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Introduction

“Here today, up and off to somewhere else tomorrow! Travel, change, interest, excitement! The whole world before you, and a horizon that’s always changing!”

—Kenneth Grahame, Author
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So, you’ve heard the Sirens’ song: irresistible, tantalizing, filling your head with visions of being wrapped in warm, gentle, and comforting winds as you travel across calm azure seas, experiencing sunrises to take your breath away and relaxing during serene moments at quiet coves; encountering adventure beyond your wildest dreams as you travel to far horizons, all to satisfy a void in your life that is now being occupied by terminal wanderlust.

In other words, you want to buy a boat.

Take heed, dear shipmates, for you are not alone. There are many of us fellow sufferers out here—actually, according to the latest National Marine Manufacturers Association numbers, nearly 88 million people in the U.S. participate in some way, with perhaps upwards of 30 million more in such countries as Canada, France, the UK, and Sweden just to name a few others for example—all waiting for you to let go of your terrestrial ties and join us in the pursuit of the nautical lifestyle. And hopefully, this book will help.

I’ve tried to keep the format simple and easy. Starting with a discussion of boat construction including the techniques used by various builders and what you should be looking for, we’ll have a wide-ranging survey of the entry-level boats by some of the major manufacturers including a separate chapter on both the operation and upkeep of inboard and outboard engines, together with the technological advances in control design, after which will follow a thorough discussion on proper boat care and maintenance.

Another important chapter covers the greening of the industry and includes discussions and overviews on how manufacturers and builders are “cleaning up” their processes and what advances are being made in materials and alternative energy sources, including electric and diesel/electric propulsion, solar power, and other cutting-edge technologies.

We’ll discuss boat handling, especially around the docks and in close quarters situations including all the exciting and innovative developments in joystick use and the latest pod designs. Seamanship, anchoring, weather, wind, tides and currents, and a summary of the latest in electronic equipment will also be presented.

We’ll discuss safety equipment and what to do in the case of an emergency while away from the dock. Also included is a look at insurance coverage, boat loans, and financing, as well as those costs that newcomers to the lifestyle often overlook.

Throughout the book there will also be entertaining anecdotal asides from my nautical travels on how and why our fellow watery wanderers first got into boating, sure to be both amusing and enlightening.

For those of you whose economics are not ready for a new boat, I will also be covering the proper way to navigate the brokerage market, what to look for in a survey—as the stories are legion on purchasing a lemon, this is a caveat emptor and absolutely mandatory—and how to pick the right surveyor—equally as important—as well as the new trend and popularity in boat clubs.

While no one book can contain all the information to cover all of boating, it is my hope that the resources presented here will be enough to get and keep you on course for a lifetime of safe and enjoyable boating.

And while you may think that taking the helm for the first time might be a bit overwhelming, trust me, with a bit of patience and understanding your confidence level will soar as you become more and more comfortable every time you leave the dock.

We have a lot of ground to cover so let’s kick over our engines, let those lines go, pull in our fenders, and head out.

Fair winds shipmates,

Captain Ken Kreisler
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1. Boat Design & Construction

“I feel there is something almost sacred about building a boat … It is almost like creating a living being, a boat seems to have a soul and character all her own. … It requires more thought to give a boat a good name than it does a child.”

—John Guzzwell, World Circumnavigator
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Before I even begin to survey the many boats available for entry-level buyers, I would like to concentrate our efforts first on the basics about boat design and construction. After all, this is where it all begins and having this kind of knowledge will enable you to sift through what you want and don’t want.

Boat building has come a long way since our ancient seafaring brethren figured out that if they hollowed out a fallen tree or lashed a number of logs together, they could set out on the water and travel, fish, trade, or even navigate oceans.

Thor Heyerdahl proved this last notion in 1947 on the Kon-Tiki expedition as he and his fellow explorers covered some five thousand miles across the Pacific Ocean in a hand-built raft from South America to the Tuamotu Islands in French Polynesia—clearly illustrating that early seagoing people could have made the voyage as well.

Certainly you’re not in the market for either a hollowed out log or a raft held together by wooden pegs and rope. You would not be reading this book if you were, but if you so happen to have such thoughts, I strongly suggest you alter your nautical plans to a more terrestrial-based undertaking. Let’s center our discussion on fiberglass construction.

The boatbuilding material we know as fiberglass has been around for a long time now and came into being quite by accident. I’m going to skip all the physics, chemistry, and ponderous discussions, but if you really must know this kind of information, there are copious volumes to be found with a good search on the Internet. Me? I’d rather be boating, if you catch my drift. So, let’s get right into the good stuff.

In 1932, a member of the research staff at Owens-Illinois, soon to become Owens Corning, by the name of Russell Games Slayter (while I do sometimes digress when I pick up the trail of the obscure and rather esoteric, I am going to bypass the derivation and foundation of Mr. Slayter’s middle name; for now that is) while working with a run of molten glass, mistakenly misdirected a jet of compressed air at the substance and, voila! Glass fibers were the result.

Four years after this fortuitous faux pas, a patent was issued to Owens Corning for its glass wool fiberglas material—back then it was spelled with one “s”—and, because of one of its particular characteristics, it was used as an insulator.

Also in 1936, du Pont introduced resin to its fiberglass—now with the additional “s”; funny how that happens—the result of which was, more or less, the genesis of the composite material we are familiar with today.

Of course it did not take long for one Ray Greene, an Owens Corning person with a definite nautical slant, to see the benefits of this new stuff as a boatbuilding material and set out to design and construct one. It was launched in 1937 but because of the then-brittle nature of the product, the project languished.

There were some other attempts at using the substance to fashion airplane wings for the U.S. Air Force and even a passenger boat, supposedly designed and built in Russia. And for a 1946 prototype of a car with a fiberglass body—which by the way, never did enter the production line—tagged the Stout Scarab, and designed by William Bushnell Stout of the motor car company bearing his name out of Detroit, Michigan. But the best use for the as-yet-to-be-perfected material was waiting patiently for its renaissance. And while there may be plausible argument as to the actual launch date or product-use application of the stuff, there is no doubt that in 1953, together with Owens Corning, General Motors introduced the first real production car with a fiberglass body. Even if you’re not a car person, many among us did, and most likely still do, hold a special admiration for the Chevrolet Corvette.

But, and as interesting as this aside may be—Stout, by the way, was also chief engineer of the aircraft division at Packard Motors as well as designing the celebrated Ford Tri-Motor airplane—it’s back to the water for us.

Design and Construction

All our boats start out with an idea: a thought, an impression, a concept on how best to combine the ability to be with the water in a use-oriented and safe and comfortable way. And depending on how big the vessel is, there can be quite more than a fair degree of creature comforts able to rival, and sometimes surpass, many opulent land-based dwellings.
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With the vision and talent of a marine architect turned over to fabricators, technicians, installers, and the many others who build boats, someone’s dream will become a reality.

But for those of you looking to get into the boating lifestyle for the first time, you are just going to have to lower both your expectations and ability to own “one of those” … for now. So, with that in mind, our discussion will center on how your first boat is designed and built.

From all the builders and designers I have spoken with over the years, there is one unifying idea that has run true throughout the conversations: They always use customer input as a major influencing force when conceptualizing their boats. From entry-level bow riders to first cruising boat to major sport fisherman, the input and participation from prospective and repeat owners is highly regarded.

“When we design our boats,” began industry friend and design engineer/marine architect Dave Wilson for prestigious Viking Yachts, “we look at proportions and overall design parameters no matter what size project we are planning. Our owners are pretty specific and we always take that as one of our first considerations.”

Kris Carroll, president of Grady-White Boats, had the same take on that subject. “With 15 to 20 percent of our boat buyers being new, first time owners, one of the most important aspects of our entire program is to take care of them and do whatever we can to bring them into the family and deliver the ultimate boating experience.”

To that end, and as you start out on your watery lifestyle, one of the most fascinating experiences you can immerse yourselves in is a factory visit. There is not a single boat builder, whether a custom, one-off designer or that of any of the mass production models that does not invite a prospective buyer to their operations facility to see, first hand, the real story on boatbuilding.

“We call, survey, ask questions and do whatever it takes to find out what we need to have happen to make our owners have the best possible understanding as possible,” said Carroll. “Getting comfortable with a boat is not the hardest thing to learn. It comes with the territory.”

I have been to a wide variety of building facilities covering everything from megayachts to sportfishing and cruising boats to sundecks to PWCs and RIB tenders. I have found each to be quite eye-opening and unbelievably insightful and educational with not only watching the actual construction process, from popping a hull out of its mold to its position on the line, but speaking with designers, engineers, painters, CEOs, company presidents, delivery captains, sales managers, and equipment and systems installers as well.

So that we’re all on the same page, and since all of the boat builders you will be considering use these products with this information, here are some of the more frequently used boatbuilding terms including materials, physical characteristics, processes, and descriptions.
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The busy production line at the Grady-White factory. Photo Credit: Grady-White Boats
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A brand new, flawless hull is removed from its mold and begins its first voyage down the production line at the Grady-White factory. Photo Credit: Grady-White Boats

Again, let’s avoid any discussion on fiberglass or resins that involves advanced physical science concepts and just say that each of the materials used has its own particular profile; its own specific DNA as it were, that makes it suitable for the application.

Lamination: the process of taking several layers of fiberglass cloth and, using an epoxy resin material, bonding, laminating, or unifying them together for strength and support. The strength of fiberglass material depends on the length of its strands, the alternating pattern of how the layers are positioned in the mold, and the temperature and humidity during the process of wetting out, or applying, the styrenated resin. Styrene, by the way, can occur naturally in small amounts in certain plants, but the more familiar use for the clear and colorless liquid derived as a by-product of petroleum is in the manufacture of plastics.

Epoxy Resin: glue-like, semi-liquid adhesive substance that, with the addition of a hardener applied to fiberglass cloth material and left to cure, will become solid. As it holds the fiberglass together chemically and transitions from the liquid to the solid state, resins will allow the material to conform to a specific shape as well as having the ability to transfer the mechanical loads from the fibers to the entire composite part. Epoxies are also very low VOC and can achieve excellent physical properties without post cure.

Wetting Out/Hand Layup: the process of spreading out the epoxy resin with rollers across the surface of fiberglass material and making sure it is fully saturated into the laminate and that there are no air voids before repeating the progression to build up the laminate.

Cure Time: the transition period of an epoxy mixture from a liquid to a solid is called the cure time. It can be divided into three phases: working time—also called open time, pot life, or wet lay-up time (liquid state), initial cure (gel state) and final cure (solid state). The speed of the reaction, the length of these phases, and the total cure time vary relative to the ambient temperature. Epoxy systems do not require high humidity to cure properly. The curing of amine-based epoxies can result in a waxy film called amine blush on the cured epoxy surface. This blush forms when there is humidity and C02.

Lamination Schedule: simply put, it is the list of specific materials and orientation of the fiberglass used when building up the layers that make up, for example, the hull or other parts of the boat. Among other things, it includes the weight and style of the weave of the fiberglass material.
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Taking care to make sure the resin in fully wet through, the laminate will be built up layer by layer. Photo Credit: Grady-White Boats
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Here the fiberglass mat is being cut and fit in the mold. Notice the round ports to accommodate pod engines.

Tensile Strength: the ability of a material to resist loads or tensions that can pull it apart.

Woven Roving: a heavier, high fiber version of fiberglass cloth, its main use is between the sandwiched layers to increase both the tensile strength, stiffness, and impact resistance of the laminate.

E Glass: the most common type of fiberglass cloth used, so called due to its good electrical insulation properties, it has high strength and stiffness qualities, is resistant to heat and chemical action, and withstands moisture among other traits.

S Glass: fiberglass cloth, known as unidirectional mat, where all the fibers run in the same direction and offers more tensile strength than E Glass.

Prepeg Fabrics: often carbon fiber fabrics that have already been saturated with a resin system and heat-activated curing agent and are ready to be laid up in a mold thus skipping all the other steps in a hand lay-up.

Kevlar: one of the first, high strength synthetic fibers in the Aramid family—those particular lightweight manmade fibers that display excellent heat, cutting, and chemical resistance—to gain acceptance in the reinforced plastic industry. It is stronger, lighter, and more impact resistant than traditional fiberglass and can be used by itself or combined with such other boat building material as carbon fiber. With its high tensile strength-to-weight ratio, it presents itself as five times stronger than steel yet is a much lighter material. DuPont owns the registered name of Kevlar. Kevlar is extremely strong and flexible. Other Aramid materials include Nomex, which is heat/flame resistant, Technora, which is chemical resistant, and Twaron, which is both heat and chemical resistant.

Carbon Fiber: strands of carbon-based materials are woven into a fabric and, using epoxy resin, offer a strong, lightweight, high temperature tolerance with low thermal expansion boat building material that also has excellent chemical resistance. Its high price makes it a bit selective in certain applications.

Chopped Strand: typically blown onto the mold surface with styrenated resin, this random fiber reinforcement material is used as a backup for gel coat to minimize print through and miniscule air bubbles. When wetted out, it conforms well to odd-shaped objects.

Continuous Strand Mat: contains a binder that holds the strand together. During lay-up, it requires styrene to break down the binders to allow for complete resin saturation of the mat. Epoxy does not contain styrene and therefore cannot be effectively used with continuous strand mat. Used when a rapid buildup of a laminate is necessary. This material conforms easily and, due to a binder already present, wets out easily. However, since it is only compatible with polyester or vinyl ester resins, proper bonding with epoxy will not take place.

Biaxial Mat: an ideal material that can be used for repairs, tabbing—used to strengthen, support, and back up the bulkheads and supports within your boat’s structure—and reinforcement, the cloth comes in two layers of mat oriented in a 45º fiber angle and stitched together with polyester yarn.

Infusion: often referred to as closed-molded resin infusion or vacuum infusion, it is the technique most considered to be the latest in superior boat construction. Unlike the traditional method of lamination, where the layers of fiberglass material are laid in the mold and hand wet out with a catalyzing resin, using rollers to saturate the cloth and squeeze out any air that might be present, vacuum bagging places the hull or parts, with the dry lamination schedule already in place in the mold, inside a specially designed bag. Once everything is in place the bag is sealed and the air is withdrawn. As this is happening, strategically placed tubes begin to deliver the resin in a controlled manner. The result is a stronger, lighter end product with precise resin-to-cloth ratios, low void content, and a drastic elimination of VOC (volatile organic compounds) into the atmosphere as that given off with an open molded build.

Mold: the actual shape of your boat’s hull or part that is specifically designed and engineered along exacting mathematical and physical requirements for the way the boat is going to be powered, used, and the equipment it may be outfitted with.

Most production boat builders will use a female mold with a concave shape; that is, the construction is done from the inside out with the outermost layer going on first with subsequent buildup of the laminate schedule. (A male mold’s convex shape laminate build up is done from the outside in, with the outermost layer going on last.) The mold is prepared with a release agent so that when the hull or part is ready, it can literally be popped right out. In addition, that first layer is usually the gelcoat, the thin coat of pigmented resin that allows the finished product to emerge fully coated.

Because you have most likely begun the process and done some legwork, and if nothing else, gazed at stacks of boating magazines, turned the pages of many brochures, and perused the Internet and related websites, you have already discovered there are many types of boats to choose from.

[image: image]

The inside of the mold must be clean and free of any debris, dirt, or imperfections for the hull to come out as perfectly formed as possible. Photo Credit: Grady-White Boats

With your unique position as someone just getting into the lifestyle, the plan is to limit your decision by the kind of boating you wish to do at this point in your nautical career. And that means getting an understanding of basic boat design.

Types of Hulls

For our purposes, there are three types of boats: planing, semi-displacement, and full displacement. And most likely, you are going to be interested in the first.

Planing hull boats are designed to go fast. That’s not to say, for our discussion here, that you are going to strap yourself into a high-tech suspension seat, hit the throttles and, watching your fuel gauges drain by the minute, go really fast. But for boats designed and built just for that—you’ve seen them; those graphic-heavy power and racing boats—fast is a relative term.

A powerboat moving through the water at, let’s say, twenty miles per hour, is faster than one traveling at fifteen. But, as we all know, twenty miles per hour is not all that fast. Planing boats are basically designed to get up and out of the water so that there is less drag on the running bottom.
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Planing hulls are designed to get up on top of the water.

Semi-displacement boats find themselves somewhere in the middle, having the kind of design that allows them to move through the water a bit more efficiently than the full displacement hull.
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Fine classic lines typify the Ellis 28, a semi-displacement design that offers an economical power profile while providing outstanding sea-keeping characteristics. Photo Credit: Ellis Boat Company

Full displacement hulls are typically found on slower boats such as some trawler designs. Generally designed to cruise between seven and nine knots, these vessels are very efficient with power needs and are good in following seas. With a deep and wide hull design, full displacement boats usually have extra room for fuel, more than ample storage spaces, large living areas, and roomy engine spaces.
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Well-built, full displacement boats and yachts, like this Nordhavn 40, present yet another side of boating and one filled with the prospects of adventurous long distance travel. Nordhavns have the well-deserved reputation of being able to cross oceans. Photo Credit: Nordhavn


2. The Economics of Vessel Ownership & Picking the Right Boat

“A lot of people ask me if I were shipwrecked, and could only have one book, what would it be? I always say How to Build a Boat.”

— Steven Wright, Humorist
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I remember the conversation as if it were just yesterday.

“What do you think? Should we buy a boat?”

It was years past now and one late October day when I was on my way south, via Delta Airlines from NYC’s LaGuardia to the Ft. Lauderdale/Hollywood Airport, on the annual migration of my marine industry cohorts to attend the first of the twin titans on the seasonal U.S. boat show circuit.

Known to us insiders as FLIBS, the Ft. Lauderdale International Boat Show and MIBS, the Miami International Boat Show, take place within about two and a half months of one another, the former having its epicenter at the Bahia Mar Marina and Resort sometime around the end of October, with the latter one staging across several Miami venues in mid-February. (As of this writing, the Convention Center, one of the main venue sites for MIBS, was undergoing a renovation, and after several contentious court battles, the Virginia Key site had become the 2016 show’s new home and for some years to come with the not-associated Collins Avenue Yacht & Brokerage Show, now called Yachts Miami Beach, continuing in the same location.)

The question was lobbed over the aisle to me by a couple with whom I was sharing the fourth row in the front on the plane. I had the aisle seat while they occupied the two cushy leather ones to my right.

Back then, and I am sure things have not changed, company policy forbade us lowly journalists from flying anything other than coach fare but I had accumulated so many frequent miles that I qualified for a complimentary upgrade.

When my name appeared on the tote board at the gate terminal, I happily marched myself up to the podium to claim my prize. And as I recall, the sliced chicken breast over a crispy Caesar salad wasn’t half bad at all.

They had seen the familiar magazine logo on my shirt and in the ensuing conversation—which lasted most of the flight and several more times as we serendipitously crossed wakes on the docks—I’m sure I thanked them quite a few times for the strawberry daiquiri and several cinnamon churros they insisted I have with them at one of the many floating bars at the venue. But in the event it was only three times, I will now offer a fourth: thank you both, yet again—when I told them my name and passed them each a business card. They were most complimentary in saying as how much they enjoyed the magazine and my writing and video work.

“So, let’s boil it down to a simple mathematical formula,” I said, smiling and turning in my seat so I was now facing them. “And, please, do not be put off by this. It is just the reality of going into and taking on the financial responsibilities of boat ownership that I think you need to consider. Take the sticker price number you imagine the boat is going to cost you; remember to take into account the electronics and options you may want. Add to that your insurance coverage, dockage, estimated fuel costs, maintenance, seasonal storage if necessary, supplies, and a conservative list of other costs. Once you arrive at that amount, divide it by the total days you think you may use the boat, and ask yourself if you have the answer to your question.”

Again, do not be put off by this per-use analogy. If you start down that path, you might as well just cancel your golf club membership, eliminate those family vacations, forget about that second lake or oceanside house, or any of the other free-time activities you may want to be involved in, and instead come home after work, or on your weekends and holidays, and watch television and eat potato chips to take up all your spare time.

While you are investing in a product and all its extras that do require a good hard look at your economics, and should those finances make sense to you, what you are buying into is a wonderful and great lifestyle where the money matters associated do not, in any way, mean that the financial side of boat ownership should not be undertaken.

Believe me, it is worth every penny, nickel, dime, and the many, many quarters spent. The memories, the lifestyle, the travel, the camaraderie, the sunsets and sunrises, the experience, the food, the adventure, the friends, all are priceless. For all the many years I have been involved in my watery life, I wouldn’t trade them, not a single one, even for having all my credit cards paid off by now.

I bring this up early in the book only because in all my time in the marine industry, and with my ear very close to the manifold as they say, I have seen many a would-be nautical dreamer watch their wish of participating in boating quickly fade away because they did not approach the undertaking with eyes wide open and a very realistic look at the costs. Hey, to be right up front with this thought, if you have the bucks and taking on this added expense is not a problem, I say go for it.

For the rest of you, let’s begin by going through the basics. The plan is to help you create a worksheet of sorts to assist in making the right decision. Seeing actual numbers in black and white can often make it easier for you to make the right decisions to take, and stay on, the right course.

To add to this notion, and in a later chapter, I have a segment dedicated to navigating the brokerage market. And it just might be the kind of information you need to perhaps find a perfectly suitable boat, equipped for your needs, that will help to cut down on initial expenses.

Going into this with a budget number in mind, in other words just how much you are willing to commit to as an entry-level boater, the first question we need to address is just what kind of boat are you looking for? What type of vessel will fulfill your needs? Is this a family venture—and if so, please include them in all the discussions, plans, and visits to dealerships or boat shows during the process; trust me here, this is important—or your own personal undertaking? Fishing, day or weekend cruising, perhaps a bit of both? Conceivably going out for an extended voyage now and then?

A daunting undertaking, you’re thinking? Take heart, there is a boat for you out there and what I’m going to do is give you a personal tour of the choices that you have and why the boat that you want may not be the one you need.

The first thing you might want to do is get a hold of the schedule for upcoming boat shows in your area. A great resource here in the States is the National Marine Manufacturers Association (NMMA) Website where you will find boatshows.com, a thorough and extensive listing of upcoming seasonal events throughout the nation. If you are interested in looking abroad and will, or have the means to be traveling some time during the year, check out the offerings at boatshowsonline.com as well.

These expositions, whether on the local level or during international gatherings, are ideal places to see everything on the market that may be of interest to you.

Obviously, the purpose of a boat show is to get as many people looking to buy in one place with many a dealer advertising “BOAT SHOW SPECIAL!” And if you are ready, there are actual opportunities to be had as long as you are armed with the right information and knowledge.
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When looking for a boat at a boat show, seek out what you are looking for first and then go stroll the docks and dream on.

In the end, you just might be able to score an exceptional transaction, tailor made to satisfy both your budget and your now insatiable and driven need to be a boat owner. I know exactly how you feel.

[image: image]

Keep good notes on everything you see and take lots of pictures. It might be just the right one.

My advice when walking the docks is to arrive early and go right to the displays that are of particular interest to you. In this way, you will be able to gather the information you need without having to wait to speak with someone. Things get really busy during these shows and quality “dock time talk,” as the day progresses, does get a bit dicey. In addition, and if you can, opening day, often a Thursday, is preferable if you want to avoid the weekend crowds, “tire kickers,” strollers, and dreamers.

If you’ve been looking at something that has caught your eye, and more importantly your budget, call up a local dealer, visit the showroom, get the basic information—price, add-ons, power options and the like, perhaps go for a boat ride—make sure to leave your check book and credit cards at home—and then make an appointment to follow up at the upcoming show. Trust me, they will be there.

Take pictures—come on, everyone in the world has some kind of a phone that takes pictures—and even some video footage and keep detailed notes of all your conversations, especially costs, financing, options packages, and any other significant matters pertaining to the boat you are interested in.

Make sure you schedule another sea trial; let them take you out for a ride, this time with, hopefully, a fully equipped model—many of the boat shows offer in-water venues where going for a ride is mandatory, standard operating procedure—and show you how all of today’s advanced features operate.

As well, this is a great opportunity to get the family aboard and even let the kids and the wife have a go at the wheel. It’s easier than you think. Just remember how you felt the first time you sat in the driver’s seat of a car.

Do not be cowed, overwhelmed, awed, or intimidated with the operator’s prowess. Remember, they have had years of experience. While this may be your first time at the helm, and no matter how uncomfortable you may feel, you too will get there. It’s a process and the learning curve is an exciting one. And please, as far as that “BOAT SHOW SPECIAL” is concerned, do not feel the pressure to make the deal right then and there on the dock.

With a reputable dealer, who will most likely honor any conversation already had, there’s plenty of time for that after the show closes. But if you are really hot to buy, wait a few days, perhaps even late on closing day, and take a last stroll and drop by to “say hello,” if you catch my drift here.

Size Does Matter

Once you have settled things in your mind that you are going to do this, and for a little tactile experience in getting your feet wet before you get out the checkbook, you may try seeking out a friend who has a boat, or a friend of a friend, even twice removed if necessary, who has a boat, and get yourself invited out. And please, do not forget to bring the assorted foodstuffs and other accoutrements for your day on the water and even offer to kick in for the fuel. As most boaters I know are fairly gracious about having guests aboard, you’ll most likely get a pass on the latter but the odds will be in your favor to get on the short list when it’s time to be invited out again.

Since this will be your first boat, do not have big eyes. I know it is tempting when looking at a 17-foot bow rider to keep glancing over at its 23-foot, twin-engine big sister right next to it and then a quick peek over to that 30-foot, fully rigged, triple engine, center console machine just down the dock. Time to slow down and regroup.

“What we like to tell potential customers, and especially those coming into the lifestyle at an entry level,” says Joey Weller, VP of sales at Grady-White Boats, “is to consider, should the personal economics make sense, going up one model size from what you think you may be comfortable with. In that way, once you get into your boat and at ease with handling and its systems—and you will very quickly—you will not regret having something just a little bigger.” I see it like this: the smart move just might be to buy your second boat for the first time.

So, just what is an entry-level boat? In this humble marine scribe’s opinion, it is one that is manageable in size, power, equipment, and with a price that is affordable for a prospective owner who is, for the most part, unfamiliar with being out on the water on a boat. It is definitely not a car, shipmates, and you can’t just drive it away.

[image: image]

With most builder displays at boat shows, a full model lineup will be available for you to look at and compare.

In other words, you are a newbie and you are most likely going to freeze, your hands welded to the wheel, knees buckling, and sweat soaking your shirt the moment you try and pull away from the dock with your mind screaming, “Why did I do this?”

Have faith. You are in good company. We’ve all been there in some shape or form during our early apprenticeships. Anyone who tells you different is spinning you a fish tale or has never been at the helm before.

Truth be told, I went from owning a 22- to a 42- to a 93-footer and each and every instance I took the wheel for the first time, I had a terminal case of the heebie-jeebies on top of a major episode of the willies.

To set your minds at ease, today’s technology, especially with the latest joystick controls, goes a long way in cutting down on the pucker factor as your individual anxiety level heads north and off the charts. In addition, I don’t know of a major boat manufacturer or dealership that does not provide both comprehensive and expert training, instruction, and lessons on all aspects of your boat’s operation including practical, hands-on handling and especially docking.

By the time you’re done with this tutorial period, you’ll have established enough confidence to get you going. And if you still need more time, you can most likely contract your dealer or plug into the vast network of competent boat handlers and captains in your area to give you the added lessons. I’ll have more information for you on that a bit later as well. And a final note on this topic: in my experience, there isn’t a dock mate, neighboring boat owner, or any marina personnel who will not jump at the opportunity to help out. It’s that great of a community.

The Boats

For entry-level opportunities, let’s take a look at the lineups from a cross section of manufacturers, listed here in alphabetical order, whose models include many boats that may be of interest to your individual situation.
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