
Armed with little more than a 

vague idea, Patrick Burnett taught 

himself the art of crafting wooden 

surfboards – and is now leading an 

eco-friendly revolution.
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What began as a crazy DIY 
project soon morphed into 
a career. Through building 
wooden surfboards, Patrick 
Burnett has discovered that 
true passion doesn’t always 
mean getting it right – it’s 
about doing it your way
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Master
Your 
Craft

“MY FIRST BOARD WAS A TRAVESTY,” SAYS 

Patrick. “As I was gluing down the rails  

I realised that the three clamps I’d picked 

up at my local hardware store weren’t 

going to be enough. “I rushed inside  

and scrounged the laces from every shoe 

I could find. The shoelaces got all 

gummed up and had to be thrown away, but I managed to 

stick those rails down.”

Later, when it was finally time to glass the board, Patrick 

couldn’t find the right type of epoxy in South Africa and had 

to make do with that stuff you’d use to glue carpets down.  

He had read how important it is to epoxy in a warm environ-

ment – so he pitched the family tent in the garage and filled it 

with heaters.
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All Patrick had back then was a dream that surfboards 

could be made in a more environmentally-friendly way. He’d 

never even seen a wooden surfboard, he had no woodwork-

ing experience and he owned no power tools apart from an 

obligatory drill. That first board was no oil painting, but he 

promised himself he would try to surf it at least once. 

“I found myself caught in the rip and this wave came. It 

was a good one, so I just paddled for it. I caught it and I got to 

my feet and I made the drop and I cruised all the way down 

the line. I can’t describe the satisfaction. I went home from 

that surf and started planning my next board.”

/As Old As Surfing Itself
Wooden surfboards date back nearly 1 500 years – to sixth 

century Polynesia. The first hollow wooden board was built 

in 1926 by American pioneer Tom Blake, whose super-fast 

boards soon took the surfing world by storm. That all 

changed in the 1950s when faster, lighter synthetic boards 

put an end to the glory days of wooden surfboards.

At least that’s what everyone thought… In recent years 

craftsmen in places as diverse as Maine, Ireland, Australia and 

Morocco have resuscitated a dying art. “There are loads of rea-

sons to make surfboards out of wood,” explains Patrick. “It’s 

exceptionally beautiful, it’s a sustainable resource and it’s 

also very buoyant and flexible. The boards I’m making now 

don’t just look amazing – they’re also a pleasure to surf.”

Patrick studied journalism at Rhodes and by his mid-thir-

ties was the co-owner of a successful news agency. He had a 

growing, happy family and there were aspects of his job that 

he loved… but something was missing. “I started thinking a 

lot about how I could connect who I really was with what I 

did.” For Patrick surfing had always been “the great joy,” but 

he started to feel a growing unease about the high carbon 

footprint of conventional foam boards. 

At the same time he had this gnawing feeling that he 

wanted to do something with his hands – but he didn’t know 

what or how or when. “At school we were taught that creativ-

ity with your hands was being an artist, but I can’t even draw  

a stick figure.”

He turned to Google and, without thinking, ordered a book 

on building wooden surfboards. At the time it all felt “like a 

complete accident” but in hindsight what happened was as 

inevitable as a Disney storyline. “As soon as I started working 

on that first board I knew what creativity was,” he remembers.

Still, it was only ever meant to be a one-off project. “Very 

early on I remember saying to my wife, ‘Imagine if I could do 

this for a living.’ She encouraged me to go for it. Looking back, 

it was crazy. I was clearly a very, very long way away from 

achieving that dream, but she backed me.”

/A Hell of a Lot Of Work
Endless effort goes into transforming a pile of planks into a 

wooden surfboard. Patrick handpicks the raw timber, based 

on the weight of the wood and the beauty of the grain, before 

milling it into wafer thin planks. These planks are usually 

only about 30cm wide, so both the top and the bottom of the 

board are made up of several pieces, glued together. 

The board gets its strength from a plywood frame, which 

looks a lot like the skeleton of a fish. In the early days Patrick 

used to hand-cut every piece of the frame, but now he gets 

them CNC cut using one of the 20-odd templates (for differ-

ent board shapes) he has saved on his computer. 

This frame is sandwiched between the top and bottom of 

the board, but the sides of the board – the rails – have to be 

built up from anywhere between five and ten individual 

strips of wood. The board is then shaped, using simple tools 

and a lot of painstaking attention to detail. The final step in 

the process is glassing the board – coating it with three of four 

layers of environmentally-friendly, plant-based epoxy.

“In the beginning I doubted whether I’d ever be able to 

make boards that were as good as the ones I had in my mind, 

but I got there in the end,” confides Patrick. “Craft gives you 

good life skills. I’m not talking just surfboard here – making 

something special requires extreme discipline. You will  

make mistakes and things will go wrong, and that’s a hum-

bling experience. Craft slows you down and forces you to  

put yourself aside.”

“Working with your hands teaches you that everything is 

part of a greater whole. If you look at that finished surfboard 

you see the grain and you see the polish and it looks beauti-

ful, but what’s also involved there is several hours of scraping 

off dried glue and another few hours of sanding… What most 

people would consider really menial tasks. And it’s like that 

for any craft – panelbeating a car, making a table, even brew-

ing your own beer. If you’re not patient and you constantly 

want to get to the next step then you’re going to blow.”

TAKE IT INTO 

YOUR OWN 

HANDS

Follow Patrick 
Burnett’s five golden 
rules to achieve 
(eventual) DIY glory

LISTEN TO YOUR 

HEART If you’re going 
to spend countless 
hours on a project, it’d 
better be something 
you love. “For me it 
had to be a surfboard, 
for you it may be bou-
tique coffee or a steel-
frame bike.”

GOOGLE IS YOUR 

FRIEND If you can 
dream it, someone 
else has done it – and 
blogged about it. 
Careful research is 
vital to your success, 
but there comes a 
time when you have  
to move to action.

IF AT FIRST YOU 

DON’T SUCCEED 
Mistakes are inevita-
ble; what’s important 
is how you react to 
them. “In my experi-
ence, almost any- 
thing is fixable.”

THE TORTOISE 

AND THE HARE 

“Patience and time 
can gloss over any 
inadequacy. Rediscov-
ering what it is to be 
patient is the single 
biggest obstacle to 
craftsmanship.”

A BAD WORKMAN 

BLAMES HIS...  

With any botched DIY 
project there’s a strong 
temptation to blame 
lack of tools – but the 
Incas couldn’t pop 
down to Builders when 
they were building 
Machu Picchu, right? 

“WOOD IS A SUSTAINABLE RESOURCE AND 
ALSO BUOYANT AND FLEXIBLE. THE BOARDS 

I’M MAKING DON’T JUST LOOK GREAT, 
THEY’RE ALSO A PLEASURE TO SURF.”
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A hollow wood 

surfboard is 

30% to 300% 

heavier than 

a standard 

foam-and- 

resin board.

/ Dirty Isn’t Dumb
In addition to making gorgeous boards to order from his ram-

shackle shed near Cape Point, at the bottom Cape Town’s 

souther peninsula, Patrick runs courses where blokes like 

you and me can build their own bespoke board in one (very 

busy) week. He actually had to be begged to run his first 

course, but now, four years down the line, he can’t imagine 

life without teaching. “Within minutes I could see the same 

joy that I get from making boards on other people’s faces. And 

I realised that we all have a sense of craftsmanship within us.” 

Patrick wants students to experience the immense satis-

faction that comes from solving problems with your hands. 

Of course, it’s important that they take away a beautiful, one-

of-a-kind surfboard at the end of it all, “but the process can’t 

be separated from the product,” he says. “If it could, they 

would just pay me to make the board for them.”

At the time he didn’t realise it, but Patrick was actually part 

of a global return to craftsmanship, which has been described 

very eloquently by Matthew Crawford – an American motor-

bike mechanic who just happens to have a PhD in political 

philosophy. “The trades suffer from low prestige,” writes 

Crawford. “Because the work is dirty, many people assume it 

is also stupid. A gifted young person who chooses to become 

a mechanic rather than to accumulate academic credentials is 

viewed as eccentric, if not self-destructive.”

“The important thing,” he continues, “is whether a job 

entails using your own judgement or not. Many of us do  

work that feels more surreal than real. Working in an office, 

you often find it difficult to see any tangible result from  

your efforts.”

Crawford isn’t saying we should all quit our desk jobs 

today, but he is convinced you’ll gain far more from actually 

fixing your broken toaster than you would get from replacing 

it or paying someone else to repair it. You may think your 

desk job involves lots of creative problem-solving, but the 

chances are it also protects you from what Crawford calls 

unambiguous failure. 

Most failures in the modern workplace are subjective,  

but if that toaster can’t make toast when you’re done fixing  

it, then there’s no room for excuses.

/ Getting Back to Surfboards
Teaching has made Patrick realise again and again that 

patience and time are the ultimate antidote to a lack of tools 

or skills. “Guys with no woodworking experience who’re pre-

pared to take it slow and figure it out do really well on the 

course. The same applies to any craft – origami, metalwork, 

you name it. To succeed you need to get so absorbed in the 

task at hand that you almost forget what you’re doing.”

This outlook spills through to other aspect of Patrick’s life. 

“The ultimate, for me, is to be able to surf without distraction. 

But it has to be done responsibly. If you’re taking three or four 

hours out of your work day to surf, you’ve missed the point. If 

you don’t eat healthy, you’ve also missed the point, because 

your surfing will suffer. When I’m in a good cycle I surf three, 

four even five times a week. Being in the water is a blessing 

and a priviledge. I use it to invigorate myself.”

As I set off on the wind-strewn track which leads from  

Patrick’s shed amongst the fynbos back to the sandy car park, 

he calls out to me. “One last thing,” he shouts through the 

South-Easter. “Don’t make me out to be some kind of a guru 

just because I said all that stuff. I’m not. I don’t know anything 

better than the next guy. All I know is that working with my 

hands has made me a better person.”  


