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ome of the most satisfying inventions are deceptively simple—the 
kind of ideas that make you wonder why nobody thought of them 
before. Corrugated iron, for example; simply adding a ribbed “wave” 
to galvanized steel increases its tensile strength enormously, 
allowing it to span large distances safely and cheaply. Or the Biro, a 

one-millimetre diameter stainless-steel sphere that allows ink to flow freely, 
encased in a plastic tube—over 100 billion have been sold since its inception. 

Elegant in conception and perfect in function, there is one simple proof of 
their brilliance that transcends units sold or money made; they don’t need to 
change. They endure because they are just “right”. Their designers are often 
underappreciated, sometimes overlooked, frequently unknown. They embody 
perfectly what I call “anonymous” design. 

The Schiller Water Bike comes from this tradition. Its starting point is the 
Safety Bicycle that was first launched in 1885 as an alternative to the Penny 
Farthing. By making the two wheels of a similar size, fixing them together 
with a diamond frame, and powering the back wheel with a simple chain 
mechanism, cycles became faster, more stable, and easier to control. Great 
ideas give rise to great ideas, and, in 1888, John Boyd Dunlop invented the 
pneumatic tyre for the bicycle. The advanced cycles we see on the Tour de 
France have not fundamentally altered the basic form established over 130 
years ago—metal tubes, rubber, air, and leg power. 

The second element in the Water Bike is the catamaran-like arrangement of 
inflatable pontoons that allow Jessica Schiller’s invention to work on water. 
The catamaran arrangement of parallel hulls first emerged in Polynesia over 
3,000 years ago. They allow for navigation in shallow waters, reduce pitch and 
roll, require less material than a single hull, and are remarkably easy to make. 
My friend, mentor and collaborator Richard Buckminster 
Fuller developed his 1968 Rowing Needles on similar lines. Bucky’s design in 
lightweight aluminium required little maintenance, elevating the rower above 
the water spray and making getting on and off board simple even at sea. It was 
remarkably easy to use, even by a novice rower. Although he is best 
remembered for his incredible geodesic domes, Bucky himself referred to the 
Rowing Needles as his most refined design—the purest expression of “doing 
more with less”. 

These two exceptional designs combine to form something remarkable in the 
Schiller Water Bike. 
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It is not the first time the bicycle has been combined with another technology 
to create something unique. I often used to conclude talks in the late 1970s 
and early ’80s with images of Paul MacCready’s Gossamer Albatross 
and Gossamer Penguin. The combination of bicycle and aircraft seemed to 
me an ideal for architects—combining lightness, strength, material 
experimentation, and an awareness of ecological impact. “Combination” is 
perhaps the final element of the Schiller Water Bike design story. Some 
innovations are completely new discoveries—something never seen before. 
Others combine elements that already exist in a way no one has thought of 
before. The printing press, iPhone and Schiller Water Bike all trace 
their heritage in a similar way. 

However, to consider the design aspects of the Schiller Water Bike alone is to 
miss the most important point—it is simply great fun to ride. Ours is based on 
a pond on the island of Martha’s Vineyard, which anywhere else would best be 
described as a large lake. Inland, parts of it are overgrown with tight creeks 
whilst a long frontage to the beach is exposed to the full force of Atlantic 
weather. The Water Bike can cope wonderfully with these extremes. 

I can remember being close to the ocean and riding it up the crest of larger 
waves, only to plummet down into the valleys between them—it reminded me 
at the time of skiing moguls on a steep alpine slope as I stood up on the pedals 
of the bike and strained at the handlebar. As a contrast, the early mornings, 
when the water is like glass and nature comes alive, can be magic because the 
bike can glide quietly and transport you to hidden and otherwise inaccessible 
places. In that sense, it is the ultimate waterborne freedom machine. 

Sir Norman Robert Foster, Baron Foster of Thames Bank, OM, RA is a British 
architect whose company, Foster + Partners, maintains an international 
design practice famous for high-tech architecture. He is the President of the 
Norman Foster Foundation.  www.normanfosterfoundation.org 
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