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Fall, 2011, the Board of Directors of the Chris-Craft Antique Boat Club 
had declined in number to a single individual: Bill Basler, who by default, 
had become Club President and everything else. In this situation, the 
Club was neither operating in accordance with the laws of Florida nor its 
own articles of incorporation. Permitting this to continue would, without 
question, have been fatal and would have shortly ended the long history 
of the oldest and largest enthusiast marque club within the classic boating 
avocation. Decisive action needed to be taken immediately. 

In February 2012, a core group of passionate Chris-Craft Antique Boat 
Club members had made themselves known. They had a singular mission 
in mind: restore the confidence of the membership, resume membership 
benefits, and establish new governance for the future of the Club with full 
transparency, accountability, and sustainability. 

Basler appointed these men as the new Board of Directors, then resigned 
from The Club.

The new Board recognizes Bill Basler for all the important contributions 
he has made since joining the Board in 2005: our magnificent Web 
Presence, the new look of The Brass Bell, and the many innovations 
effected by his hard work and graphic skills.

This newly appointed Board of Directors has already made great strides 
within the past months as evidenced by the reissue of a completely 
revised Brass Bell. There is no “I” in team, and that has never been 
truer concerning the recent successes of the new Board and a handful 
of dedicated volunteers. The entire membership owes a great deal of 
gratitude to the key volunteers who stepped forward to help. Please join 
us in recognizing the following individuals for their contributions: Matt 
Bryne, Chad Durren, Mark Christensen, John Stolte, and Matt Fine.

We sincerely thank all those who have come forward with words of 
encouragement and support; we look forward to blazing this new trail in 
the Club’s history with each of you.

Best regards, 
 
2012 Chris-Craft Antique Boat Club Board of Directors
Don Ayers, Don Vogt, Paul Harrison, Al Benton
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Editor’s Corner

T H E  B R A S S  B E L L6

Here we go again. Another “all-new” beginning for The Brass Bell: my second; Lord knows how many since 
Wilson took over The Club ‘way back when. You’ll notice right away that this issue is smaller in a number 
of ways than the preceding ones. Past Brass Bells required an impossible number of hours in each copy and 
were simply non-sustainable. Little by little, each issue was delivered later until everything shuddered to a 
stop toward the end of last year.

In “From the Club,” you’ll have already read about the new team of Volunteers who selflessly took over and 
began clearing away the wreckage, so I’ll skip any words about that—except to mention that I’m back as 
Mangling Editor because of them. Period.

You’ll note that many of the old columns have survived the apocalypse. Herb Pocklington’s “Pocklington’s 
Perspective” is just as fascinating as ever. We have a really interesting “Take The Helm” that puts you into a 
twin-engined, finned Ventnor. At last, we “Profile” Wilson Wright, the guy who really put our Club  
on the map, and our beginning “Riva Connection”—by our own Marty Feletto—is about shipping  
Rivas internationally 

For features, I’ve written a cautionary story about making friends with Don Ayers—and what can happen 
when you do. I know you’ll like the tale of Summertime, the twin-engine Sportsman that Clay Thompson 
brought to Keels and Wheels a few weeks ago; it’s awesome. And if you have an old fiberglass “beater” you 
love—but are ashamed to drive it anymore—you can read what I did in the same situation. Finally, Seb 
Borello writes about everyone’s current bugaboo: gasoline.

We hope you enjoy our new, “sustainable” product. I’m thrilled by what Chicago’s Catylist Communica-
tions is doing while they page-set our all-new magazine. As we get more familiar with many new process-
es—and more of our old authors return—we expect constant improvements in everything you see. Thanks 
to all for sticking around so long.

Bill Baldwin
Mangling Editor



Win. Place. Show Off.

Whether you need 100% visual accuracy, 100% Reliability, or both, van ness engine restorations 

perform flawlessly. from brilliantly executed internals TO MUSEUM-GRADE external DETAILING, there 

is no better choice than Van ness. Even if you are looking for one Elusive part, David Van Ness is eager 

to help. Call (201) 445-8685 or email vannesseng@optonline.net. 

Van Ness
 e ngin e e ring

rebuild Myth # 1:
Partial-skirt, automotive (ie:Dodge) 
pistons are a reliable, money-saving 
swap for full-skirt, marine pistons in 
Chris-Craft Model K engines. 
Wrong! Call David Van Ness at 
(201) 445-8685 for the co�ect 
parts for your rebuild.
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I am happy to see the report 
about the restructuring of the 
club. It would appear we are on 
a proactive track and the future 
looks bright for the CCABC.

~Chris W.

Really appreciate all the work 
you people have done to put the 
CCABC back on the tracks. For 
a while there, I was afraid the 
whole thing was going away for-
ever. Best of luck to the BOD.

~Renold J.

Glad I stuck around when 
things looked black last year. 
Would really be a shame to see 
the Chris Craft club go down 
the drain after all these years.  
Thanks to everybody involved.

~Trenton R.

Looking forward to my next 
Brass Bell under the new Board 
of Directors. Glad you people 
didn’t give up last year!

~Harry N.

Just renewed my Husband’s gift 
membership. Last year, I wasn’t 
sure I was going to do that 
again. Glad to hear the CCABC 
is on the mend. Keep up the 
good work.

~Cynthia J.

Thank you to the new BOD for 
getting this boat back on track. 
I don’t know a lot about the 
maintenance, and staining, and 
all that good stuff that goes with 
boat ownership, BUT, what I do 
know, a lot of it came from the 
more knowledgeable members 
of this club, and personal friends 
I have made BECAUSE of this 
club.

I am excited for the path we are 
on now, and I thank all that 
have undertaken this endeavor. 
I would be saddened if we lost 
this very important resource.

~Tyson K.

I am taken aback at the highly 
skilled time investment that 
was OBVIOUSLY required to 
produce something like this  
 [The Brass Bell]. A labor of love, 
no doubt, and very impressive 
in so many ways; photography, 
content, layout, printing, sheesh!

~Paul P.
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Letters
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N E W S  F L A S H

The Brass Bell  welcomes  
letters from our readers. 
Please send all  
correspondence to:

E-mail:
admin@chris-craft.org

Address:
Chris-Craft Antique Boat Club
PO Box 691582
Orlando, FL 32869



Paul and Karen Harrison’s 1948 Chris-Craft Sportsman Sedan “Barnwood”
~ ACBS 2011 Best Preserved ~

 Photograph by Don Ayers

We use Our Boats,
We use Our Boat Clubs.

Please help to support both.
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N E W S  F L A S H

Recreating original interiors can be a difficult task for 
any purest, but when you have Club members like 
Paul Cundiff of Woodies Restorations, everyone’s life 
gets a little easier. Back in the Spring 2011 issue of 
The Brass Bell, Paul wrote a great, informative feature 
chronicling the trials and tribulations of reproducing 
original vinyl materials. 
 
The Chris-Craft Antique Boat Club is all about  
preserving the history our iconic boats; that’s why  
we were thrilled to learn that Paul decided to do 
something about the situation. After rejecting a num-
ber of samples, Paul’s pickiness paid off for a near-

exact reproduction of the popular pre-war material.  
Introduced around 1941, the Aqua Marine (Aqua Blue 
is the same color, see Spring 2006 Brass Bell)  
“Russialoid” was today’s equivalent to standard  
vinyl, a step below the leather version. The less costly 
material was used primarily in the 1941-1942 17-foot 
Barrel Backs, but was also used in certain parts of 
the more expensive, leather-equipped models.

Please contact Paul Cundiff directly for samples,  
pricing, and availability at hard-to-please 
www.woodiesrestorations.com or call 270-866-2628

Aqua Marine Now Available!
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At Chris-Craft’s Swiss European headquarters, 
we put together an illustrated brochure extolling 
the concept as a business venture, then created a 
multinational ad campaign and brochures to reach 
the public. With the dual promotion underway in 
Europe and the Middle East and results of a dealer 
survey at hand, I directed our factory manager to 
secure data from Chris-Craft USA  on their house-
boat program – including tested and approved 
maximum manufacturing hours (MCA’s). After 
adding an appropriate number of per-boat labor 
hours) to our materials cost, we were able to es-
tablish selling prices. With dealer interest kindled 
and a business dossier in hand, I visited the Athens 
offices or Aristotle Onassis, in the center of, per-
haps, the best known of all island chains. Onassis’s 
business manager expressed real interest and 

said that “we” are prepared to work with you on 
this, so please come back to see us after you arrange 
finance.” Not the answer needed.

Ari’s son Alexander Onassis and I then boarded 
his helicopter for a quick tour of nearby islands, 
concluding my visit. The next day he was killed 
when the helicopter we had shared the day before 
landed in the Agean sea & was in Dubrovnik, 
Yugoslavia.

The thousand-mile island chain stretching along 
the Adriatic coast of Yugoslavia was then a holiday 
retreat for thousands of more budget-minded Eu-
ropeans. The medieval, walled city of Dubrovnik, 
with a naturally formed harbor nestled between 
mountains and sea at the southern end of the 
chain was to become the base for the Chris-Craft 
Aquatel fleet. 

In Search of an Island Chain
By Herb Pocklington

In the seventies, Chris-Craft promoted a new rent-a-boat program  
(think Avis & Hertz for autos), to be introduced as Aquatels, where  
Aqua-Homes would be berthed for vacationers who could fly into, say, 
Chicago, cruise the Great Lakes to Detroit, then fly home leaving their 
boat at another in the chain of Aquatels. Sounded like a winner, but, 
it never happened in the US to the scale envisaged.  

Pocklington’s Perspective
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P O C K L I N G T O N ’ S  P E R S P E C T I V E

We celebrated the accord at the castle, right above, 
where the Aquatel would be centered, but wih an-
nual Dinar inflation at 25%, we moved the closing 
to Munich where I agreed to accept Deutsch-
marks in payment. Later in Belgrade, with the 
buyer (who knew his way around the corridors of 
government), we obtained official approval for the 
project and the exporting of currency.. The buyer 
then added 12 twin Diesel fiberglass Commander 
cruisers to the order.

There was a lot of enthusiasm in the market. and 
the folks in Yugoslavia provided good facilities 
up and down the coast, but there was a problem 
lurking inside our own company. (I should point 
out that this happened at a critical time in company 
history: Chairman Harsen Smith and Bill  
MacKerer, who developed and directed our multi-

plant manufacturing cost-control system, were 
retired. Harry Coll had moved on to an executive 
position at another firm, and Chris-Craft Industries 
in New York was in charge—with a rapid succes-
sion of Presidents du jour “running things” at their 
boat division.) “New York” was enamored with the 
Aquatel concept…to the point of dismissing care-
fully calculated hourly manufacturing costs. So 
when my Italian factory manager requested such 
data (as he did whenever he was providing informa-
tion to our financial office), they mis-represented 
the truth. Even though we added learning-curve 
hours, they turned profit into loss. When I called 
MacKerer’s replacement, he said “New York told 
me to do it”. I can confirm that, and except for 
that, we had an excellent program, the basic idea 
was  sound, and could again contribute to the 
industry and the people we serve. 

OK, we did hit some rocks along the way but, as 
boat-builders, like Mohammed, we learned that 
we had to go to the mountain to find our way 
into new markets. Earlier, we did the same when 
European and US dollars started fleeing to OPEC 
countries, by developing alliances with dis-
tributors al Rodhan and al Mutawa in Kuwait, al 
Khater in Qatar, al Askari in Abu Dhabi, as well 
as others in Sharja,Tehran, Muscat and Bahrain. 
All are now active boating markets and places 
other US builders can find customers.

lEFT: Arrangement plan - 

sleeping accommodations for 

families, or up to eleven very 

close friends. Slide berths in 

central closet. Single or twin 

Petrol or Diesels. RIGHT: City of 

Dubrovnik, Yugoslavia with  

a naturally formed harbor. 

INSERT: 34 ft Chris-Craft Aqua-

Home, undergoing intense 

product evaluation by office 

staff on Swiss lake.

FORBES magazine, in their November 2, 1987 issue got it right 
when they printed, “Perhaps this country’s best known name in 
boating, Chris-Craft, shows what can go depressingly when a  
family–owned business gets gobbled by the wrong conglomerate.”
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BLAME DON AYERS
Don Ayers is quite a guy—but you do have 
to keep an eye on him. Don and I have 
been close friends since Wilson Wright 
introduced us at least half a million years 
ago. One of Don’s attributes I straight away 
admired was a kind of natural enthusiasm—
which, over the years, I have discovered is 
not only contagious, but sometimes finan-
cially perilous. This study is a case in point:

Among his friends, Don is also well known 
for rooting out collectable, old boats like a 
truffle hog sniffs out gastronomic delights. 
That’s exactly how this story began. One 
morning a few years ago, I got an excited 
phone call from Oklahoma City, 

Oklahoma, where Don and his brother 
were at the moment working on a strategy 
to pull a number of old Chris-Crafts from 
a collapsing warehouse. (Well, doesn’t ev-
erybody?) Advancing Mad Cow prevents me 
from recalling many details of the phone 
call, but I do remember that in fact, these 
two madmen actually did remove the boats 
without being killed: something about 
crawling in with a long chain, then towing 
the boats out from a distance with Don’s 
truck. In a later conversation, I asked what 
he’d found.

“One of them was a ‘Golden Arrow,’” Don 
said matter-of-factly.

“You mean a ‘Silver Arrow,’” I corrected.

“No, ‘Golden Arrow,’” Don countered. 
“Like in ‘Chris-Craft Cavalier Golden  
Arrow.’”

“Um, what’s a ‘Golden Arrow?’ Never heard 
of one.”

“Knew you’d ask,” Ayers said with a 
chuckle. “Check it out on page 450 of Jerry 
Conrad’s Chris-Craft, The Essential Guide.” 

OBOY! 
I REALLY needed another 
Chris-Craft!

View into the co
llapsing warehous

e

By Bill Baldwin
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I did—while we were talking. “Wow! That’s 
one beautiful boat,” I exclaimed. “I’ve never 
seen quite anything like it….” 

I had just fallen in love again… What a 
great, unique, and elegant boat: so very 
indicative of its whole milieu! Somehow, it 
looked like the very icon of every Seventies 
convertible that ever rolled. I wanted one! 

From that point, things moved rapidly—
or would have, except for one thing: the 
Golden Arrow Don had resurrected didn’t 
look much like the picture in The Guide. 
To call this boat a disaster would be badly 
understating its condition. Corpse was more 
accurate. Nevertheless, I purchased what 
was left and Don towed it down to the 
Wooden Boat Association’s Allen, Texas 
boatyard  just north of Dallas. There, I 
began a literal autopsy, attempting to learn 
everything I could about the boat. Turns 
out, the wreckage was an unvarnished (and 
how!) goldmine whose body parts have 
since continued giving life to other boats—
but that’s a story for another Brass Bell. 
Suffice it to say all the usual suspects in the 
Boat Yard had a ball dissecting that poor 
cadaver, and Yard-Owner Bob Kubicek 
eventually hauled the remainder to a land-
fill. So passed the Golden Arrow #18 from 
1963’s production line.

 

DISCOVERY: GOLDEN ARROWS ARE SCARCE
I still wanted a Golden Arrow, but quickly 
discovered that not many have managed 
to survive into this era. Designed by Fred 
Hudson in the early Sixties, the Golden 
Arrow was a drastic change from Don 
Mortrude’s iconic look of the Forties and 
Fifties—yet hadn’t begun morphing into 
the more fluid look that fiberglass boats 
eventually attained. It did have just the 
right look for its time, and with the op-
tional 327 engine was advertised as a boat 
capable of,  “45 mph top speeds.” For some 
reason, though, Chris-Craft seemed almost 
reluctant to sell the doggoned things. In 
truth, the 19-foot, Chris-Craft Cavalier 
Golden Arrow was neither fish (mahogany) 
nor foul (fiberglass). It was (gasp!) vinyl-
covered plywood—kind of a placeholder 
for things to come. The term “red-headed 
stepchild” comes to mind, for Chris-Craft 
built them during only two model years: 
1963 and 1964—and not many at that. 
During 1963, they built 120, of which 20 
were fitted with an unsightly transdrive; in 
1964, they built only 50 more—all with 
conventional propeller shafts.

Still, when you consider the sum of their 
attributes, Golden Arrows had a lot to offer: 
they were fast, roomy, comfortable, 

trailerable—and you could get them with 
an optional fiberglass bottom covering for 
use with the new boat lifts that were com-
ing into style at the time. They were also 
quite attractive and made excellent ski tows

Unfortunately, they were a little pricy—
at least for the people with whom I ran 
around at the time. Adjusting for inflation, 
the 40-mph version with a 185-hp 283 had 
an asking price of $3,395. That translates to 
$25,499.95 in 2011’s deflated currency! You 
got the 45-mph, 210-hp  327 version for 
$3,965—2011’s equivalent of $28,124.43. 

Another “unfortunate” for the longevity  
of Golden Arrows: boats built of fiberglass 
were hitting the boating scene like a hur-
ricane. Manufacturers loved them because 
they could be built quickly and economi-
cally by a workforce that didn’t require 
expensive woodworking skills. Buyers loved 
them because they were relatively inexpen-
sive, durable, and fast. Within little more 
than a decade, once-elegant wooden boats 
(now looking rather shoddy as they aged) 
disappeared into barns, if they were lucky, 
or rotted away under decaying canvas.  
At a time when people let perfectly good 
mahogany Chris-Crafts sit out in fields  
rotting, who was going to take particular 
care of an old, plywood boat covered in 
fading vinyl?

Another view of the warehouse



The Golden Arrow is a wooden straight inboard from Chris Craft. She came from 

the factory with the topsides wrapped in like a bronze colored vinyl. That’s where 

they got the name golden arrow. The vinyl and adhesive and paint have been 

stripped from the topsides and inside the sides of the boat. She just needs the 

topsides refinished and the hard work is done. The boat is very solid due to the 

protection from the vinyl. Can’t ask the engine to run any better ,this is a beast. 

Best buy some put some time a little bit of money and you will have one of the few 

remaining golden arrows left.”

1964 CHRIS CRAFT GOLDEN ARROW 327 V8 $4,950
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NEVER SAY “NEVER”
I’d pretty much given up on the idea of 
owning a Golden Arrow, when a friend 
from my Raleigh, North Carolina days for-
warded me a Craig’s List ad—and there it 
was: “1964 Chris Craft [sic] 19ft GOLDEN 
ARROW 327V8 4,950.” The accompa-
nying description was a little off-putting 
however. [quoted as is from the ad] 

“The Golden Arrow is a wooden straight inboard 

from Chris Craft. She came from the factory with 

the topsides wrapped in like a bronze colored vinyl. 

That’s where they got the name golden  

arrow. The vinyl and adhesive and paint have been 

stripped from the topsides and inside the sides of 

the boat. She just needs the topsides refinished 

and the hard work is done. The boat is very solid 

due to the protection from the vinyl. Can’t ask the 

engine to run any better, this is a beast. Best buy 

some put some time a little bit of money and  

you will have one of the few remaining golden  

arrows left.”

From the accompanying photos, the hull 
looked pretty sound—even if the top two 
pictures had been taken before the vinyl was 
removed. The purported “327V8” was obvi-
ous malarkey, especially with the two-barrel 
carburetor and the JC-Witney-style gold-
plated valve covers. Whatever was lurking 
under that engine box, the term “beast” 
seemed believable. Besides I thought I knew 
where I could find a pretty nice, authentic 
Chris-Craft 327.  Obviously, the vendor 
had no idea what sort of boat he was sell-
ing—and was not looking for someone who 
wanted to do a Golden-Arrow restoration. 
Like a good salesman, he put out a wide-
spread shotgun blast of words—which 
managed to make one score. After a whole 
lot of back-and-forth with him, I bought 
the boat. Ironically, the Arrow was located 
in Durham, North Carolina, scant miles 
from where I had been living only a few 
years previously. Yes, I paid the doggoned 
freight!

I named her Goldie! With the exclamation 
point as part of her name. Just seemed right 
for me then. Still does.  

Restorer extraordinary and good friend Jim 
Frechette—a familiar contributor to The 
Brass Bell—did the restoration. All in all, 
it seemed I’d purchased a pretty good boat. 
Jim trailered it to Austin in early Spring 
2011 and worked on it over the Summer 
with hopes of having it ready for pickup at 
the 29th annual Hill Country Boat Show at 
Horseshoe Bay, on Lake LBJ, Texas.

Indeed, the hull was in pretty good shape. 
The forward deck required replacement 
because of some rot issues, but otherwise, 
restoration was fairly straightforward. Find-
ing proper vinyl for the decks and seats was 
not the problem we had originally envi-
sioned—we simply custom ordered what we 
needed from a company that makes vinyl 
coverings, even to the unusual patterns 
for the seats. For the floors, he used trusty 
Nautolex®.

The boat came with proper hardware, 
including a number of pieces that Chris-
Craft hadn’t called for, like chocks and 
step pads. Somewhere along the line, an 
owner had even installed a second gas tank 
under the forward deck—perhaps planning 
a trip to the Azores? Jim and I settled on 
the very basic—very Spartan—hardware 

Front deck with screwdriver showing rot

New deck with replacement 
 trim
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New deck with replacement 
 trim

set of lifting rings, running lights, and side 
air scoops that seemed to go well with the 
crisp, clean lines of Hudson’s basic design. 
The photo of the chrome set I sent to the 
re-platers shows it all.

However, two items that didn’t come 
through time very well were the large, 
unique Chris-Craft/Cavalier logos that 
Golden Arrows feature on their hull sides, 
just forward of the transom. Goldie! had 
two, but each was damaged in its own way. 
No amount of snooping in dark antique-
boat corners turned up anything but ones 
with “Chris-Craft/Sea Skiff “ lettering. 
Against my better judgment (if indeed I 
had any by that time), I decided to ask 
Robin McGeorge, my friend and WBA 
master craftsman, if he would “fix” one by 
completing it in resin. Of course he did! 
When he finished, I took that “model” 
to a local brass-casting shop, where I had 
two brass ones poured. The castings I got 
back were far from perfect, but after more 
brushing and filing than I care to mention, 
I sent them to the platers, and they came 
back looking almost half-way decent. A 
little red paint in the right places (I didn’t 
like the orange-red Chris-Craft had painted 
the originals), and they came out quite all 
right for the 15-foot boat I was hoping to 
produce (looks fine from  
15 feet away).  

Here, I might as well insert my only criti-
cism of Hudson’s lovely design—whomever 
talked him into the idiotic jet-engine intake 
in the bow should have been dragged off to the 
Hague and tried for crimes against humanity! 
Oy!

The bow light and staff were all-but-missing 
from this #66 Golden Arrow off the Cadil-
lac, Michigan production line that final 
year. Luckily, I’d salvaged a bow light from 
the previous corpse—which also came with 
two windshields. Those came in handy 
because the one on my Craig’s List boat 
was badly scratched and otherwise nearly 
unusable. 

On Don Ayers’ suggestion, I took all three 
windshields to Eaton-Quade, a miraculous 
reproducer of all things plastic in Okla-
homa City, Oklahoma. There, they took 
the windshield with the best frame and 
perfectly reproduced the “glass” inside. I 
left the other two with the company in case 
anyone might have a similar need, and to 
my knowledge, they’re still available  
to anyone who needs a Golden Arrow 
windshield.

Unfortunately, the boat was also missing 
its stern light and—aargh!—the metal  
horn ring with bezel for the steering wheel. 
I’m still searching for the latter two, even 
though I have “adequate-but-not-right” 
substitutions that satisfy my jaded eye. At 
one time, I had considered chrome-plating 
the Vice Grip® pliers Frechette had been us-
ing for a steering wheel (tiller?) while water 
testing the boat, but he advised against it—
something about “judging,” which I chose 
not to understand. Luckily, Dave Lawson 
had a perfect used steering wheel at the L.S. 
Aero Marine Boat Yard near Jamestown 
New York, so I refinished that and sent it  
to Frechette just before he finished his 
restoration of Goldie!

Trim ready for chroming

New windshield (right) with old (left)

New vinyl cloth layout
 on front deck
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Unfortunately, the “finishing,” I had hoped 
for never took place. Jim and a number of 
real experts were unable to get the adver-
tised “Brute” engine to run reliably, so I 
never got to pick up the boat (and show it 
off) during the Hill Country Boat Show. 
Turns out, the engine someone had stuffed 
into the boat was no 327. Indeed, it was a 
small-block Chevy 283-M, with a little, 
two-barrel carburetor sitting between 
those gold-plated, “Whitneyesque” valve 
covers. To give credit where credit is due, 
Frechette’s friends did get the “Beast” run-
ning, but its alternator was so weak, that I 
simply skipped the show and had Frechette 
deliver Goldie! Back to Allen until I could 
arrange to have her shipped to Chautauqua 
Lake, where L-S Aero Marine’s Dave Law-
son had indeed found me the Chris-Craft 
327 I desired.

Because of my quest for a 327, Goldie! still 
hasn’t seen much water—except from a 
distance—since the days when Frechette 
drove her around using a Vice Grip for a 
steering wheel. Because of a series of mis-
understandings, the boat sat in the Lawson 

Center Museum basement (see accompany-
ing feature, “Founding a Museum at Bemus 
Point, New York”) for the entire Summer 
of 2011 and only now—as I write this Brass 
Bell feature—is her 327 is being installed.

What will it be to drive a Golden Arrow 
with a 327 engine? Right now, I have no 
idea. But when I finally hit Lake Chautau-
qua in late April or early May this year I’ll 
soon find out—and so will you. Look for 
the next Brass Bell appearance for Goldie! 
in an upcoming “Take the Helm.” Hope 
you’ll be as excited reading it as I shall be  
to do the writing!

And, yes,: I still blame Don Ayers for the 
whole thing!

Reupholstered
 front seats

Reupholstered engine box

New vinyl tacked to front deck with white vinyl kingplank
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Seems like it was yesterday, but it was back 
in 1999—more than ten years ago. Boy, 
does time fly! Then, I was knee-deep in 
restoring a Chris-Craft Triple. My 24-foot 
upswept hull was a mess and had no deck 
at all. I needed direction. I wanted to see a 
complete boat, and some pictures and mea-
surements of that area would really help. 
I was at a great place to get the job done, 
though: the annual wooden boat show at 
Clayton, New York. I had recently met  
a guy who was sort of a fixture to the  
wood boat crowd. He owned several really 
nice boats, and enjoyed them on the  
St Lawrence River where he had a summer 
place. He told me he had a few boats stored 

in a barn not too far from there, and among 
them was a 24-foot triple, like mine, that I 
was welcome to measure and photograph. 

This was great news! The very next day we 
drove there to see the boat in storage. I 
really appreciated this gesture, and wasted 
no time getting the measurements to help 
me along. After an hour or so, sore from 
crawling under the deck of that old gray 
triple, I took note of some of the other boats 
stored there and paused briefly to check out 
the boat placed on blocks directly in front 
of the triple. It was a sizable, utility-style 
Chris-Craft, and I couldn’t help thinking 
how comfortable this boat would be on the 
water, but soon finished up my detective 
work on the triple and went on my way. 

Waiting for Summertime
 CLAY THOMPSON              



 “Well,” he said, “you saw a very rare Chris-Craft there. It’s a  
25-foot Sportsman, and one of a few that were ordered with twin engines 
back in 1949. Oh, and by the way, it’s not at all for sale!”
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Summertime the way we found her.

Next day at the show, however, I kept 
thinking about the big utility, and while my 
friend and I were walking the show area, I 
inquired about that boat. “Well,” he said, 
“you saw a very rare Chris-Craft there. It’s 
a 25-foot Sportsman, and one of a few that 
were ordered with twin engines back in 
1949. Oh, and by the way, it’s not at all  
for sale!”

“If you ever do decide to sell, give me a 
call,” I blurted out, but his, “Not at all for 
sale” didn’t really bother me at the time. I 
was really just curious. Utility-style boats 
were not all that desirable to me; I really 
thought runabouts were much more fun to 
look at and work on, and wouldn’t normally 
give a utility the time of day. This would 
soon change. 

I returned home with the information I 
had acquired, and managed to rebuild the 
deck of that 1929 triple. That boat turned 
out well, and over the years, there were 
more boats and projects to come—each a 
new challenge to restore, and each fueled 
my passion for working on wooden boats. 
I enjoyed taking them to shows and also 
enjoyed the people and conversations  
that go hand-in-hand with displaying a 
wooden runabout. 

It also seemed that, more and more, the 
shows were including a boat cruise as part 
of the show. This became a fun part of the 
event, but I soon found that my boats were 
not suited as well to the cruises as some of 
the other boats were. Other boats—like 
utilities— had more room in the cockpit 

for friends and also to move around in the 
boat to fend off or tie up …more room for 
take along stuff, like ice chests or other gear 
…more room to visit and sight-see. 

What’s this? A runabout playing  second 
fiddle to a utility? A light bulb lit! Maybe 
there was something to these utilities after 
all. I had to admit: while I grew up around 
boats, my crowd water skied on small lakes 
mostly, I did not grow up around big water 
where boats were used as people carriers 
or workboats, so I hadn’t been exposed to 
boating from that standpoint. 

Yes, a good utility boat is just that—utili-
ty—ready to serve all with the needs people 
may have. Still, owning several runabouts 
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already, I was not all that inclined to add 
another boat to my garage, so I didn’t really 
want a utility of my own. This too would 
soon change. 

While at work one morning, I received a 
call from my friend from Clayton. It was 
now 2010, more than ten years since I had 
made the remark about buying the big 
Sportsman—and he and I had enjoyed 
many conversations during the last several 
years—but none with a mention of the 
Sportsman. This day was different, though. 
He stated that his intention was to sell off  
a few boats—he has many beautiful clas-
sics—and thought of me when he decided 
to let the big Sportsman move on to a  
new owner. 

I was startled! 

 At first, all I could think about was that it 
was not a good time to buy another boat. 
But this boat was special, and it was a really 
nice gesture for him to think of me after 
all these years. I felt I shouldn’t pass on this 
one. I remembered back to when I saw it 
last, its cover half off and covered by dirt 
and debris. At the time, I could barely see 
the finish for the dust. Apparently, the boat 
was not that special to the many resident 
pigeons either—but I also remembered 
those twin engine boxes, and how utterly 
cool that kind of power would be!  The deal 
was made, and I arranged for shipping to 
Oklahoma.

Oh, by the way, I can hear you chuckling 
out there, but yes, there is water in  
Oklahoma!  

Once home, I poured over my new prize—
and what a prize it was. The very size of the 
boat was just magnificent, as was the plush-
ness of the interior. It was all I remembered 

and more. The hardware was like jewelry 
adorning every part of the boat, only sec-
ond to the dashboard of what appeared to 
be a hundred gauges—not really—but with 
twin engines, the dash did appear pleasantly 
crowded. Yes, this was a boat that made a 
statement in 1949, and still demanded  
attention today.

However, right now my attention was 
directed toward cleaning things up. A 
rain shower while in transit helped some, 
but much, much more was needed. While 
cleaning, I also made an effort to get the 
planks on the bottom to “ soak up.” I was 
already pondering the prospect of a boat 
ride. The next task was to remove and clean 
the fuel tank and lines. Then, one at a time, 
address each engine. With surprisingly 
little work, both engines fired off and ran 
smoothly again. When Spouse Patty and I 
finally felt a trip to the lake was in order, it 
floated fine, and after that first ride on the 
water—experiencing all this boat had 

Once home, I poured over my new prize—and what a prize it was. The very size of the boat was just 
magnificent, as was the plushness of the interior.
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to offer—I was really hooked. I did have 
quite a scare, as I advanced the throttles, I 
noticed the oil pressure was 0 on the right 
engine gauge. Keeping my cool, I tapped on 
the gauge, and it delightfully jumped up to 
the correct reading. I truly felt the old girl 
was happy to be on the water again. 

The 25-foot Sportsman was the King 
Daddy of utilities. Chris-Craft had offered 
the utility in many sizes: 17-foot, 18-foot, 
the most popular size—the U 22, and then 
the largest model of 25 feet. Some 25-foot 
boats were built pre-war, around 146 in 
number. Then continuing after World War 
II, for 1946, a different, more improved ver-
sion was built, numbering about 62 boats. 
The post-war version is really a different 
boat, with many hidden changes, including 
framing upgrades. Some changes are more 
obvious—like making the boat four inches 
wider. Some 47, 25s were delivered with the 
“streamline” cabin hardtop option. All in  
all, Chris-Craft built 208 of this fabulous  

utility boat. Not a large production 
number, but given the price at a whopping 
$8,300 by the time mine was made in 1949, 
it was no wonder. That was a substantial 
sum of money. The price of an 18-foot boat 
was around $2500, and the nominal price 
of a car in 1949 was only around $2,000. 

Of those 208 Sportsman 25s built, there 
were 28 with the twin-engine option. 
Sixteen of those were the pre-war version 
and had the 6-cylinder, “K” series engines. 
Post-war, some boats had “K” engines, but a 
few were equipped with the bigger 6-cyl-
inder “ML” engines. Mine, Hull number 
166, had come with the “ML” engines when 
new. I also found I was the third owner, 
along with some other history. The first 
owner bought the boat and used it lightly 
for several years, but toward the late 50s, 
as his kids grew older, they preferred to use 
their new, lighter, handier family outboard 
boat for lake activities. The Sportsman 
mostly sat idle.  

That owner thought if the Sportsman had 
still more power, it would get used more 
often by the children, so in 1962, he met 
with the dealer and had them install two of 
Chris-Craft’ newest V-8s. These were the 
185-hp “283” engines, and the dealer did 
a great job on the installation, nestling the 
engines in with only small changes. But 
this still didn’t help to get the boat used; 
the outboard was simply better for skiing 
according to the kids. 

Boy, they just didn’t get it!  

Turns out, this lack of use served only to 
preserve the big utility over the years, as 
it sat quietly in its boathouse—and I was 
now the recipient. Not only does it have 
all its original wood planking—that has 
never seen damage—this boat still has the 
original red-leather interior it came with in 
1949, (I could hardly believe it cleaned up 
so well!) with no cosmetic modifications 
from stock. 

<< Summertime at her new home.

  < Summertime under restoration.

   Summertime spruced up.

< Summertime interior. Note period seat cushions—
a Clay Thompson specialty.

<
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Only regular upkeep was performed until 
it was finally stored in the early 70s. After 
that, it had only been on the water once 
briefly while it was moved to new storage, 
where it again sat from 1993 till 2010. 
Truly a barn-find survivor of one of  
Chris-Craft’s premier boats. 

I have tried to continue the trend of  
using this boat lightly, and want to care  
for it as it deserves. A full-tilt restoration 
would serve it well, but I have chosen to 
keep it as it has been as much as possible. 
Some amount of maintenance was  
needed though. 

I have given it a few coats of fresh varnish, 
renewed the hardware’s dull-chrome finish, 
and freshened up the gauges with a good 
cleaning. I now have a new respect for 
the utility style boat, having been on the 
water in the big Sportsman with plenty of 
room for friends and family, gliding along 
the lake effortlessly in style. The twins are 
excellent for maneuvering in tight spaces 
and while docking—but driving the boat 
is very interesting. With the two steering-
wheel-mounted throttles, and twin pistol-
grip-style forward-reverse shift handles, one 
can become very busy. Perhaps this is why 
the first owner’s kids preferred that simple 
outboard boat. 

The engines both purr like kittens and  
supply ample power. With all the documen-
tation from 1962, I have chosen to leave 
those V8s in it where they have been for 
50 years now, but I still have the original 
“ML’s” so they can be changed back at some 
time in the future. For now, we intend to 
just enjoy using such a cool boat. It has 
been a long winter, and I simply can’t wait 
for SUMMERTIME!

    Clay puts the nimble twin-engine Sportsman through  
 its paces for The Brass Bell photo shoot on Clear Lake. 

>  Summertime ready to hit the water on Lake Altus, 
Oklahoma.

<
 



INSURANCE

for Classic Boats

      When insurance expert and life-long sailor 
Jim Grundy started the Grundy Classic Boat 
Insurance program, he designed a policy that 
includes all the coverage that classic boat owners 
need, while making the application process 
simple. 
   At Grundy, each application for coverage is 
reviewed by underwriting specialists, who know 
the ropes of classic boat insurance. Grundy 
underwriters share your passion for classic 
boats, speak the same language as you and know 
what coverage is best for your boat— and, that’s 
Agreed Value coverage. In most cases, Grundy’s 
Agreed Value policies can be issued without 
requiring a marine survey, saving you hundreds 
of dollars, time and inconvenience.   
    Grundy policies also include deductibles that 
are typically far lower than what other insurers 
offer.  Additional features include: restoration 
shop of choice, coverage during restoration 
or construction, and coverage for search and 
rescue, marine environmental damage, wreck 
removal and emergency expenses, including 
towing.  Insure with the experts!

For a fast, accurate  quote, call 
800-338-4005 or log onto www.grundy.com today.

INSURE WITH GRUNDY
WE KNOW THE ROPES

PH: 360.299.8636, 2402 30TH STREET, ANACORTES, WA 98221

MCLAWSON@FIDALGO.NET     WWW.MARKCLAWSON.COM

Too numerous to mention but to mention a few 
best in class and first place winners:

WEST WINDS, LA DOLCE RIVA, VINTAGE ’51, 
REBEL, SNAZZY, MOONSTRUCK

A heartfelt thank you for your continued su�ort and trust.

Engines
Chris-Craft, Hercules, GM, Small Block Chevy

We manufacture new replacement exhaust 
manifolds for KL, KBL, KLC, KB engines. 
Exact duplicates of original.

Call us at 810-748-3600 • Fax 810-326-4228
Visit our Website www.chris-craft-parts.com

Worldwide shipping • All major credit cards accepted

PETER HENKEL, INC.

Marine Engine Parts • All Series

We have complete gasket sets, 
exhaust elbows, pistons, 
bearings, generators, carbs, 
starters, heads, blocks, water 
pumps, rebuilt transmissions, fuel 
pumps, bow poles, stern poles, 
bow lights, props, struts, rudders, 
shafts, Hercules long blocks.

We sell engine parts for B, K, KL, KFL, KBL, 
M, ML, MBL, MCL, 283, 307, 327, 350, 
F and Q series.
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Take the Helm

1948 23 ft. Ventnor Twin Engine
By Donald R. Ploetner, II

It’s interesting how things sometimes work out.A couple of weeks ago, 
Bill Baldwin from The Brass Bell contacted me and asked if I would do 
a story for the magazine essentially filling in for Terry Fiest’s renowned 
Column, “Take the Helm.” After we talked about boats in general for a 
few minutes, I asked Bill which boat of mine he would like me to write 
about, and it was immediately clear that my 1948, 23 foot, Ventnor would 
make the most interesting copy. Needless to say once the vessel was 
chosen I was hooked.

To better understand this boat, this it is important 
to first familiarize one’s self with some of  
its history.

The Ventnor Boat Company was founded in 1902, 
by Adolph Apel. The boats were made in a small 
town located in Ventnor, New Jersey, from which 
Apel chose the company name. At first, Apel 
claimed that he wanted to design boats that would 
adapt easily to all different engines—but at the 
same time be lightweight, efficient, and fast. Not 
surprisingly, in spite of Apel’s original claim that 
he would build pleasure boats for the masses, he 
predominately built race boats.

After World War II, competition became fierce, 
and the Ventnor Boat Company decided that it 
needed to design a boat that would stand out in 
the crowd. 

In 1945, Ventnor came out with the first 20-foot 
dorsal finned boat. The boat was extremely futur-
istic in appearance. Nothing like it had ever been 
designed or produced before. In 1947, Ventnor’s 
management decided they were going to expand 
on the “fin” design by creating a 23-foot, twin-
engine version. All of these newly designed boats 
where to be made of Mahogany planking which 
was something that Ventnor had never done 
before. Previously, all Ventnor Boats where made 
of plywood. 
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In the end only six, 23-foot twin-engine versions 
were ever built. I believe that the rarity of this boat 
from its inception only adds to its uniqueness.

I never thought that I would be given the oppor-
tunity to own and drive such a special boat, but a 
few years ago I was fortunate enough to purchase 
the last one ever built. I can still remember seeing 
the Ventnor for the first time—and being “blown 
away” by the large fin; it extended from the second 
cockpit to the transom. Upon closer examination 
I saw that the fin was quite different from the one 
that was designed by Chris Craft and used on its 
famous 1955 Cobra model. 

The Ventnor fin is very thin, and the stern light 
is mounted right into the fin. Another interesting 
feature I noticed was that the fin does not cover 
the entire engine compartment. There were vents 
located in the front of the fin that force air into 
the engine compartment while underway. I also 
noticed that on either side of the fin there were 
engine hatches that allowed access to the compart-
ment. Upon opening the engine compartment 
I noticed that the rear section of the fin stays 
stationary and that the forward part of the fin lifts 
which gives you great access to the engines.

The first thing you notice is that the boat has left-hand 

drive. After sitting behind the helm you note that the dash 

is not in front of the driver. 
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Once I boarded the boat, the first thing I noticed 
was that the boat had left-hand drive. After sitting 
behind the helm I also noted that the dash is not 
in front of the driver. All of the instruments are 
located in the center of the dash in two separate 
instrument panels. The instrument clusters are the 
same except that there is an extra gauge for the 
port engine which is the speedometer. 

In front of driver I found twin shifters that were 
formed into pistol grips. You push inward to 
move forward and pull them towards you to go in 
reverse. The throttles are located on the dashboard 
above the shifters right next to each other.

When I turn the keys and hit the starter buttons, I 
instantly hear the two Greymarine 150-hp Fireball 
engines come to life; it’s always magic to my ears.

One thing to note is that the 23-foot Ventnor had 
two engine options; one, the Fireballs; the other: 
six-cylinder Packards. So far as, I know, none were 
ever built with Packard engines.

The first thing I noticed when I first drove the 
boat was its easy maneuverability.  The engines 
are counter-rotating, thus making the boat very 
responsive in tight spaces.

Once I am out in the open water I can see how the 
racing history of Ventnor played a key role in the 
design of this boat. This Ventnor was one of only 
two production pleasure boats ever designed with 
a stepped hydroplane hull. 

This boat handles unlike any boat I have ever 
driven. It does not like to go slow and performs 
excellently as it goes up on a plane. The bow does 
not rise too far; rather it just lifts itself out of the 
water, evenly.

Once the Ventnor gets up to 2,500 rpm, it is 
completely on a plane as it glides across the top of 
the water rather than going through it due to its 
step-hydro design.

At 2,500 rpm, the boat still has a lot more power. 
Just tap the throttles and hold on. This boat has 
the ability to reach a speed of 50 m.p.h. wide 
open. Another important positive about this boat 
is that it is very “dry.” 

Once back at the dock you cannot help but just 
sit there and admire it.  It was designed and built 
‘way before its time. It still has the ability to mes-
merize the public, today. And, no matter where 
the Ventnor goes, someone what to know what it 
is and the story behind it. This is a truly beautiful 
piece of history, both inside, and out.

Once back at the dock you cannot help but just sit there and admire it. It was designed 
and built ‘way before its time. It still has the ability to mesmerize the public, today. 

This boat handles unlike any 

boat I have ever driven. It 

does not like to go slow and 

performs excellently as it goes 

up on a plane.
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DREAM.BOAT.

ANTIQUE BOAT CENTER

IF YOU’RE DREAMING OF BUYING OR RESTORING AN OLD BOAT, GIVE ANTIQUE BOAT CENTER A CALL. 

THEY’RE GOOD PEOPLE, GREAT LISTENERS, MASTER CRAFTSMEN, AND SUCCESSFUL MATCHMAKERS 

—PAIRING DREAMERS WITH OLD BOATS FOR OVER 20 YEARS. AND IF YOU ALREADY HAVE AN OLD BOAT 

THAT’S KEEPING YOU FROM ACTING ON A NEW LOVE, ANTIQUE BOAT CENTER CAN MOVE YOUR OLD 

FLAME ALONG AS WELL. YOUR DREAM IS JUST A PHONE CALL AWAY, 513.242.0808.

CINCINNATI, OHIO    |    513.242.0808    |    ANTIQUEBOAT.COM    |    SALES@ANTIQUEBOAT.COM

WEALTH MANAGEMENT SINCE 1981
ANTIQUE BOAT ENTHUSIAST FOR 50+ YEARS

Wells Fargo Advisors, LLC, Member SIPC

SCOTT FINLAY

Managing Director – Investments

Two International Place, 20th Floor • Boston, MA 02110
www.finlay-group.com

1-617-330-2703 • 1-800-643-8069

As a member of the Chris 
Craft Antique Boat Club, 
Scott Finlay and his team are 
as dedicated to preservation 
of antique boats as they are 
to their clients’ assets. Call 
Scott and see what the 
Finlay Group can do for you.

Scott’s 1938 Chris Craft 
Deluxe Runabout “Smitten”

AALSMEER, HOLLAND ■ THOMASTON, MAINE ■ SHEUNG WAN, HONG KONG

1-800-269-0961 ■ www.epifanes.com

Now with a new, more powerful UV filter.

A 108-Year Love 
Affair With Wood.
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People who value utility above all else 
simply continue to use the boat as long as 
it serves—until it becomes scrap and ends 
up in a junkyard or landfill. Easy solution! 
But what about people who take pride in 
what they drive? They’re the ones with a 
problem—and I became one of those poor 
mooks in 2009. Here’s how it all went 
down.

Back in 1963—fresh out of the Air Force 
and into a new home on a canal south of 
Patrick Air Force Base, Florida—I was on 
my way to work contracting for NASA at 
The Cape (Canaveral), when I passed one 
of the doggondest, greatest looking boats 
I’d ever encountered. Seriously! A big, 
broad-shouldered, capable-looking Cobia 

Tradewinds-20 with enough reverse sheer 
to make it look a lot like those fabulous 
ELCO 80-foot PT boats I’d venerated as a 
kid in They Were Expendable. Not only did 
I fall head-over-heels in love, it wasn’t long 
at all before I had a brand-new, gray Cobia 
Tradewinds-20 tied up at the dock in my 
own back yard. The dealer delivered her  
to an Air Force seaplane ramp on 25 
November 1963 during John F. Kennedy’s 
funeral procession.

What’s truly amazing about this story is 
how good that Tradewinds-20 turned out 
to be. Looking back at my 28-year-old 
persona, it’s patently obvious I didn’t have 
enough experience (read brains) to pick 
out such an honestly great boat; I’d simply 

gotten lucky. That Cobia served—with 
excellence—in all kinds of roles in all kinds 
of places for ‘way more years than it had 
any right to.

Those years, however, took their toll in spite 
of careful maintenance. For a lot of them, 
the Cobia was my only boat; whenever I 
went out on the water, it was behind that 
familiar helm. The Tradewinds saw hard 
service in the Florida waters off Cape Ca-
naveral; the Alleghany River in Oakmont, 
Pennsylvania; the Chesapeake Bay in North 
East, Pennsylvania; Chautauqua Lake in 
Western New York State; and On Falls 
Lake north of Raleigh, North Carolina. 

Hey! Wait! Don’t throw that away!

Like all creations, boats age over time—doesn’t matter how much you love them. If you’ve got a great 
boat and you use it a lot year after year, it’s difficult to notice aging as it occurs, especially when 
you’ve been careful about maintenance. Eventually, however, a day does arrive when you realize 
you’re riding around in an unsightly shambles—a “beater”—no matter how well it continues to run. 
Now what?
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It was in 2008, after baking under a cover 
for years in South Carolina sun, that the 
elderly Cobia pretty much gave up the 
ghost—in spite of the best care I could 
provide. During the Eighties, she’d had her 
transom replaced, and in the early Nine-
ties acquired a new 110-hp Johnson engine 
to replace the 1963 Seventy-Five. Never-
theless, the boat was beginning to show 
some pretty heavy wear by 2004, so—just 
before my five-year exile to Raleigh, North 
Carolina from Dallas, Texas—I’d invested 
in a cosmetic facelift. She looked nice 
for a while, but, unfortunately, even the 
best two-part paint is no match for a gel 
coat cracked to the underlying glass. That 
attempted “restoration” was good money 
thrown to the winds; in a few short years 
the Cobia looked horrible again. I was only 
just learning about contracting for fiber-
glass boat restoration—and there was much 
more to discover.

While in Raleigh, I’d established a Sum-
mer home on Chautauqua Lake in western 
New York state, where I permanently 
dock my 1951 Chris-Craft 18-foot Riviera 

Merlin. Then, suddenly, I was moving back 
to Dallas—and what was I going to do 
with a 1963 Cobia that looked so bad I 
was ashamed to use it? Clearly she would 
never attract a buyer, and the boat certainly 
wasn’t returning to Texas. Nevertheless, I 
couldn’t bring myself to part of her; she was 
simply too good for that. What to do? 

It pays to have good friends! In 1969, a 
sympathetic Dave Lawson of Chautau-
qua Lake’s L.S. Aero Marine—who has 
admired the Cobia over the years—found 
a place to store her inside, and I jumped at 
the chance. Kevin Leiner, then President of 
the Raleigh, Durham, Chapel Hill Chapter 
of the ACBS, towed her to Chautauqua  
for me. At least the old girl wouldn’t get 
much worse. 

And that was that—or so I thought. 

Then I ran into Joe Hodges….

Hodges has a real love of restoring boats 
plus unique experience in fiberglass repair; 
his wood-boat restorations have been win-

ning  trophies at ACBS-sponsored boat 
shows for years, but he’s also done some 
astonishing fiberglass restorations. 

In addition to his years of experience in 
restoration; Hodges also possesses a natural 
flair for design that makes his restorations 
special—allowing him by some mysterious 
means to capture the soul of the boat that 
he is bringing back to life. When this guy 
finishes a restoration, he has done a great 
deal more than merely accomplish excel-
lence in details, Hodges makes restoration 
dreams into reality.  

A prime example of Hodges’ far-reaching 
reputation is boat owner Terry Clyne from 
Tennessee who entrusted Joe with his 23 
foot 1973 Lyman. Clyne wanted the boat’s 
hull painted black, unusual since Lyman’s 
are usually blue or white; he also requested 
custom interior and flooring. When Hodges 
was done, that Lyman took Best Fiberglass 
award in 2009‘s Antique and Classic Boat 
Show sponsored by the North Coast Chap-
ter ACBS and the Portage Lake Historical 
Society. 
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  Removing paint from first 
restoration

 
<  The ineffable Joe Hodges



That same year, 2009, Hodges’ growing 
reputation attracted the attention of my 
good friend and fellow ACBS member Dick 
DeFazio who winters in Atlanta Georgia 
but spends his summers on Chautauqua 
lake in Western New York State. He drives 
a 1969 Chris-Craft 19-foot XK-19  
Commander. The boat—named  
Afishinado—has always enjoyed excellent 
care and was a constant winner in its class 
at the ACBS Chautauqua Lake Twin-Tier 
(CLTT) Chapter. But Afishinado, like all 
boats, was getting long of tooth. Dick 
decided he wanted to see where Hodges 
worked; I volunteered to tag along for the 
ride. Affishinado’s return to glory—and 
important show trophies—is the subject of 
another Joe Hodges story in an upcoming 
Brass Bell.

The moment I stepped into Hodges’ shop,  
I spotted Clyne’s Lyman. It was much more 
than magnificent; that boat was a miracle—
right there and then, the world began to 
change for my elderly Cobia. 

I asked Joe how long that magnificent 
gel coat on the Lyman would last, and 
he shrugged. “Like a new boat.” When I 
described what had happened to the Cobia’s 
restoration, he smiled and nodded wisely. 
“Even the best paint’s no good on cracked 
gel coats,” he explained. “Got to grind ‘way 
down into the old gel coat to get the cracks, 
then apply an epoxy primer base; otherwise 
the cracks tend to come back.” 

That even made sense to me.
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 From left to right

Gel coat cracks showing 
through paint from first 
restoration

Fateful crack in transom

Transom fails screwdriver test

Scoring to remove rotten transom

Rebuilt transom ready for glassing

Epoxied  hull ready for new gel coat. 

Rough new gel coat

Spraying on new gel coat



After the 2010 Chautauqua Boat Show, 
Hodges met me at the L.S. Aero Marine 
Boat Yard where the old Cobia was safely 
entombed; he did a careful survey of the 
hull and decks and assured me he could—
affordably—bring the old boat back to life. 
A week later, he sent an estimate I couldn’t 
pass up. That September, he towed the old 
Cobia (riding its original 1963 trailer) to 
Akron for a serious Winter facelift. I took 
the chrome back to Dallas for re-plating 
and shipped the curved, three-piece wind-
shield to Jeanette, Pennsylvania, where LP 
Aero Plastics, Inc. installed new plastic in 
the old frames and even matched the 
original green tint.

So much for that….

Then came the dreaded Un-oh.

Hodges had discovered a long, thin,  
vertical crack in the transom virtually  
hidden behind the shaft of the Johnson. 
The inner transom had rotted out completely 
and there was little use going any farther 
on the boat until (unless) it was fixed, i.e., 
replaced. Time and Raleigh had indeed been 
hard on the old boat. 

Luckily, “The Boss” was in a generous 
mood; after careful consideration of our 
finances, she acquiesced to the extra cost, 
and a phone call put Hodges back to work 
on the restoration. Could either of us have 
known just what a beautiful job he would 
make of the boat, the decision to continue 
would have been a great deal easier! 

The remainder of Winter 2010 passed with 
no more problems—at least problems that 
reached my ears. The re-chroming came 
off without a hitch; LP Aero Plastics did a 
magnificent job of replacing the windshield 
“glass,” and the whole thing came together 
in early May when DeFazio and I drove to 
Hodges’ shop for an inspection tour. 

It was a “Two-Wow Event.” If anything, the 
old Cobia looked even better than she did 
that day during JFK’s funeral procession 
and remains one of my most prized pos-
sessions. Afishinado looked as though she’d 
just come off the production line in 1969; 
she’d go on to win at a number of major 
boat shows in the next two years.

T H E  B R A S S  B E L L 31



Better than new! What a  
 difference!

Detailed finishing

Hodges and the “New” Cobia 
Tradewings-20 with transparent 
windshield. Now,’63 trailer 
needs work!
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Since launching the restored Cobia in 2010, 
I have had nothing but good feelings about 
investing in that restoration—even replacing 
the transom. For ‘way less than what a com-
parably sized new boat would cost, I gained 
an excellent replacement with features that 
put newer generations of “Clorox bottles” 
to shame. Just try sitting with your tush 
hanging out on the deck beside the steering 
wheel (like you did when you were a kid). 
You can’t do that in newer boats because 
they’ve wrapped the windshield past the 
helm for your safety. Don’t you just love 
Ralph Nader!  That wonderfully resurrected 
Cobia is also fast and very roomy for her 
size; she’s dry, safe, and comfortable in the 
roughest chop; she sips gasoline, and she has 
that honest marine beauty that still turns 
heads on the lake. If you’ve got a banged-up 
old boat with great features that you love, 
before you throw it away, give some thought 
to making it new again. It really can be 
done, and economically—if you know the 
right people!

Joe Hodges can be reached at  
boatcraft58@aol.com.

Check out lP Aero Plastics at  
http://www.lpaero.com/products.html
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Riva Connection
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There are many things to know and consider when 
contemplating shipping a Riva either to or from 
Europe. There are legal and documentation issues, 
and more importantly from my perspective the  
issue of how to safely, physically get the boat 
onto a transport vessel and then have it properly 
removed a great distance away and transported to 
its final destination. Always work with an Interna-
tional shipping and export agent who will arrange 
for the sea transport, insurance, dealing with 
Customs on both ends, and generally manage the 
legal and documentation side of things. Always, 
always, get the additional transport insurance. 
Many boats have been damaged in handling over 
the years.

Regarding the physical safe transport of the boat, 
it is best to work with a marina on both ends 
that you know. The physical lifting of the boat 
for transport to the port, unloading at the port, 
loading onto the ship, then the reverse at the other 
end, then transport to its new home represents 

many opportunities for damage and lots of  
different contractors and agents. 

Single engine Riva boats will fit in a container, 
often combined with another smaller boat, engine, 
parts or whatever to reduce the cost of the con-
tainer. Twin engine Riva boats will not fit into a 
container and must be transported either RORO 
(roll-on, roll-off) or “flat rack”. In either case, the 
boat should be winterized, drained and the  
battery disconnected. 

In a container it will need to be on a cradle –  
ideally its factory original cradle. The boat and 
cradle are lashed together and this is often a source 
of damage. Make sure that the straps holding the 
boat and cradle as a unit are properly cushioned 
against the boat because specifically in Europe 
they will be picked up as a pair by a crane to  
unload. Here – our large marina forklifts often 

Considerations When Shipping a Riva 
(or Any Boat For That Matter) to or 
From Europe By Marty Feletto
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R I V A  C O N N E C T I O N

can pick up the “package” from below like a large 
pallet and place them into the container  
for further securing. 

Shrink-wrapping is another decision which is not 
always necessary with a container but required for 
flat rack shipping. A difficulty here is that if lifting 
tackle is to be used, shrink-wrapping gets in the 
way. Also Customs may want to inspect the  
boat, and, of course, if it is sealed up, that is  
not possible. 

If the boat is to go RORO, it is transported to 
the port, lifted onto a large transport dolly, which 
is then rolled into the ship. This is how cars are 
shipped from Germany and Japan although they 
are driven on and off. Flat rack simply means that 
the twin engine boat and cradle are placed on a 
large rack designed to accommodate items larger 
than the footprint of a container. The boat is se-
cured to this rack and it is then placed last on the 
ship, usually on top of the containers. As such it is 
last on and first off. It is also completely exposed 

to the elements during transport so it must be 
completely prepared and protected. In this mode 
of transport, the boat is unprotected all along the 
journey and there have been incidents where some 
unknowing port crane operator did damage to the 
boat in the lifting and placing operation.If you 
want to ship your boat to or from Europe, its can 
and has been done often and safely. But the owner 
needs to take an active role in considering each 
step along the way and work with professionals  
to insure a good journey.

<  Preparing to wrap a Riva 
Aquarama.

  Riva Aquarama being 
readied for International 
shipping.

  Aft view of Riva wrapped for 
International Shipping. Note 
extra protection at corners.

>  Port side of wrapped Riva 
Aquarama. Note that the 
boat’s cover provides part of 
the accrual wrapping,  
but extra padding has been 
applied before placing  
the cover.

Transport to its new home represents many opportunities for  
damage and lots of different contractors and agents.
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Member Profile

It seems only Wright that the first Brass Bell issue 
of this renewed Chris-Craft Antique Boat Club 
should be Wilson Walker Wright—“Hey, Wilson!” 
to the entire boating community—the man who 
originally put our Chris-Craft Antique Boat Club 
on the map.

On a personal note: Wilson Wright has been a 
close friend for many years, and has generously 
mentored me throughout my association with the 
American boating community—starting a zillion 
years ago at a Lou Rauh Antique Boat Connection 
Symposium in Cincinnati, Ohio. He is a consum-
mate gentlemen, and a man who is the epitome 
of natural class. I am deeply honored to write this 
Profile.

Oh, and Wilson didn’t start the Chris-Craft 
Antique Boat Club; he temporarily took it over 
at the request of then Club President, Jim Irwin, 
“…until they could find a permanent manager.” 
Seemed that Howard Hallas, then Secretary of the 
Chris-Craft Antique Boat Club, had been ill, and 
this resulted in publication of The Brass Bell being 
suspended for eight or nine months. The rest is 

best explained in Wilson’s own words: “Howard 
told me managing the club was a pain in the neck, 
and I didn’t want to do it. Meantime Howard died 
and Irwin, with his friend, J. Jean Vincent, talked  
me into managing The Club for a few months. 
Some 25 or so years later I became the Executive 
Director Emeritus.”

In doing so, Wilson created the icon of marquee 
clubs, which each of us belongs to today. We all owe 
him for many, many years of selfless, effective work.

Wilson was born in Washington, D.C., but he calls 
Miami, Florida his home town (1938 to 1954). He’s 
resided in Tallahassee, Florida since 1957, but it’s 
much easier to find him at his “weekend” home in 
Carrabelle Beach Florida, that he bought 25 years 
ago and rebuilt a little more than two years ago. 

A retired Lawyer and graduate of The University of 
Florida— law degree from U. of Miami—Wilson 
maintains his license to practice law, “…in case some 
of my boating friends wind up in jail, I can help. 
So far,” he maintains with a grin, “I haven’t been 
required to do that—but there’s always a first,”

Wilson Wright
By Bill Baldwin
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m E m B E R  P R O F I L E

Born in North East Georgia, Spouse Pat, the for-
mer Patricia Anne Davis, was raised in Florida like 
a proper Floridian. The Wrights have two daugh-
ters, June and Lee Anne. June has three boys, and 
Lee Anne has two. “You don’t want to know any 
more about my fabulous grandchildren,” Wilson 
declares. “There isn’t that much space in the new 
Brass Bell.”

Wilson took his first boat ride Biscayne Bay in, “…a 
rowboat I rescued when it was abandoned on the 
bay side near our house. I remember dad had the 
yard man saw about three inches of worm-eaten 
planks off the bottom and nail new ones from side 
to side. I don’t think we ever thought about a keel.”

This so-called rowboat was also Wilson’s first 
wooden boat, but following that was a. “…cypress 
hulled sailboat. Mother made the sails out of 
left over WW-II blackout curtains. It was really 
a modified rowboat, but sailed fast when first 
launched. Unfortunately, the cypress planks oaked 
up water like a sponge, at which point it became 
a very slow boat, hence it’s name, Ho Hum.”  His 
next boat, however, was a Ventnor Moth, also 
wood. “Time passed until 1979 or 1980 when,” 
Wilson continues, “I acquired a derelict 16-foot 
Chris-Craft Riviera. In retrospect I should have 
burned it, but my friend Vordaman VanBibber 
painstakingly restored it to award winning shape.”

Wilson’s interest in real wooden boats dates back 
to 1938 or 1939 when he spent summers with 
boyhood neighbors, whose parents and grandpar-
ents had a farm near Lake Winnepesaukee, New 
Hampshire. According to Wilson, “We kids spent 
the day bringing in the hay and stacking it in the 
barn. Then on late afternoons and weekends our 
reward was aquaplaning behind the neighbors big 
old wooden boat. Hate to say it. but I think it was 
a Gar Wood. After that, I thought all the wooden 
boats had disappeared until I took a Hobie Cat to 
get the hulls glassed in 1980. That’s where I spot-
ted the little Chris Riviera, and you know the rest.”

Without a doubt Wilson’s favorite boat was his 
1949 Chris Craft 19-foot Racing Runabout. “It 
had 158-hp MBL and ran like a scalded dog,” he 
claims. “Many said it was the nicest Racer they 
ever saw or drove.” The only Chris-Craft in his 
present fleet is a bright-red 1970 Corsair 17-foot 
Ski boat named Red Rocket. There is also a 20-year-
old-Hobie Cat, two 30-year-old Alcort Sailfishes, 
and a Sunfish. Also, there’s a vintage Whaler 
Squall sailboat that he claims he’d, “…happily  
give away.”

Wilson’s famous relative was his father, Chester 
M. Wright, an editor of the old New York Herald 
Tribune. He covered World War I as a war 

correspondent, and upon his return home, Presi-
dent Woodrow Wilson sent him back to cover 
the peace conference at Versailles. Earlier in life, 
when with the Milwaukee Journal, Chester got 
sued when he failed to use the word alleged when 
writing a crime story. His friend Carl Sandburg 
(American writer, editor and poet [1888-1967]), 
gave several speeches to help pay Chester’s fine. 
Wilson remembers the three-time-Pulitzer-Prize-
winning Journalist’s visits to the Wright home.

Always well connected, Wilson also remembers 
his Mother was Secretary to Samuel Gompers 
(English-born American cigar maker who became 
a labor union leader and a key figure in American 
labor history [1850-1924]) when the latter was 
President of the American Federation of Labor.

Wilson served as Assistant staff Judge Advocate in 
the United States Air Force at Lowry AFB Colo-
rado, 1954-1957 and attained the rank of Captain. 
He also served as USAF Academy Liaison officer 
in 1960-1962

Immediately upon release from the USAF, Wilson 
received an appointment as an Assistant Attorney 
General for the State of Florida. He found myself  
writing a brief for presentation to the US Supreme 
Court only a week after his appointment and 
found himself arguing cases before the state su-
preme court shortly thereafter, while his colleagues 
in private practice waited ten  or more years for 
such opportunities. 

“Representing clients before the Florida legislature for 
almost 40 years was indeed  interesting,” Wilson de-
clares, “as in those days legislators served longer terms 
and became more like family. In addition, many went 
on to Congress, which provided an opportunity to 
represent clients in the nation’s capitol.”

A long-standing member of The Antique & Classic 
Boat Society (ACBS) as well as a six-year veteran of 
its Board (1989-1994), Wilson has judged at Clay-
ton and has been a technical advisor at Tahoe. He 
is a past President of the Sunnyland ACBS chapter, 
a founding member of  both the Dixieland and 
RDC-Triangle chapters, and a member of the Blue 
Ridge Chapter.

Oh yes, it was also Wilson who almost single- 
handedly pushed through the USPS four-stamp set 
commutating American antique and  
classic boating. 

Did I mention that Wilson Wright claims he’s a re-
tired Lawyer? Not true. Wilson’s flunked retirement!

Wilson’s awards include  
(but in no way are limited to):

•  ACBS Mary Herwig Award 
from (2006)

•  ACBS first marque club 
award at Mariners Museum 
Symposium (1991)

•  ACBS President’s Trophy 
(1993)

•  Lifetime Achievement Award, 
Chesapeake Bay Chapter 
ACBS (2001) 



Both Friend & Foe

This nicely restored Chris Craft KFl is 
ready for a gulp of fresh gasoline.
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Knocking
Gasoline consists of many different mole-
cules all having hydrogen and carbon atoms 
in neat little geometrical patterns. You might 
remember some of this stuff from your high 
school chemistry class. Your teacher ex-
plained hydrocarbons while you were taking 
a nap. There are literally hundreds of differ-
ent size molecules in any batch of gasoline 
with the carbon content in each molecule 
ranging from 5 to 10 carbon atoms. Chem-
ists have a particular name for each mole-
cule. The best known molecule in gasoline is 
commonly called octane, a molecule having 
8 carbon atoms and 18 hydrogen atoms. It 
typically makes up only a few percent of the 
gas we buy. Why then is it so important that 
it is written on every gas pump? Because, it 
is a measure of knocking, a process that can 
ruin your engine. 

Engineers that design engines and engineers 
that design fuels work together to give our 
cars and boats high performance and reli-
ability. They really do! So there are, here and 
there around the world, special engines that 
measure the knocking properties of gasoline. 
These engines have a knock sensor similar 
to those on engines in modern cars. If the 
computer in your car gets a signal from the 
knock sensor it will change the spark timing 
and air flow to diminish that signal and save 
your engine from a premature death. Our 
engines, new and old, last longer when the 
fuel burns smoothly as a wave-front of flame 
starting from the spark plug and expanding 
throughout the cylinder to the piston. Since 
nothing is perfect there is always some tur-
bulence in the combustion chamber causing 
pockets of higher pressure. These pockets 
can ignite before the sparkplug fires. Or the 
fuel air mixture explosively ignites beyond 
the flame front. This is irregular ignition 

By Seb Borrello

We expect a lot from our boat engines including quick starting, smooth running and 
lots of acceleration. And we expect a lot from the gasoline we use as a fuel includ-
ing high volatility, uniform burning, and long term stability. The engines we use, old 
for the most part, were optimized for the gasoline of yesteryear, not today’s modern 
gasohol and its more sophisticated additives. So you might ask; is the gasoline of 
today OK in my old boat and why do I have to add stabilizer to preserve it for more 
than one season? Let’s take a closer look at gasoline to see what the issues are. 



This refinery is for sale in Wisconsin.  
You could make your own fresh gasoline.
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that causes a backpressure and stress on pis-
ton and bearings. The engine loses power, 
and wears out too soon. When this occurs 
you hear a clack-clack sound as the pistons 
get slapped around. In our old boats we 
sometimes hear this when we do hard accel-
eration or accelerate up a hill in an old car. 

To avoid knocking, gasoline engineers ad-
just the mix of molecules in any particular 
fuel; call it “fuel xx” for this discussion. 
As the special engine is running on fuel 
xx the compression ratio is increased until 
knocking is just sensed. Fuel xx is shut off. 
The compression ratio is kept the same. A 
series of specially fuels has been prepared 
consisting of a mixture of normal heptane 
and octane. The octane content ranges from 
0% to 100%. Let’s say an 88% octane mix 
produces a small knock but a 90% octane 
mix produces no knocking. Then fuel xx is 
given an 88 octane rating. Remember fuel 
xx has very little octane in it. But it runs as 
well as a 90% octane/10% heptane mix. In 
this way common gasoline fuels are “octane 
rated” from 0 to 100. Ratings above 100 
can be achieved but the calibration is more 
complicated. Gas companies add a variety 
of proprietary chemicals to basic gasoline to 
adjust the octane rating. For most of our en-
gines an octane rating of 87 is sufficient. Us-
ing a higher octane rated gas than the engine 
requires is just a waste of money. 

Fuel testing is an ongoing process, since 
there is a wide variance in the molecular 
content of fuels, and there are many addi-
tives to prevent pre-ignition and keep the en-
gine clean. When you think about fuel con-
sumption in the millions of gallons a day, 
the huge investment in drilling, pipelines, 
refining, fuel trucks, gas stations (115,000 in 
the US), it is an amazing industry supplying 
a fuel blended for good performance in sum-
mer and winter, available nearly everywhere 
and at a cost hasn’t changed much over 30 
years when adjusted for inflation.

Stability
As if we didn’t have enough trouble during 
Prohibition the revenuers came back tell-
ing us we must spike our gasoline with 10% 
corn whiskey. Well, we all want to save the 
planet so we drive around with gasoline hav-
ing 10% ethanol. Twenty years ago we got 
the lead out by making gasoline without the 
tetraethyl lead that prevented pre-ignition 
and knocking. However with the accumula-
tion of lead compounds along the highways, 
it had to go. Also lead destroys catalytic con-
verters, which are very expensive but nearly 
eliminate poisonous nitrogen and sulfur ox-
ides from getting into the air. The upside of 
unleaded fuel is engine cylinders have fewer 
deposits and spark plugs last a lot longer. 
MTBE was added as a lead replacement. 
But then MTBE (another big molecule – an 
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ether) was found to be carcinogenic. So out 
it went to be replaced by huge farm subsidies 
and ethanol. We now burn this new fangled 
gasohol. But there are problems, especially 
for boaters. Ethanol can attack rubber hoses 
and fiberglass tanks, and the gasohol can de-
grade significantly in only one season. There 
are gas stations and marinas that do sell 
ethanol free gasoline but I’m not sure what 
all the rules or exceptions are. So you are on 
your own. There are now hoses and tanks 
that resist degradation by ethanol. 

Gasoline has never been very stabile. Two 
bad things happen. As gasoline ages it  
loses its pep and can gum up the whole fuel 
system. Gasoline is a mixture of molecules, 
little ones with 5 and 6 carbon atoms and 
big ones with more that 9 carbon atoms. The 
little ones are more volatile (vaporize) and 
ignite better at the first spark in a cold cylin-
der. These higher volatility hydrocarbons are 
necessary for starting a cold engine. Trouble 
is, they evaporate away out of the tank into 
the air more readily. So after a few months 
too many of the small molecules are gone 
and engine starting becomes more difficult. 
Some skippers get around this problem by 
squirting a blast of starting fluid (ether) 
into the carburetor at startup. Don’t try this 
yourself without training. Ether is highly 
volatile.

The best thing to do with old gas is not hav-
ing it in the first place. Besides, this stuff is 
too expensive to store and it is difficult to 
recycle. It’s best to run the tank down to just 
a couple of gallons as boat storage time gets 
close, and add fresh gas with the start of the 
new boating season. 

The next big problem is gum formation. 
Over time oxygen in the air combines with 
gasoline hydrocarbons. Some of these oxy-
genated molecules form tiny sticky gum 
balls that float around in the gas, get into 
fuel lines and settle in the carburetor bowl 
and passages. The gummy compounds also 
will plug fuel injectors. Old gummy gas will 
have a sour odor. 

Fortunately boat and auto supply stores 
have a nice selection of gasoline stabilizers. 
These are chemicals that inhibit the forma-
tion of gum and increase storage time to 6 or 
so months when temperatures are less than 
70F. Degradation occurs much more rapidly 
during warm summers. Once gum forms in 
the gasoline it can not be reversed. Getting 
rid of old gas in an environmentally friendly 
way is not easy. So try to avoid storing gaso-
line/gasohol for more than 6 months, even 
with stabilizer added. Some people will add 
the old gas to lawnmower gas and mow until 
the tank runs dry. There is now a stabilizer 
for ethanol gasoline which degrades more 
readily. It is more expensive than the old sta-
bilizer, but you knew that. These chemicals 
are all proprietary and are usually labeled as 
“petroleum distillates” making it impossible 
to tell what it is you are actually buying. But 
in the end it is a good idea to buy the good 
stuff and take care of the old boat. 

There are additives that claim to be lead 
substitutes with the intent to preserve the 
valves and valve seats of old engines. This 
might be a good idea in a classic car but 
may be unnecessary in our cooler running 
boat engines. Besides gasoline is carefully 
engineered and adding more chemicals may 
lower its performance. So I think it is best 
to store as little fuel as possible and run later 
with fresh gasoline. I know there are many 

Gas companies add a variety of proprietary chemi  cals to basic gasoline 
to adjust the octane rating.



These Cracking and Distillation Towers are in Mumbai, India. Gasoline is made worldwide. 
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Basically gasoline is a collection of 
carbon and hydrogen atoms that  
have arranged themselves in specific 
geometric patterns, called molecules. 
It all began millions of years ago 
deep in the rocks of earth when 
plant and animal organic matter were 
transformed by pressure and heat to 
bound atoms of carbon and hydro-
gen. It is a fundamental function of 
nature to minimize the amount of free 
energy of any connected system. 
The forcing function for atoms is the 
electric force field of each atom type. 
Carbon and hydrogen atoms move 
around each other shedding excess 
energy and eventually reach a stable 
geometry. Actually there are many 
stable geometries depending on the 
number of atoms of each type in any 
particular molecule. The stuff in the 
Earth, petroleum or crude oil, consists 
of a dozen or more such stable 
molecules. About 15 to 30% of crude 
oil consists of just the right molecules 
suitable for our internal combustion 
engines. Oil companies can distill 
crude oil to extract the desired mol-
ecules but can get a higher yield than 
30% by using heat and catalyzers to 
crack the big molecules and connect 

the small  molecules. Gasoline yields 
of 50% can be achieved. 

Gasoline is a high energy fuel. The 
molecules like octane (more correctly 
2,2,4-trimethylpentane) store chemical 
energy which is realesed from each 
gallon when burned with the value of 
120-million joules of energy = 29 mil-
lion calories = 29 thousand food calo-
ries = 33 Kilowatt Hours = 114,000 
BTU. The typical modern internal 
combustion engine has an efficiency 
of only 33%. Even so, the range of a 
full size car is about 500 miles on a 
full tank. A boat has a range of only 
100 miles at cruising speed because 
of all the drag in the water. 

Curious? Read The Chemistry of 
Hydrocarbon Fuels by Harold H. 
Schobert, 1990.

skippers who put the boat away with nearly 
a full tank of gas, plug the vent, and keep the 
gas cap tight to lower the oxidation rate. But 
if you miss a few seasons you’re stuck with a 
full tank of old, feeble, gummy gas. 

In some cases oxidation will produce a var-
nish-like film on the lines and carburetor 
innards. This can be removed with a paint 
stripper followed by a wash in denatured 
alcohol. Varnish is removable. If you have 
gum in your carburetor, get it cleaned by a 
professional shop. 

Safety
Gasoline and gasohol are highly flammable 
and toxic to humans. For detailed safety in-
formation please conduct an Internet search 
for the “Materials Safety Data Sheet for 
Unleaded Gasoline”. The MSDS covers the 
safety issues very well. 

INSIDE THE BOX
Where you learn more than you wanted to know

Gas companies add a variety of proprietary chemi  cals to basic gasoline 
to adjust the octane rating.
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How It All Started

During the Nineteenth Century, Chautauqua 
Lake in far Western New York State became 
a summer playground for a ring of prosper-
ous northeastern cities. Due to a central 
location on the lake, the Village of Bemus 
Point blossomed in popularity. Incorporat-
ed in 1911, it remains an extremely popular 
summer tourist destination. 

War Creates Opportunity

With World War I nearing its bloody 
conclusion and Americans in dire need of 
vacations, opportunity was rife for someone 
who had the foresight and vision to provide 
boats on Chautauqua Lake for a new, 
recently affluent middle class. 

The Lawson Boat And Engine 
Company, Inc.

In November 1918, ambitious, 32-year-
old named David S. Lawson purchased a 
Nineteenth-century house, garage, and boat 
house at 73 Lakeside Drive in the Village 
There, he established the Lawson Boat and 
Engine Co, Inc. where he stored and ser-
viced boats on the lake level while doing the 
same for automobiles at the street level. 

About 1920, Lawson built a large, two-
story wooden building on the lake side. 
He located his boat-building shop on the 
top floor with a chandlery and boat storage 
below. At the time, boating was limited 
mostly to sail boats and rowing craft. Only 
the most wealthy could afford motorboats, 
which were large, palatial, and out of reach 
for even well-to-do families. 

In 1922, Lawson changed family boating 
on Chautauqua Lake forever. He began sell-
ing fast, affordable, well-appointed mahog-
any “speedboats” built by a cigar-smoking 
gentleman by the name of Christopher Co-
lumbus Smith of Algonac, Michigan—two 
years before Chris Smith & Sons changed 
its name to Chris-Craft Corporation. As 
one of the very first Chris-Craft dealers, the 
Lawson Boat and Engine Co, Inc. expand-
ed steadily.

L. S. Aero Marine

In 1930, Lawson was ready for more 
expansion and partnered with a wealthy 
young pilot, Ralph Sheldon, who believed 
a new era of airplanes was right around 
the corner. They named the company, L.S. 
Aero Marine. Sheldon’s era of an airplane 
in every driveway has yet to materialize, but 
the name stuck. With Chris-Craft Sales 

& Service boldly painted on the side of the 
building, retail sales grew.

By 1927, Lawson married Margaret Boak. 
Daughter Jean Carol was born the next 
year, and David, Jr. (Dave)  in 1933. This 
small family, as well as their L-S Aero-Ma-
rine boat chandlery, left a distinct stamp on 
everyone with whom they came in contact

In 1947, Lawson raised the old garage on 
Lakeside Drive, replacing it with a modern, 
attractive brick-and concrete-block-show-
room that stands today. There was always a 
familiar smile inside for people who needed 
boats, parts, supplies, repairs, gasoline, and 
advice. There was also time for those who 
simply wanted to sit around and talk boats. 
L-S Aero Marine had become Chautauqua’s 
nautical country store. What a warm,  
wonderful place it was! 

Over the years, the business changed. 
As David Lawson aged, son Dave. and 
daughter Jean took over the business. David 
remained active until 1968, then died in 
1971. Spouse Margaret continued as book-
keeper until her death in 1985. After that, 
Jean ran the Bemus Point Boat Chandlery 
while Dave operated the L.S. Aero Marine 
Boatyard farther down the lake. 

Founding a Museum at 
Bemus Point, New York
By Bill Baldwin

…what happens when a  
determined group of boaters  
decides to restore one of the  
earliest Chris-Craft Dealerships



Left to Right

The lakeside Drive building David lawson 
purchased in 1918. Note the house at right: that 
survived until 2011. (picture circa late 1910s)

New, modern showroom built by David lawson in 
1947. (circa 1947)

The l.S. Aero Marine Boat Chandlery in its golden 
age. (circa late 1950s)

By Spring 2010, the Boat Chandlery had seriously 
deteriorated.

The completed lawson Center in late Winter, 2012.
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Decline of the Chandlery

From the time of Jean Lawson’s untimely 
death in 2001, Dave—now a retired  
Captain in the U.S. Navy Reserve— 
concentrated more and more on boat repair 
and restoration at L-S Aero Marine’s boat-
yard some miles down-lake. In due course, 
the Bemus Point Chandlery gradually 
closed its doors and fell into disrepair. 

Rumors Arise

Steady decline of the Chandlery was  
excellent grist for a rumor mill. By July 
2009, word on the street was that David 
Lawson planned to bequeath the Chan-
dlery to his church—and that soon after 
his demise, L-S Aero Marine would be sold 
off to become just another Bemus Point 
restaurant. Bad news!

People Cared

Police Chief Anthony (“Tony”) Hopfinger 
from Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania decided 
he’d see what could be done. One morn-
ing in July 2009—following considerable 
discussion with retired Detective William 
R. (“Bill”) Reynolds III of Lakewood, New 
York—Hopfinger invited retired Bank 
Executive William (“Bill”) Locke from 
Charlotte, North Carolina and Writer/Pro-
grammer Bill Baldwin from Dallas, Texas 
to breakfast. The three agreed immediately 
that if Lawson would turn over the  
Chandlery to a small, not-for-profit 
corporation, it might be possible to raise 
funds that would turn the building into 
a “Museum.” Their discussions continued 
weekly and continued by teleconference 
throughout the year. By early 2010, they 

had drafted a proposal they hoped  
would interest other Chautauqua-area 
personalities.

In January 2010, the trio was joined  
by Reynolds, Insurance Agent Andrew 
Robinson of Jamestown, New York and 
Chemical Salesman/Councilman David 
Wesp, of Bemus Point. This second trio   
accepted the “Proposal,” and continued  re-
fining the document until it was complete.

Presenting The Proposal 

The Six decided Reynolds and Robinson 
would accomplish the actual presentation; 
however, they asked that Baldwin first  
introduce the concept by phone. Instead, 
on February 22, 2010, Baldwin flew to  
Buffalo, then drove to L.S. Aero Marine, 
where he invited Lawson to supper and  
verbally presented the Proposal. To every-
one’s astonishment, Lawson accepted. 

After that, the “Friends” expanded again. 
Businessman Marlin Younker of Cleveland, 
Ohio added his acumen to what was com-
ing to be known as “The Board.” Later, Da-
vid Graper, an experienced contractor, also 
from Cleveland, joined, and was followed 
by Dave Lawson, himself, completing the 
original, nine-member Board.

Down To Business Quickly 

Once incorporated as “The Friends of the 
Lawson Center, Inc.,” the group got down 
to business quickly, applying for a second 
incorporation with Provisional Charter for 
a New Museum from the New York State 
Education Department. The requested 
name: The Lawson Boating Heritage Center 
on Chautauqua Lake. Once this was 

granted, the new corporation applied for  
an IRS Section (501)(c)(3), becoming a 
truly not-for-profit corporation on  
March 15, 2011.

Board members joined by volunteers then 
spent months emptying the building of 
contents that had collected over the years. 
With that complete, restoration of the  
entire Chandlery and Showroom began.

The “Museum” Takes Shape

Reconstruction continued apace through-
out 2010, moving inside during the winter. 
By the late Autumn, 2011, most major 
construction outside was complete, and 
many artifacts had begun to appear inside 
for installation or future display. 

The official Grand Opening took place on 
May 19, 2012. Not bad for three years—
but then determined boaters can accom-
plish nearly anything!

Check out The Lawson Center at: 
www.thelawsoncenter.org.

…what happens when a  
determined group of boaters  
decides to restore one of the  
earliest Chris-Craft Dealerships
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✯

all models

cruisers, 

runabouts, 

and sailboats

✯

KNOXVILLE, TENNESSEE (865) 603-1418    RESTORATIONSBYPHIL.COM

THANKS TO OUR VALUED CUSTOMERS
WE ARE PLEASED TO ANNOUNCE 

OUR 2ND LOCATION

THANKS TO OUR VALUED CUSTOMERS
WE ARE PLEASED TO ANNOUNCE 

OUR 2ND LOCATION

KATZ’S MARINA AT THE COVE
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Your Riva Connection
With over 60 combined years 
of experience with Rivas, why 
would you go anywhere else?
Parts, Service, Brokerage Alan Weinstein 954-609-6485

tlviking@aol.com
www.rivaguru.com

Herb Hall 530-546-2551
herb@sierraboat.com
www.sierraboat.com

classic yacht
sierra/riva
half page ad

proof v3

 

Classic Boat & Motor
See our entire inventory at

www.ClassicBoat.com

 
 

Classic Boat Sales &
Turn-Key Restorations

 

 952-471-3300
www.classicboat.com

We Buy Boats!!

Antique Boat America.com
Show Winners, Turn-Key,

Projects Boats

ALL ONLINE AT
www.antiqueboatamerica.com

Peter: 1.613.720.0449
92 boats now in our Clayton, NY showroom

info@antiqueboatamerica.com

Over 1,400 boats now listed!
Over 11,000,000 visitors to date!

Your first stop
for classic, antique, and
wooden boats online!

Connecting
the Boating   

Community!        
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You wouldn’t buy a car 
without a warranty, why buy 
a boat without one?

Katz’s has you covered. We are the only 
boat specialist offering a one year 
warranty on all boat sales.

Over 50 antique boats in stock ~ www.antiqueboatsales.com
Full service marina ~ Repairs on all makes & models

973-663-3214
Lake Hopatcong, NJ

www.woodenboatinsurance.com

Hackworth Insurance
Now you have a choice when shopping for insurance.  

 We have multiple insurance companies that can 
offer a wide variety of coverage.

  Take a look at some of the benefits we offer:

LIABILITY ONLY COVERAGE
DIMINISHING DEDUCTIBLES

DISCOUNTS FOR MULTIPLE BOATS
DISCOUNTS FOR EXPERIENCED BOATERS

LARGE DISCOUNTS IF YOU HAVE GOOD CREDIT
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