his own.

Together with Mike Gardiner and Phil ‘Turkey’ Delaney (and later Paul von Zalinski, Ron Roman and John Paine), 

Peter discovered most of the beaches around Pakiri and Mangawhai on the north-east coast of New Zealand, and 

was among the first to surf Whangamata and much of the Taranaki area. He began to go further afield for waves 

when John McDermott came over from Australia in 1962-63. ‘Easter 1963, we went to visit Mike Gardiner at Opunake 

in Mal Sharples’ V8 Ford pickup. There was Turkey Delaney, John McDermott, Rex Banks and myself. Mick, Turk, Hermit 

and I started to paddle out at Sky Williams, in-coming tide, offshore howling, four foot and perfect. However, none of 

us got out – it just pumped, getting bigger with every wave. Sky Williams never closed out but it did that day at 20 foot 

plus! The next day I paddled out at Cemetery Point, just around from Opunake Beach, and it was 20 foot plus with the 

best conditions you could wish for.’

Peter surfed all the national surf champs up to 1968 and was first in the senior men’s section of the inaugural 

nationals in 1963. He represented New Zealand at the world champs in Puerto Rico in 1968. ‘The competitions were 

a good chance to surf some waves with only five or six others out. I remember getting excellent waves for the semis of 

the ‘68 champs at Kumara Patch and Stent Road.’

When the new wave of young surfers came through in the mid-60s, Peter was there to act as a surfing mentor 

and, more importantly, a driver. Wayne Parkes, Peter Tremaine, Taff Kennings, Don Prince and Aussies Al Nichols 

and Mick Hopper were all regular recipients of Peter’s surf hospitality, as were many others. It was this new surf 

crew who dubbed Peter ‘Grandad’. He had a huge influence on these young surfers and inspired many to surf in 

conditions in which they might normally have hesitated.

Peter: ‘We had a bit of rivalry going with Atlas Woods for board building. When we arrived at Piha one day, I saw 

Jacky Mitchell’s Land Rover parked there. I went and got some fish off Peter Byers, who was on the beach, and stuffed 

it into the wheels, under the seats and in the air vent. Jacky told me it took weeks to find the one in the air vent and she 

had been driving with the windows down to get rid of the smell.’

Driving was another area in which Peter had a big reputation – the reputation depended on whether you 

were in the car with him or meeting him head-on while on the dirt roads. He drove a ‘38 Chevy and then an FJ 

Raglan again, well positioned on a good-sized day. 
Peter was very confident in big surf and excelled in 
these sorts of conditions.
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Holden and did some stock car racing and hill climbs 

which honed his driving skills.

‘I did 150,000 miles in 18 months in my FJ Holden, 

everywhere between Kaitaia and Bluff. I did lots of work 

on the engine and we could do 100mph down the 

motorway with eight boards up. It eventually had an old 

cane chair for the front seat and no back seat.’

Apart from being surfer, board builder, mentor and 

driver, Peter also made a mark in the administration 

of the sport. He was a founder member of North Reef 

Board Club, then Windansea and was president of 

Windansea for a year. He was also involved for a short 

time with the New Zealand Surf Riders’ Association. 

 Peter was a regular visitor to overseas shores 

and considers foreign influences to have been very 

important in the 60s. He spent time in Australia, 

California and Hawaii, and made good use of his 

Windansea contacts.

Peter moved to New Plymouth in the early 70s and 

stayed there until 1976 before leaving for Queensland 

where he lives today. 

I’ll leave the final words to Peter’s contemporaries.

Wayne Parkes:

‘There were two places that I felt really safe with Peter, in 

the water because he was such a good swimmer, and in 

a car because he was such a good driver. I would go out 

in surf that I might normally have hesitated over because 

Peter would inspire confidence. He was so strong in big 

surf. One time at Raglan, Peter was out on his own in huge 

surf, riding an 11’ Scott Dillon gun, and I was standing on 

the rocks watching. His board washed up and I rescued 

it from getting battered on the rocks, then Peter swam 

in and shouted to me, “Just throw the f***ing thing back 

in. Throw it!” So I threw it as far as I could, it bounced off 

the rocks and into the water, Peter recovered it and off he 

paddled again into the distance.’

Bob Davie:

‘He added so much to New Zealand surfing in his own 

way. There wouldn’t be a surfer from that era in the 

Auckland area that didn’t know Peter Way. He travelled the 

whole of New Zealand surfing and making surfboards. He 

(above) Peter was able to support his 
surfing lifestyle by building boards and 
selling them from his Takapuna factory, 
and through a string of agents around the 
country. This stylish ad is from 1968.
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was what you’d call today your bad grommet. We used to 

be scared to go to parties where he was going to be. You’d 

never know what was going to happen. Peter had this 

mate “Turkey” and they used to go to Raglan a lot. They 

had no money so on the way down they’d whip out the 

old piano wire with a lead weight on the end and knock 

a turkey off its roost at night, carry on down to The Point 

and cook it up.’

Dave Jackman:

‘He was a great surfer and an excellent surf life saving 

competitor. He also loved to tell stories and hang out with 

the “boys”. He spent plenty of time at the Takapuna pool 

hall, drinking and smoking. He was a bit caught up in the 

hype and popularity of surfing but he was a legend for the 

local surfers. He was always the one doing the extreme 

things and being reckless. He was the local hero. The 

younger surfers loved his image but people were also a bit 

nervous about him because he could be a bit too wild.’

Chas Lake:

‘Peter and some friends trashed a room in the city where 

another surf associate was staying. During the mayhem, 

Peter came across a parrot-shaped bottle filled with a 

green liqueur. He smashed the top off the bottle on a table 

and proceeded to skull the bottle in one. Peter endlessly 

renewed himself by hanging out with the latest group 

of grommets. He truly kept in touch with the heart of the 

sport and was a role model whether he wished to be or 

not. He just continued to live the surfing life and was hard 

core before hard core was discovered.’

Don Prince:

‘I always had a seat in the car, and Tram (Peter Tremaine) 

too. We were about 16 years old and Peter [Way]took us 

all over the North Island, exploring all sorts of new breaks. 

Peter had all the contacts. He took good care of all the 

young guys and nurtured their surfing. He would take us 

out in all conditions – it used to scare the pants off me 

sometimes but if worst came to worst, Peter was the sort 

of guy who could rescue you.

‘These days you wouldn’t get away with the sort of 

hooliganism we got up to. One night we towed the back 

seat of his FJ Holden from Kaitaia to Whangarei before 

cutting it loose on a one-way bridge – there were sparks 

all the way and the stuffing caught on fire. We used to take 

air rifles everywhere with us and shoot street lights, birds 

and the big inflatable Moggy men that they had outside 

gas stations.

‘Piha Road was Peter’s road. An A40 with fat tyres 

overtook him once and he just took off after it. Taff and 

I were in the back, with no seat, and we were getting 

tossed all over the place. Peter caught him up and started 

bumping him until he did a 180 degree spin off the road. 

Peter screeched to a halt, backed up and just snarled at 

the poor bewildered driver before driving off again at a 

nice gentle pace.’

Andy McAlpine:

‘Peter jumped on the tractor attached to the pie cart in 

Hamilton and just drove off with it. We were left rolling 

with laughter while the owner shouted at him from inside 

the cart. He was lucky he wasn’t arrested for that one. He 

did so many wild things.’


