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Going Beyond the Waves to Reshape an Experience

Daniella Zalcman for The New York Times

Thomas Meyerhoffer developed his innovative surfboard design in a tiny shed in his backyard. “It’s unusually polarizing,”
he said.

By JOSHUA ROBINSON
Published: July 13, 2009

MONTARA, Calif. — Somewhere over the course of five years and
seven prototypes, Thomas Meyerhoffer found that his experimental
surfboards no longer looked like surfboards. The pointed nose had
faded away. The wide waist had melted inward. And the back
stretched into a long, slender tail.

The prototypes were not even close to the conventional boards he
had been riding each day since 1998, when he left his job as a
designer at Apple. But Meyerhoffer tired of those boards anyway,
and he sought a new surfing experience. So, from his home office
and a tiny backyard shed here, Meyerhoffer took what was
considered the most radical leap in board design in 50 years.

“It’s about creating a different feeling,” Meyerhoffer said recently. “Like the difference
between playing tennis with a wooden racket and a metal racket. Or playing golf with
wooden drivers.”

Surfers had never heard of Meyerhoffer, who does play golf with wooden drivers. It was
hard to blame them. Meyerhoffer, a 43-year-old Swede, has spent a lifetime as a

Advertise on NYTimes.com

Next Article in Sports (4 of 19) »

Sign up for a summary of the day's top stories from
around the globe, delivered at the start of the Asian
morning. See Sample
more@meyerhoffer.com   

Global Update

More From TicketsNow »

Thu, Jul. 16th,
2009 7:05 PM

Los Angeles Angels of
Anaheim at Oakland Athletics

From
$20-$115

Fri, Jul. 17th,
2009 7:05 PM

Los Angeles Angels of
Anaheim at Oakland Athletics

From
$12-$115

Fri, Jul. 17th,
2009 7:05 PM

San Francisco Giants at
Pittsburgh Pirates

From
$10-$3000

Sat, Jul. 18th,
2009 1:10 PM

Los Angeles Angels of
Anaheim at Oakland Athletics

From
$10-$125

Sat, Jul. 18th,
2009 7:05 PM

San Francisco Giants at
Pittsburgh Pirates

From
$17-$3000

Sun, Jul. 19th,
2009 1:35 PM

San Francisco Giants at
Pittsburgh Pirates

From
$10-$3000

Mon, Jul. 20th,
2009 7:10 PM

San Francisco Giants at
Atlanta Braves

From
$10-$150

MOST POPULAR

1. Collect Now, or Later? Timing Social Security Benefits

2. For Palin, a Long March to a Short-Notice
Resignation

SIGN IN TO
RECOMMEND

E-MAIL

SEND TO PHONE

PRINT

REPRINTS

SHARE

BLOGGED SEARCHEDE-MAILED

HOME PAGE TODAY'S PAPER VIDEO MOST POPULAR TIMES TOPICS My Account Welcome, meyerhoffer0  Log Out  Help

Welcome to TimesPeople
Get Started RecommendTimesPeople Lets You Share and Discover the Best of NYTimes.com

http://www.nytimes.whsites.net/mediakit/
http://www.nytimes.com/
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/sports/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/world/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/national/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/nyregion/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/business/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/technology/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/science/index.html
http://health.nytimes.com/pages/health/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/sports/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/opinion/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/arts/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/style/index.html
http://travel.nytimes.com/pages/travel/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/jobs/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/realestate/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/automobiles/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/sports/baseball/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/sports/football/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/sports/ncaafootball/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/sports/basketball/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/sports/ncaabasketball/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/sports/hockey/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/sports/soccer/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/sports/golf/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/sports/tennis/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/sports/global/index.html
http://www.ticketsnow.com/Sports_Tickets.html
javascript:ARMRedirLib.reportA4EBannerActivity(%22http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk%3Fsa%3Dl%26ai%3DBpCcBrzRcSpHHFI2mjQTwusHED5uv1H_T2NakD9nd88cIABABGAEg7JqNDDgAUIDH4cQEYMn2-IbIo6AZsgEPd3d3Lm55dGltZXMuY29tugEPNzI4eDkwX3Bhc19hYmdjyAEJ2gE0aHR0cDovL3d3dy5ueXRpbWVzLmNvbS8yMDA5LzA3LzE0L3Nwb3J0cy8xNHN1cmYuaHRtbJgCiCe4AhjAAgHIAtHZxQeoAwHoA3boA7EF6AOHAvUDAAQABPUDJAAAAA%26num%3D1%26sig%3DAGiWqtyyi5U-etyQGkAVaBIrjQxd8r8xFA%26client%3Dca-nytimes_display_block%26adurl%3D%22,%22orange_alternate_c961e5d50db5479091169c213440b0b2b7d71542d1804267b256cd6271b0cdf3_rep%22,%20%22http://clk.atdmt.com/go/156236731/direct;vt.1;wi.728;hi.90;ai.119082611;ct.1%22,%201247556786418)
http://www.nytimes.whsites.net/mediakit/
http://www.nytimes.com/marketing/email/samples/todaysheadlines_asianmorning.html
http://www.ticketsnow.com/Sports_Tickets.html?partnercode=13556
http://www.ticketsnow.com/default.aspx?partnercode=13556
http://www.ticketsnow.com/ticketslist.aspx?PID=732329&partnercode=13556&chnl=Partner&subchnl=Business_Development&intcmp=ny000004
http://www.ticketsnow.com/ticketslist.aspx?PID=732330&partnercode=13556&chnl=Partner&subchnl=Business_Development&intcmp=ny000004
http://www.ticketsnow.com/ticketslist.aspx?PID=735073&partnercode=13556&chnl=Partner&subchnl=Business_Development&intcmp=ny000004
http://www.ticketsnow.com/ticketslist.aspx?PID=732331&partnercode=13556&chnl=Partner&subchnl=Business_Development&intcmp=ny000004
http://www.ticketsnow.com/ticketslist.aspx?PID=735074&partnercode=13556&chnl=Partner&subchnl=Business_Development&intcmp=ny000004
http://www.ticketsnow.com/ticketslist.aspx?PID=735075&partnercode=13556&chnl=Partner&subchnl=Business_Development&intcmp=ny000004
http://www.ticketsnow.com/ticketslist.aspx?PID=734754&partnercode=13556&chnl=Partner&subchnl=Business_Development&intcmp=ny000004
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/07/14/world/middleeast/14soccer.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/07/11/your-money/11retire.html?em
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/07/13/us/politics/13palin.html?em
javascript:void(0);
javascript:document.emailThis.submit();
javascript:void(0);
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/07/14/sports/14surf.html?_r=1&ref=sports&pagewanted=print
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/07/14/sports/14surf.html?_r=1&ref=sports#
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/07/14/sports/14surf.html?_r=1&ref=sports#
http://www.nytimes.com/adx/bin/adx_click.html?type=goto&opzn&page=global.nytimes.com/yr/mo/day/sports&pos=Frame4A&sn2=bdc4a260/c4067b44&sn1=9dd22b31/d2cdb3ca&camp=foxsearch2009_emailtools_1011075c_nyt5&ad=500DOS_120x60_c&goto=http://www.foxsearchlight.com/500daysofsummer
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/07/14/sports/14surf.html?_r=1&ref=sports#
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/07/14/sports/14surf.html?_r=1&ref=sports#
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/07/14/sports/14surf.html?_r=1&ref=sports#
http://www.nytimes.com/
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/todayspaper/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/video
http://www.nytimes.com/mostpopular
http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/
http://www.nytimes.com/membercenter/
http://www.nytimes.com/mem/profile.html
http://www.nytimes.com/logout
http://www.nytimes.com/membercenter/sitehelp.html
http://timespeople.nytimes.com/getstarted
http://timespeople.nytimes.com/view/user/undefined
http://timespeople.nytimes.com/home/about/


7/14/09 12:43 AMGoing Beyond the Waves to Reshape Surfing - NYTimes.com

Page 2 of 3http://www.nytimes.com/2009/07/14/sports/14surf.html?_r=1&ref=sports

hard to blame them. Meyerhoffer, a 43-year-old Swede, has spent a lifetime as a
designer. He includes Porsche and Apple on his résumé and has made everything from
translucent computers to Cappellini chairs, wraparound ski goggles to paper-towel
dispensers.

To the surfing world, Meyerhoffer was a voice in the wilderness.

“He’s coming at it from a really innocent design perspective, and that’s what makes this
significant,” said Sam George, the former editor of Surfer Magazine and a daily surfer
since the 1960s. “The outline of the surfboard has remained remarkably static over the
decades. So when a guy like Thomas comes along and fundamentally changes the look,
the whole outline, it’s startling.”

The idea behind the shape, reminiscent of an hourglass, is to emphasize noseriding and
tailriding for recreational surfers. In the simplest terms, it is supposed to be a longboard
that rides like a quicker, more maneuverable shortboard. When Meyerhoffer describes it,
however, he cannot help but lapse into design-speak about removing mass,
redistributing volume and continuous organic shapes.

He insisted that the crazy lines were not just different for the sake of being different. It
was a painstaking process of trial and error.

“I never designed the board to look this way,” Meyerhoffer said. “It became this way.”

The big-wave rider Peter Mel, who also operates a surf shop in nearby Santa Cruz, was
stunned when he took Meyerhoffer’s board out for a ride.

“Initially, I thought, What the heck is this thing?” Mel said. “We’re so used to seeing
surfboards a certain way that we all get caught in a little box. But when I rode it, I was
really surprised.”

Mel was not the only apprehensive surfer. When Meyerhoffer took the board down to
the beach two blocks from his house, people took him for a kook with a wipeout waiting
to happen. Still, it was more respect than he received with his first experiments:
conventionally shaped boards with a colorful translucent section filling up the back.

“You show up with something like that on the beach, and people just shake their heads,”
he said.

But Meyerhoffer has been validated by the growing legion of fans from California to
Australia who have written to him pledging allegiance to the board. The first run of
about 1,000 boards, which began trickling into stores this spring, has sold out. The
manufacturing company Global Surf Industries has a backlog of orders that will carry it
to February.

“It’s unusually polarizing,” Meyerhoffer said.

Meyerhoffer undertook the project after growing frustrated with the 40 or so boards he
kept around the minimalist house he designed for himself a decade ago. He had toyed
with shaping boards for windsurfing as a teenager — he even submitted one in his
application portfolio for art school — but had not tried again in more than 20 years.

He approached the problem by falling back on his design training and design software.
Hand-drawn sketches became three-dimensional digital models before he sent them to
be translated into foam by a computerized cutting machine. Most mainstream surfboards
go through the same process — the art of hand-shaping foam inside the board is dying —
before being coated in epoxy.
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before being coated in epoxy.

But Meyerhoffer quickly discovered that the device was not sensitive enough to meet his
specifications. So in that tiny shed next to his son’s jungle gym, Meyerhoffer taught
himself the esoteric craft of shaping surfboard foam. Every prototype cut by a machine
had to be refined by hand.

“Everybody can design on a computer today,” he said, “but to go from your computer
screen to a board that really works is like cooking food. Anyone can read a recipe, but the
master chef will always be much better.”

And just as a chef’s reward is sitting down and eating his own creation, Meyerhoffer said
that taking the board out on the ocean made the sleepless nights and endless glitches
worth it.

“It’s so much more satisfying than when you design a mobile phone,” he said. “Then you
just make a call. Here, you get to surf.”
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