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Behind the trees that grow taller every year – browning in the summer and turning 

deep green in the winter – Warren Thompson constantly creates. His shed, which 

houses boards of all types and ages, is a space in which surf craft goes from blank and 

shapeless to a work of expression. 

Wazz isn’t the kind of person who will talk about his achievements freely or bring up his 

rich life of experience unless you ask. He’s gentle in the way he speaks, a knowing glint 

in his eye when he hears something he could correct but choosing to laugh instead. 

Wazz grew up in the centre of the North Island of New Zealand. He spent his childhood 

travelling to Whangamata where he and his brother rode white-water to the beach on 

pieces of plywood all summer long. It was the 1950’s and surfing was in its fledgling 

stages. In 1959 his family moved to Mount Maunganui and Wazza’s dad bought a 9’3” 

surfboard for he and his brother. Surfing was starting to take off, and the first foam 

surfboards were being made in Auckland. 

In 1966, after watching the now iconic surf film The Endless Summer, Warren left New 

Zealand bound for Sydney. He travelled up the east coast in a Holden station wagon 

stopping at Crescent Head, Byron Bay, Coolangatta and everywhere in between. He 

eventually ended up in Noosa, a place that was pretty idyllic at the time, with only a few 

surfers and perfect waves. 
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Not long after, Warren returned to Sydney and got a working passage on a passenger 

ship to New York and on to California. This was the start of his eight-year surf trip. 

At the start of 1967 Warren was working for Dewey Webber Surfboards, Santa Monica, 

Los Angeles. It was here that he learnt the art of shaping and glassing boards – working 

the summer season and travelling to Hawaii for the autumn and winter. For three years 

he travelled between the surfing hotspots, glassing and building boards for his friends 

in Hawaii and working for Deweys in California. 

The first surfboard he shaped was actually back in New Zealand – a reshape of a 

polystyrene board. It was only 6’6” and Wazz considered it too small so gave it to his 

seven-year-old neighbour. That same neighbour went on to be New Zealand champion. 

In 1972 Wazza sailed from Hawaii to Tahiti, surfing beaches alone, secluded in what 

is now an area populated by surfers. Warren also describes a trip to Bali in 1976 as 

friendly and uncrowded – an image entirely distant to the Bali of today. 

Probably the most astounding story from Warren’s incredible life came in 1968. He flew 

to Germany and bought a kombi, drove to Paris to pick up his Californian girlfriend, and 

headed south to the Canary Islands. While in the islands they met a group of Americans 

who were traveling aboard a yacht bound for Cape Town, South Africa. Upon hearing this 

Warren and his girlfriend went to the dock to see them off. Seeing how open to adventure 
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Warren was, the skipper offered for them to join the voyage departing in three hours. 
They left their Kombi at a shipping company with instructions to deliver it to South Africa, 
and boarded the boat with nothing but a handful of belongings and a surfboard.

From here, things got wild. 

They immediately sailed into a storm, following it as it tracked down the coast. They 
eventually sustained engine damage and docked in Cape Verde. Warren managed to 
score waves at a left-hand point break that wrapped into the bay at the southern point 
of the main island. They then departed abruptly, the skipper wanting to leave at night 
and without warning. It turned out he was doing a runner on the repair job – something 
that seemed to come back to him later on. 

They then tracked into another storm, the engine breaking down and again forcing 
them to change course toward the coast. They then sailed into the doldrums of the 
equatorial belt and didn’t move for two or three weeks. They finally managed to 
reach a coastal town in Gabon and restock their dwindling supplies – but with rapidly 
diminishing money the amount of provisions brought on board was somewhat limited. 
The trip was planned to take three weeks but by now they’d been at sea for two and a 
half months.

Again, they hit a storm trying to reach Luanda, Angola so were forced to head back out 
to sea. With almost no supplies remaining Warren and the others on board were eating 
flour mixed with saltwater merely to survive. Finally, their ‘require assistance’ flag was 
spotted by a coast boat who sent a life raft and eventually they limped into Angola. By 
this point, as Warren stepped off the boat, he weighed just 54 kilograms. 

It was then that the captain informed him and the Americans that he was aborting 
the trip to Cape Town. The Americans booked flights out and Wazz and his girlfriend 
hitchhiked across two countries to finally meet their Kombi down in South Africa. This is 
what we might consider extreme travel. 

Wazz moved to Denmark with his wife and two daughters back in 2002. He’d been 
in Perth since 1976 where he’d pursued glassing and building surfboards, but was 
eventually drawn to the ruggedness of the South Coast. Here he has shared his 
knowledge with younger local surfers – in exchange for years of wisdom the upcoming 
shapers keep him in touch with new innovation. 

The surf craft Warren creates in his shed by Lights Beach is not just a tool for wave 
riding. Housed in every board is a lifetime of adventure. 


