White On White

By Tomy Leitch

There was a time when buying a new surfboard involved spending numerous hours inhaling dust and resin fumes shoulder to shoulder with your shaper as he whittled and glassed your chosen vessel to your exact requirements. Surfers spent far more time in a shaping bay than a showroom, discussing, honing and refining their designs in direct collaboration with a master craftsman. 

But the hands-on experience of ordering equipment in the 21st Century is a rarity. All too often, boards are shipped from a faceless source, chosen from a scattering of pixels on a computer screen or, at best, picked from a rack of a generically shaped quiver.

Many shape but often they are segregated, mowing foam at an undisclosed location, away from the prying eyes and hands of the consumer. But a few remain from that dying breed who welcome their customers with open arms, encouraging them into their sanctuaries of work for personal input into their custom order.

Peter White has the rare blood type of OP-positive: one part red and white cells, two parts polyester resin. He lives and breathes shaping, continually sanding, glassing, glossing from dawn to dusk. A day off consists of a mere five hours work and holidays invariably revolve around surf contests or meet-and-greets with fellow industry-types and clients.

Based in Noosa Heads, the Southern Hemisphere’s Mecca of longboarding, White’s Classic Malibu label has, over the past two decades, established itself as a leading brand in both the performance and traditional realms of logging. But despite reputation, it was a long and weaving route through the shortboard industry that brought Peter to his position today.

Peter’s early days of aquatic introduction began in Australia’s southern climes, his parent’s beachside home providing the perfect base for his dawning passion for surfing and his father’s summer business.

“Dad used to hire out paddleboards on Port Phillip Bay,” recalls Peter of his early years. “We had 30 or 40 timber boards of various sizes and that was basically my introduction to surfing: riding finless boards with a paddle. I hate to admit it but it was stand-up paddling revisited now that I think of it!”

This gave White his first notions of waveriding, despite the bay’s appalling choppy, wind-blown conditions, and allowed he and his closest friends the opportunity to take their first tender steps. But, at just eight-years-old and with the business’s equipment being made elsewhere, the shaping would come later, born of necessity and limited funds.

“The first of my friends to get a fibreglass surfboard was Dennis Prior. He bought it from the Victorian ladies champ and everyone borrowed Dennis’ board. Fortunately, I lived on the beach so Dennis left his board at my place so I surfed it more than anyone else. It wasn’t uncommon, as time went on, to have 30 or 40 of my friends’ boards in our garage.”

Having so many logs at his disposal gave Peter not only an extensive knowledge of the period’s board design but also the motivation to begin his career behind the planer. But his early ventures in shaping were to end in disaster.

“We found a huge lump of polystyrene on the beach at Seaford. I took it home and dried it out and with a rasp reproduced what I considered a perfect eight-foot replica of a Doug Haut pintail I had seen in an old Surfing World. I glassed it with chop-strand and polyester resin with help from John Blogg and Bill Doeland only to watch it disappear, because polystyrene doesn’t like polyester resin.” 

Peter, Boyd, Dolan and the quartet’s fourth member, David ‘Drak’ Drakopolous, were thick as thieves, living their young lives around surfing, sneaking out of school, taking trips along the coast in an old Morris 8 side valve Convertible, and eventually venturing to Tasmania in search of better waves and adventure. 

The catastrophe of the ‘styrene blank may have proved an initial stumbling block in White’s vocation but it certainly didn’t dissuade the youngster. On his 13th birthday, Mr. White senior presented the aspiring shaper with a surfboard kit from Mulford Plastics in Morrabin and turned the garage into a makeshift surfboard factory for his son.

“The four of us returned from Tasmania – we had no money and our boards were trashed. That’s when I started ‘producing’ surfboards for other people.”

Shaping, glassing, sanding and polishing the boards himself, White worked under the label of his nickname: Bean. At first, boards were made for the four musketeers; himself, John, Bill and Drak. Soon others saw the boards and came to the garage / shaping bay for their new logs. One board turned to two, to five to ten and before Peter knew it he was little short of a fully-fledged shaper.

Though predominantly self-taught, Peter couldn’t take the entire credit for his education, much of the kudos landing on the shoulders of Phil Grace, a local legend of the surf industry. Phil took the adolescent White in as a shit-kicker, an odd job lackey who worked his way through the roughest of jobs in order to gain and perfect the skills that see him in the position he is today. Even now, Peter humbly declares an eternal debt of gratitude to his early employer.

Throughout his time at Grace’s and consistently through his apprenticeship at Melbourne College of Printing & Graphic Arts as a screen printer, White maintained the Bean label. His reputation grew, bringing in orders from further a field and proving a sustainable industry within itself. During a six-month forced sabbatical from his apprenticeship, Peter immersed himself in his shaping, expanding his client-base, his skills and his reputation and when he finished his traineeship at the age of 19 Peter’s career as full-time board manufacturer commenced.

Two years later Peter married, taking his new spouse, Janet, to the UK, supposedly for a three-week honeymoon. The pair, both surfers, headed west in search of waves, finding the small Devonshire town of Croyde, now a renowned surf break. As an Australian and a proficient shaper, Peter had little trouble securing a job at the local Tiki Surfboards factory, establishing what would be a three-year position. Tiki was, at the time, Europe’s largest manufacturer of boards, teaching the shaper the valuable concept of mass-production. A four-to-five board week rapidly swelled into forty or more units affording Peter and his wife a semi-nomadic existence. 

The bitter cold of the UK winters proved too much for the unaclimatised Aussies. Eight months of each year were spent travelling through Europe, across the Mediterranean Sea and into Africa, where warm waves, warmer climates and a one-way ticket on the Marrakesh Express proved far too alluring.

While many stories will remain untold of this hedonistic chapter in his life, Peter still gets goose-bumps recalling the endless waves that peeled off along the country’s deserted points. 

These numerous sojourns to the continent and beyond resulted in many chance meetings, including a fleeting encounter with none other than the King of Morocco himself. 

“Where we camped, at Anchor Point, it was pretty scummy. Across the road we had ‘bog hill’ which was the toilet area. The police came up and said, ‘the King’s coming through in a week – we want this place cleaned up,’ which we did. We polished rocks, we stacked things, we made the trees look clean, we hid the dirty toilet paper…we did everything that could be done and should be done. Sure enough a week later the King comes by in his open-topped limousine and we’re all there: we’ve got streamers the colour of the Moroccan flag, we’re waving and carrying on… Anyway, it was made known to the local police that the King had said he was blown out by the tourists celebrating his trip. The head of the police came up and said, ‘as long as you guys are here, you will never have any problems with us. You can do what you want when you want – everything’s sweet. The King likes you.’”

Peter and Janet immersed themselves in the culture and Moroccan experience, venturing into the Sahara to stay with the Blue Men, a Tuareg Berber tribe stained blue by the indigo dye of their robes, living in caves at Bahlil/Aghalooand, of course, though Peter is reluctant to admit it, imbibing certain substances for which Morocco is famed.

“Everything about Morocco was different – not a culture shock, just different. A few people got, shall we say, mentally affected through part culture shock, part drug abuse, but we managed to cope. I can still remember everything we did!”

Peter and Janet did anything to escape the British winter, and being so well paid throughout the summer months made the world their oyster. Central America was another destination the couple ventured to, taking in Mexico, Guatemala and El Salvador.

“We loved El Salvador. We were there when the revolution started and heard the bombs going off in La Libertad. That was quite exciting. [But] we loved the place so much I had to go to the travel agents and feign malaria and that I probably wasn’t able to travel and that I wanted to change my flight and extend for another couple of months. Unfortunately we couldn’t but hung around too long so we had a non-stop drive from San Salvador all the way up through El Salvador, Guatemala, Mexico to Santa Barbara. The following morning we caught a Greyhound bus from Santa Barbara to New York, got to Kennedy airport with about an hour to go before or flight, got the bus from London back to Croyde in Devon and I think we slept for 48 hours straight!”

One of Peter’s fortuitous connections was with American, John Perry, a shaper and board manufacturer from Carpentaria, California. The pair hit it off through their similarities of employment and Perry extended an offer of work to Peter on the other side of the pond.

“John had a surf shop in Upper State Street in Santa Barbara which had a shaping room,” recalls White. “He said, ‘come on over’ and I did. At that time, Simon Anderson had just won the Coke contest and Bells on the thruster. I was lucky enough to have seen those boards and have somewhat of a photographic memory. Al Merrick was doing the turbo tunnel twin-fins that Shaun Tomson was right into, but I turned up just a couple of weeks after Simon had won Bells with a bit more knowledge on the thruster than anyone else in the area and proceeded to make, in six weeks, I think 140-odd boards for John, under the Ocean Rhythms label. By the time I left, more than half were sold. So that was a very successful trip for everyone concerned.”

Another European work-stop was in the Spanish port of Santander for Puka surfboards. The small fortune accumulated by White and his colleague was very nearly their undoing however, when port authorities impounded their vehicle and imprisoned the pair on suspicion of drug trafficking. Their amassed earnings, neatly packed into two boxes, were soon discovered along with a ‘suspicious substance’ – bogus and unfounded claim. Spending the night in a holding cell, the duo’s combined imagination ran riot, visions of a lifetime behind bars plaguing their every moment. 

“As it turns out, and we don’t know to this day for what reason, an hour or so later the head customs guy came in, threw us our boxes, ‘hide it better next time’ he says, and let us go. We thought if he’d taken half the money we’d still be half in front so it doesn’t matter. We got on the boat and within minutes it sailed. When we were out into international waters we checked the boxes of money and every peseta was there.”

But for Peter more trouble with his Spanish salary were yet to come. Returning to the UK he attempted to deposit the cash at his local bank. The manager, already disliking Peter due to the large wage he was receiving for his work in England, refused to cash the foreign currency. Fearing the upcoming Spanish elections would create a Communist state, making all his hard-earned drastically devalue overnight, Peter searched for another solution. “We got hold of his senior in another department and because we had so much money, they gave us a better rate of exchange.”

In 1979, Peter and Janet’s first child, Brett, was born. True to the mould from which he came, Brett would grow up to be an expert shaper and a first-class surfer, but that was still many years in the future.

Growing tired of the harsh British climate and her with her husband often travelling to Europe and the states, Janet decided it was time to head home. But the three years that had passed since their departure had had significant effects on the Australia they had left behind: the drug culture of the early ‘80s had taken hold.

“I stayed on another couple of months and then headed back. Unfortunately, I missed a letter from Janet saying, ‘don’t come home, I’m coming back. You’ll hate it here.’

“It was different. In three years, things had changed. We had missed the heavy drug scene, which had already claimed a few lives of friends and ruined several more. Fortunately it was something we were totally scared of. I’ve only ever seen it once and nearly killed the guy when he showed me.”

Disillusioned with the tragic transformation of their hometown, Peter and Janet endured the Melbourne life for a while. Peter took a job with the Melbourne Metropolitan Waterworks, a stop-gap to re-establish his family, now four-strong with the birth of his second child, Jane.

But the urge to shape wouldn’t lay dormant for long. Within six months, Peter was back behind the planer and a new local career began to grow. The odd board here and there for friends swelled exponentially and fairly soon the decision had to be made as to whether a stable nine-to-five was better than following his heart. His sagacity lost the internal battle and soon Peter recommenced his shaping full-time.

By now, the thruster revolution had taken hold, expanding the marketplace and creating a viable commercial industry of surfing. Peter was sustaining a substantial business of his own, shaping under his own name, but there was no guarantee at the beginning of each week that the orders would keep flowing and the bank account would remain flush. So when John Wilson and Ian Brett approached Peter about taking over the rapidly expanding label of Balin, Peter leapt at the opportunity.

A factory was established, financed by Balin, and Peter as factory manager began employing staff for the first time in his shaping career.

“We went from 10 to 15 a week to the dizzy heights of sometimes 50 or 60 a week,” says Peter of his days with Balin. “We were the flavour of the month for quite a few years.”

It was during these years that the White clan welcomed its fifth and final member, Bryce. The seasonal surf trade of Victoria required Peter’s diversification, taking on a job in the industrial steel industry, although still retaining a part-time role in the Balin label.

Growing tired of the climate and the stop-start nature of the surfboard trade, the Whites holidayed with Peter’s childhood friend, Bill, on Queensland’s Sunshine Coast. In 1986, enamoured with the more temperate climes and consistent surf, Peter and Janet decided to end their days down south, sold the family home and promptly moved directly to Noosa. 

A chance referral from a mutual friend in Victoria put Peter in contact with Al Hing of Beach Beat surfshop. Hing immediately took Peter in, giving him not only financial stability but also a lifelong friend and social acceptance in the family’s new home town.

Roof plumbing gave Peter a firmer foothold on the Sunshine Coast, the sale of their Victorian house allowing them to rebuild in Noosa and the plumbing work sustaining the family. With a shaping bay included in their house plans, Peter was again able to supplement his income with polyurethane. As had happened numerous times throughout his past, one or two boards a week soon became four or five and onwards, until once again, the decision was made to shape full-time.

Initially, with the likes of Toms Carroll and Curren the hottest surfers of the time, shortboards were the de rigueur surfing tool. But the more mellow waves of Noosa, coupled with the family beach lifestyle of the area’s residents, got Peter thinking about the alternatives.

Curiously enough, the last board Peter shaped before leaving Victoria was a mal. Perhaps a premonition or omen of what was to follow, Peter struggled with the shape having had an almost 20-year hiatus from honing anything over seven-foot. 

That board, shaped for Tony Fowler, a previous employer, found it’s way back into Peter’s hands at the beginning of 2009, some 25 years after being shaped.

“What I noticed about Noosa, unlike Victoria, due to the warmth and the type of waves we’ve got here, was families enjoying the surf; Dad’s pushing kids off on old mals and getting them going… I thought, ‘this is a pretty good introduction for my kids. Rather than me sit out at First Point in knee-high waves trying to have a surf [on a shortboard], I’ll make myself a mal and push the kids onto waves. So I made a mal and everyone looked at it and said, ‘look – this guy makes mals.’ But of course I didn’t, I made shortboards. But, all of a sudden, I started getting orders. The Wilsons were probably the first, Seb, Julian and Bart. It was a good introduction into Malibu riding again. I couldn’t ride one to save my life back then – I was a shortboarder. What did I want to ride mals for?”

Despite going a little against the grain of the predominantly shortboard-oriented shaper, these observations made Peter realise that the growth market was in the plus-nine arena. Noosa was the perfect place to redevelop a longboard market. Despite trends, fads and movements within the surfing community, many had always maintained an aspect of longboarding in their lives, a nine-footer featuring in the majority of local quivers for those small, rolling days on the points when a 6’2” thruster just couldn’t cut it. Chris DeAboitz, a local longboarder who had spent much of his life in Hawaii, inspired White with his island style. The two collaborated on board design, DeAboitz bringing a distinct Hawaiian influence to the partnership and inspiring the more traditional, single fin log aspect of longboarding, whilst Peter’s shortboard background bred a performance mal perspective.

“As time went on,” says Peter, “I thought, ‘I’m competing with every other surfboard manufacturer in Australia in shortboards. Not too many were making longboards so I made a conscious decision to stop making shortboards and concentrate on making longboards to which the locals gave me grief; ‘we don’t want those f***ing things here. What are you doing making those things?’”

This was the birth of Classic Malibu, and with the Wilson brothers and Peter’s number-one son, Brett, leading the insurgence longboarding took hold on the Sunshine Coast. 

Josh Constable, Ian Bell, Grant Thomas, Jai Lee and Brett, who had a string of titles including Queensland junior and open champion and 2002 Australian champion, under his belt, all represented team Classic Malibu over the coming years.

A factory was quickly established and White again took on the role of employer rather than employee, sanders, glassers and other aides being brought onboard to assist in fulfilling the demand for Classic Malibu boards. Turning over about 15 long and shortboards a week virtually from the outset, in a quieter period in the industry’s more recent history, the label was an immediate success.

But others are never content to let success be and soon competitors started hounding the business.

“An ex-surfer / shaper came back into town and, with his partner, planned to wipe us off the face of the Earth. ‘We’re going to destroy your business because ours is going to be bigger and better.’ They had full government subsidies, a massive budget, but they lied through their back teeth. That had to set up business something like 10 kilometres from the existing business to get this government grant. They opened up within two car spaces of my factory. I got cold feet and I closed the factory down, and I shouldn’t have, because they went bust real quick.”

Returning to the roof plumbing trade while retaining his reputation as a shaper, making boards again at home, Peter planned towards a business relaunch.

The new factory was opened two years later. Peter decided it was time to make a family business of Classic Malibu, employing Brett and teaching him the trade. This second coming was the start of a new life. With a distinct leaning towards performance longboards, largely due to the influence of Brett and Josh Constable, Classic Malibu truly thrived. The longboard market was here to stay and, having pre-empted the resurgence, Peter was in the prime position, with a well-established reputation, to maximise his business potential and form somewhat of a monopoly of the genre.

“There weren’t many people you could look to and say, ‘this is the direction it’s going.’ Bob McTavish had the strangle hold on everything, but I wasn’t 100 percent sure that what he was doing was right or wrong. But that is what sets shapers apart; what I do is what I do, what he or anyone else does is what they do and you go with what suits you. 

“I’d never get into a critical design issue over a hard rail versus a soft rail because they’re both functional. It’s what the customer wants or what you want to try and make.”

Boasting a stable including some of Australia’s most talented young surfers, the Classic Malibu name soon became a mark of quality, a market leader in the realms of performance longboarding and a pioneer in the rebirth of more traditional equipment. Almost a decade ago, the business relocated to the premises it still resides at today. With nigh on a 20-year pedigree the company’s reputation precedes it and customers and orders flood the factory and showroom from all corners of the Earth. Despite a core of tried and tested templates, Peter and his team continue to refine and experiment with their existing models and diversify into quad fins, fishes, eggs and all manner of wave-riding equipment.

“I love shaping be it long, short or anything in between,” Peter states. “All surfing will go forward. It can’t go backwards. There’s too much going on, there’s too many people wanting to do it. Australia’s a coastal environment, we’ve got 18,000 miles of coastline, there’s surf everywhere you look. We were very lucky that we were in the beginning of the second generation of longboarding, we’ve maintained a healthy presence, we’ve kept quality, we’ve kept it Australian-made, we’ve kept it reasonably personal, sometimes too personal… So in terms of what’s next, look at surfing in general. I don’t think too much has happened since Simon Anderson developed the thruster. There’s been nothing in my mind that’s earth shattering that has made it any bigger or better. Everyone’s trying new materials, some succeed, some don’t, but please keep trying. Be it the green element, through to the epoxys, through whatever. I find that polyurethane works and why reinvent the wheel. The fabrics work well… There’s a lot of room for room for improvement on a pollution, environmental issue because it is a very toxic industry, but we all know that.

“As far as design goes, there is definitely a breakaway from performance surfing to traditional log-type surfing, whereas a few years ago, it was blend of both. Now we’re seeing a definite parting of the ways. It’s keeping two camps of surfers happy and they’re definitely different animals, from the performance surfers to the loggers in their attitude to a lot of things. But I’m happy to go either way.”

Despite the resounding national success of Classic Malibu and a continually growing global following, today’s market is still a testing one. Challenges are frequently met by Peter and his team to stay on top of their game and continue to hone their product to meet today’s trends and standards.

One potentially devastating and unforseen tribulation that has had a significantly detrimental effect on not just the Australian market but also the global surfing industry, is the influx of cheap, poorly manufactured imports from China and Taiwan.

“The Chinese thing’s a bit of a thorn in the side of the Australian industry in general. We can’t stop it, but we don’t really have to acknowledge it. You can’t really blame the poor buggers. They’re getting a bowl of rice a day to make these things. They come into the country so cheaply. My biggest gripe is certain Australian distributors not labelling their boards correctly. By government regulations, they should a label under the fibreglass stating where that board was made. A lot of companies, and I’d love to name one in particular, blatantly disregard this, they import thousands of boards a year and, in very bold lettering, say ‘Gold Coast, Australia.’

Now, to me, that’s deceiving the public. If they thought their boards were that good, why don’t they tell people where they come from? They’re importing these boards at extremely cheap prices, the margin for the retailer is probably pretty good…however, you’ve got to look at these boards. Are they inferior in quality? I believe they are. In the beginning, when they first started coming, we would repair them. Now we refuse, because a ding an inch long can turn out to be a metre long. The whole rail on them is soft…

“They appear to be getting better, but if you’ve got a problem with that board, it’s very difficult to get in contact with Xing Wa from Gwak-Xiong Province and ask, ‘how come my board sticks in a top turn?’ The poor buggers over there, they don’t know. They’ve never even seen salt water. To them it’s just a job. I know of one factory over there that makes fins. It’s a four-level factory and they don’t even know what they’re making! The first level makes the raw template, the second level cuts them out, the third level foils them and the fourth level polishes them.”

But despite this incursion, Peter remains positive, condoning the strengthening trend towards a ‘be Australian, buy Australian’ mentality and the fast-growing understanding that it is in the customer’s best interest to support their local shaper.

“I think it will level out,” he says. “We haven’t really been affected by the whole Asian thing, but I know a lot of companies that have suffered from it. Maybe that’s their poor marketing, maybe that’s their poor service – I don’t know. I know that, where we were very strong in New Zealand some years ago, they are now getting hammered by Asian surfboards, long, short and everything in between. 

“If I talk to people I know who buy these boards, I question them and if they’re a dentist or brick-layer or clerk, I say to them, ‘what if we let half a million Asian people come into this country and become clerks or dentists – how would you feel?’ And they start to think about it. I think it’s an awareness thing. We’ve got to make people aware of looking after the people around you. 

“I feel sorry for the workers, I know they need the work. I can’t stress enough that it’s not them I’m annoyed with. It’s with the importer here in Australia and possibly around the rest of the world claiming in a lot of cases that, ‘oh yes, these boards are from Sydney.’ They are deceiving the public a lot of them, but not all of them. One of the larger manufacturers of these boards is extremely reputable and I have no cause to complain about their quality and honesty. The product is good, it’s different, but they do it in a way that people know what they are buying. Unfortunately there’s only one that I can give that credit to and it’s probably the largest one that we all know.”

“It’s a lot of these smaller importers doing it. Australia Day two years ago, I went to pick up a friend in Maroochydore, and this was Australia Day. Here’s these two guys selling boards for $300 with no regard. I questioned them and they said they were factory seconds from Burleigh, and they were as Chinese as sweet and sour sauce. It was just wrong, and on Australia Day of all days.

“I export, so who am I to say they can’t come into Australia? But if you look at our boards, we have labelling on them that blind Freddy could tell they’re made in Australia. We are proud to export our boards and let the world know that we sell boards to Asia.

“It’s tough. A lot of American companies have put their local business behind to mass produce boards in Asia because they can probably buy three boards manufactured in Asia for the price of one in America. But in doing so, they’ve tripled their production, but they can’t sell them because the population’s not there for them to sell them to. 

“I’m just happy we’re doing what we’re doing. We have a fantastic bunch of guys working for us and we’re turning out a good product. We’re very amiable; if there’s a problem it’s not a problem – let’s work it out. Only this morning we had a young chap ring up. He got his brand new board he’d been patiently waiting for, he snapped it the first day and I said send it back and we’ll send you a new one. It wasn’t our fault that he broke it, but it’s the sort of thing that should be done.

“I say look after your local shaper and leave it at that.”

With all of the demands placed upon him to meet standards, continue expanding his repertoire and compete in a market as challenging as the surf industry, it’s a wonder that Peter remains in the game, but once a shaper always a shaper. The planer is nothing short of a prosthetic limb, the resin as natural to him as water to others. But will he be shaping forever, eventually carving out shapes as much through nostalgia as a viable income?

“Janet says I will be, I can’t see any reason to stop. I love what I do, I’m healthy, I’m not wealthy but I’m reasonably wise. I think breathing foam is just something I’m addicted to. I love all aspects of it: glassing, shaping, spraying, polishing… I think, while it’s going, why not?

“There’s always something fresh, there’s always a drama. Like our new advert says, ‘out of chaos comes perfection.’ We are chaotic, there’s no doubt about that, but we believe our boards are as near to perfect as you can get and we want to maintain that.

“so in answer to the question, I’ll be around for a lot longer. But then saying that, if I won $40 million tomorrow, ask me tomorrow – it might be a different story!”
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