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Strong like the tide 

Peter Stanley Goldthorpe 
Swimming teacher, surf lifesaver 
Born: Perth, 1941 
Died: Perth, aged 81 

Peter Goldthorpe 
was truly a man of 
the sea - a 
champion surf 
lifesaver who spent 
the greater part of 
his life swimming, 
surfing, fishing, ski 

paddling and teaching others the 
vagaries of the ocean. Nothing 
escaped his gaze as he scanned the 
sea and shoreline, whether it was the 
swell, chop, drift, size of breaking 
waves, underwater sandbanks - all 
were absorbed. The beaches between 
Swanbourne and Cottesloe were his 
haunt for almost 70 years, so much 
so that he was a seamark, like the 
Cottesloe pylon. 

Son of Harry and Marjorie 
Goldthorpe, Peter was born in 1941. 
nine years after his brother, John. He 
attended East Claremont Primary 
School, and later when the family 
moved to Wood Street in 
Swanbourne, the nearby primary 
school. There, his prowess at cricket 
and football soon stood out. however 
while riding his bike to trials for the 
State schoolboys' cricket team, he 
had an accident. losing most of his 
front teeth. End of trials, and origin of 
his later nickname, "Choppers". 
Others knew him as Goldie. 

By the time he began high school 
at Fremantle Boys· School. Peter was 
a promising swimmer. In 1954, he 
joined the Swanbourne-Nedlands Surf 
Life Saving Club as a juvenile 
(under-14) member. Recognising his 
talent. the club paid for him to be 
trained at Claremont Baths by Jack 
Hughes, who soon knew he was 

coaching a 
future surf 
champion. By 
now, Peter spent 
summer and 
winter at the 

•--beiich, he and 
two mates 
mastering and 
body surfing the 
winter swells, or 
surfing on 
whatever 

equipment came to hand - broken 
curved oar blades for example, or 
ironing boards. The yearly rhythm of 
life for the three was, summer - surf 
club swimming races and carnivals, 
autumn - fishing for herring, winter 
- surfing and playing hockey. Fishing 
was mostly at North Cottesloe, 
however occasionally the trio would 
ride rods in hand to the North Mole. 
Having no luck, they would fish until 
nightfall, then seek a train ride home 
in the guard's van, the guard's usual 
greeting being, "Ah, boys - a wet arse 
and no fish?" Mostly he was right! 
However, it was rare in later life for 
Peter not to bring home a catch, 
summer or winter. 

By his mid-teens, Peter was on the 
way to becoming a champion surf 
swimmer, demonstrating this by 
winning cadet (under-16) and junior 
(under-18) surf and belt race State 
championships between 1957 and 
1959, as well as being selected in Surf 
Lifesaving WNs 1959 State team. 

In 1961, now a senior competitor, 
he still retained his boyhood pleasure 
of winter surfing: he and several 
fellow members persuaded the 
Swanbourne club to allow them to 
spend chilly Sunday afternoons 
rowing an old, heavy wooden surf 
boat to Cottesloe and spending hours 
catching waves. Peter, who stroked 
this motley crew, always left the 
beach with his false teeth carefully 
placed in a small wooden box, which 
in turn was enclosed in a plastic bag 
containing two apples, the stroke's 
sustenance for the afternoon! 

At the beginning of the 1961-62 
summer, he transferred to the 
Cottesloe club, where he enjoyed his 
greatest success. Strongly built and 
imposing, in that decade he proved to 
be a powerful rough water 
competitor who won both surf belt 
and surf race championships, the only 
swimmer to do so in the 1960s. 

In addition, Peter was a member of 
four State champion rescue and 
resuscitation teams in 1962, 1963, 
1964 and 1967. In 1963, he also won 
the Australian championship, a rare 
victory for a WA team. Cottesloe, with 
Peter included, also won three surf 

, teams championships. Not 
~rprisingly, he was included in five 
State teams in the 1960s, being 
captain in 1968. However, in 1961 
Cottesloe acquired more than an 
outstanding competitor, for it also 

':• 

gained a tireless worker for the club. 
Popular with his fellow members, 
after three years as vice-captain in 
1965 Peter was elected captain, 
controlling all beach activities, 
including patrols and competition. He 
held the position for six years, the 
equal longest term in the club's 
history. John Barrington recalls that 
he was conscientious and tireless, 
ever present organising older 
members on the beach, as well as 
training juniors and cadets in surf 
swimming and team events. Peter 
rightly realised that from among them 
would come the club's future leaders. 

After leaving school, Peter 
eventually became chief clerk in the 
engineering department of the City of 
Perth, retiring in 1995. Away from the 
surf, Peter's life revolved around his 
family; he and nurse Mary Murdoch 
married in 1968 and had two 
children, Davina (born 1973) and Ian 
(born 1975). Besides his beach 
activities, Peter enjoyed playing 
hockey, captaining the Cricketers A3 
team for several years. He was 
reliable in the backline from where he 
could encourage teammates, and 
employ his powerful clearing hit. 
· Retirement led to a second, 
20-year part-time career as an 
instructor at vacation swimming 
classes, at different times at 
Fremantle, Cottesloe beach and 
Lancelin. Children in his Cottesloe 
classes recall that they were taught 
far more than how to swim: the 
informal Goldthorpe curriculum, 
sternly imparted, included 
understanding changing weather and 
sea conditions, different wave types 
and how to negotiate them, plus surf 
awareness. Those in his classes have 
never forgotten his teachings. 

Throughout his life, Peter's days 
included swimming and fishing, while 
in more recent years he was also a 
caring grandparent. Perhaps it was 
inevitable that when his 
grandchildren joined the Swanbourne 
club's nipper program, he would 
return to the beach where he first 
mastered the challenges of the surf. 
Peter was an outstanding surf 
lifesaver, but as Paul Gerrard, who 
was coached by him, recently 
observed, he was much more - a 
principled man, inspiring, selfless, 
honest and straightforward. He left a 
legacy that will be long remembered. 
EdJaggard 




