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Dedication

To all those fools who can see beyond the surface to the beauty within.

And to Teresa for her neverending faith in me.


Introduction

Over the last thirty to forty years, boat builders, both large and small, have produced thousands of fiberglass boats. Fiberglass, unlike many other types of boatbuilding materials, does not rot, rust, or break down over time. In fact, fiberglass continues to cure and become stronger as it ages. As a result, there are now thousands of older, used fiberglass boats available, some in better shape than others. These boats can often be purchased for less than the price of a small used car. Older fiberglass boats can offer a significant bargain over that of a new or recent model used boat. However, it takes selection of the right boat, and careful planning, to truly come out ahead. As world problems, rising energy costs, and political frustration continue to grow, many would-be escapists dream of sailing off to a tropical paradise. Many without large sums of money to spend choose to purchase an older boat as an economical way to their planned adventures. Others simply want to experience the satisfaction of bringing something old back to life, either as a way to show off their skills or to simply enjoy the satisfaction of working with their hands. Additionally, more and more people are looking to live aboard a boat as a way to live near the water in places where most real estate has gotten prohibitively expensive. Project boats offer a way to these dreams; however they are not without their problems and pitfalls. This project planning guide offers information and advice not found in any other do-it-yourself boat repair book. Here you will find the tools and knowledge needed to select the right boat, plan the work, and budget your project for a successful completion.

Whatever the reason for wanting to take on the restoration of a project boat, proper planning and organization can mean the difference between success and failure. This is not a book about how to make a scarf joint or how to rebuild a motor; it is a book about how to put all your skills together in the right order to successfully complete a project boat restoration. It is a guide to getting the work done without getting in over your head and to help avoid the mistakes made by others. It will explain why it is important to put your efforts and resources into some areas and not others. It contains valuable information about what to look for when considering the purchase of a project boat, as well as what to avoid. Although the focus will be on fiberglass boats, this information will be useful to anyone undertaking the building or restoration of any type of project boat. The concepts of planning and organizing the work will apply to many types of boat projects, big or small, so even if you are only planning small improvements or thinking of a complete upgrade you will likely find much of the information within this book helpful.


1 What Is a Project Boat and Is One Right for You?

For those of us with dreams bigger than our bank account, the prospect of owning a boat might seem out of reach. For others, the joys of working on and restoring a boat might be the dream itself. Anyone looking into owning a boat knows only too well the high cost of purchasing a new boat. Sticker shock can be as bracing as that cold winter wave over the bow. But for those who like to work with their hands and have some skills along with the desire to put out the effort, there are alternatives. A project boat might just fit the bill to get you on the water without having to mortgage your life away.

Before getting started, it helps to understand just what a project boat is so you can understand if one is right for you. A project boat can be anything from a small rowboat built from scratch to a mine sweeper converted into a world cruiser. Almost any boat qualifies as a project boat because, let’s face it, almost all boats are a project in one way or another. Owners are always adding to or modifying their boats to fit their needs and tastes. In this sense, even a new boat can be considered a project boat of sorts.

For the purpose of this book I will narrow down the definition a bit and primarily focus on older fiberglass boats. That’s not to say the information in this book will not be helpful to anyone working on any other type of project boat. Big, small, wood, steel, or fiberglass, the principles are the same, but because the most common project boats are older fiberglass boats, that will be the focus of the information within this book.

The heyday of boat building came in the early sixties and continued through to the mid-nineties. During this period, many boat builders, big and small, opened their doors and began producing hundreds and sometimes thousands of cost-effective fiberglass boats. Because fiberglass molds were relatively easy and inexpensive to construct, builders could produce numerous identical vessels economically using just a few molds and simple tools. The boats produced by these companies ranged in size from small dinghies to large semi-custom yachts. Companies such as Pearson, Catalina, Hatteras and Carver grew to become large corporations by producing quality vessels at affordable prices, thus bringing the boating lifestyle to the middle class. Hundreds of smaller shops also opened their doors, producing limited runs of high-quality (and some not so high-quality)semi-custom boats. All types of vessels were produced, including powerboats, sailboats, trawlers, and commercial vessels. Because many of these early builders did not have the design or engineering expertise of today’s builders, they often chose to overbuild. Materials were cheap and the consumer demanded heavy construction, so the tendency was to simply add more material to create a strong vessel. Thousands of solidly built boats were produced, many still in service today.
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Early fiberglass boat building.

Because fiberglass does not rot like wood or rust like steel, many of these boats, even though they may have been neglected or even abandoned, may still be worth saving. Nobody really knows for sure how long a fiberglass boat will last; I have heard lifespans as short as ten or fifteen years to as long as 100 years. The fact is we know there are many boats still in service that are now over fifty-years-old and still going strong. As with many things, how well a boat was constructed and how well it has been cared for has an effect on its overall life span. Suffice it to say, the true lifespan of fiberglass has yet to be fully determined; age alone does not indicate if a boat is worth saving. Combine this with the ever-increasing price of new boats and these older boats may not be such a bad deal after all. Restoring an older boat can often give you a perfectly good vessel for a fraction of the cost of a new one. You also get the satisfaction of taking something old and making it new again. The saying “They just don’t build them like they used to” really lends itself to older fiberglass boats. In many cases, fully restored older boats may often be even better than new boats because they are heavier built.
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Waiting to be restored.

The long life of fiberglass, coupled with the surplus of reasonably priced older fiberglass boats on the market, make restoration a tempting prospect. Many decent boats can be had for less than the price of a used car and in some cases even for free. That said, not just any older boat is worth the effort and expense to restore. Later in this book, we will discuss what to look for and what to avoid when selecting a project boat. Picking the right boat will have much to do with the final success of your project. It is also important to understand that any used boat will have a limited resale value no matter how much time and money you put into it. A 1983 Hatteras motor yacht is only going to have a resale value close to what other 1983 Hatteras motor yachts are selling for. It does not matter if you have spent twice that amount on the restoration; it is still only going to be worth so much. This is an important concept you must keep in mind from the start.

Not all project boats are older boats. Many project boat candidates are newer vessels that have been damaged by weather or accidents. These boats are often sold by insurance companies in an effort to recoup their losses. If the estimated cost of repairs comes to more than 80 percent of the insured value of the boat, the insurance companies will often “total” the boat. Some policies mandate the boat be restored to like-new condition, something that may not be possible, which will also result in a total loss being declared. Once the boat is considered a total loss the insurance company will pay the owner for the full insured value and take ownership. The insurance company will then sell the damaged boat in an effort to recoup some of their losses. Sometimes the owner will buy the boat back from the insurance company and use some of the settlement funds to make repairs. Most often, though, the boat is sold for salvage value. These damaged boats often make good candidates for repair but care needs to be taken. We will talk more about this in Chapter 3.
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There is some truth here.

A project boat is a dream waiting to happen and, like most dreams, every project boat is as unique as its owner. All it takes is vision, hard work, and a bit of money to get there. Unfortunately, many more have the dream than have the time and resources to see it through to the end. Most project boats will take a lot more time and money to complete than their owners ever expected. Purchasing a project boat thinking you will end up with a high-end yacht for a fraction of the cost is a mistake many have made. Nothing in life comes without a price and this is especially true of most project boats. The odds of success will often depend on how realistic the owner is. I have seen many more failures with project boats than successes. The biggest reason for failure by far is unrealistic expectations of the time and money required to complete the project. I say this not to discourage anyone, but rather to point out that this journey will not be as easy as some might expect. That is not to say it will not be worth the effort but, like most things, understanding what you are getting into before you start will help you succeed. That, after all, is the goal of this book; to help you succeed where others have failed and to help guide you through and around many of the pitfalls others have fallen into.

Before starting on any project boat, the first thing that must be determined is whether or not a project boat is right for you, or better yet whether YOU are right for a project boat. Not everyone is suited to the task of restoring an older or damaged boat. It takes many hours of free time and more money than expected to bring a boat back to good condition. It can be a challenge, but that, after all, is part of the reason for taking on a project boat; the satisfaction of using your skills and abilities to finish something you can be proud of. It can be very rewarding and satisfying to bring an old boat back from the scrap heap and turn her into something to take pride in. In addition, it is possible to save money over the cost of buying a finished boat, but it takes careful planning and a lot of hard work to really come out ahead.

The single biggest reason most people take on a project boat is to save money. This alone is a poor reason to undertake such a task. Yes, you can save money, but you can likewise lose money and the sad truth is many more lose than save. If you want to save money, you will undoubtedly have to put in many hours of your own time and labor. However long you think it may take to do something on a boat, it always seems to take three to four times as long as expected. After more than forty years building and repairing boats, I am always amazed at how long it can take to do even the simplest of tasks. It is also possible to save money with careful sourcing of parts and materials. Keep in mind that sourcing parts also takes time, effort, and careful planning. It is very easy to get carried away and spend more than you expected when it comes to parts and supplies. Many seemingly good deals may not be so good in the long run. Careful planning and discipline will help you reduce the cost. If your sole reason for restoring a boat is to save money you will likely be disappointed.
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A restoration in progress.

Others take on a project boat simply because they love the work. This is one of the better reasons for working on a project boat. Let’s face it, most boat restorations will demand the best of your time and skills. If you love the work it will keep you motivated for the long run. Restoring a boat as a hobby can be very rewarding. It can challenge your skills as well as force you to learn new ones. If you enjoy getting your hands dirty and constantly being challenged, then a boat restoration might be just the thing for you. Large or small, completing a project boat can be a very satisfying experience. Doing the work yourself also gives you finite control over the quality and direction of the project. You can have complete control over the level of fit and finish to your satisfaction. There is also the fact that you will be intimately familiar with your boat, which can be very useful when it comes to making repairs in the future. For many, restoring boats it is not even about ever using the boat; it is more about having something to do, a project to work on. I have known some who never take their boats off the dock, yet work on them all the time. Spending an afternoon varnishing fine woodwork can be very Zen-like, offering a relaxing afternoon away from the rush and worry of everyday life. Sitting back at the end of the day with a cold beer admiring your labor can be very satisfying indeed.

Then there are the project boats that you just sort of end up with when you were not really looking. I think of this more as the boat finding you than you finding the boat, sort of like a lost puppy or kitten. It could be a boat that a buddy gave you or maybe you put in a low bid at an auction thinking you would never win and then end up winning. Perhaps you are just strolling the docks and suddenly see the boat of your dreams, love at first sight, not unlike that cute blonde you once fell in love with as a teenager! As with that pretty blonde, your heart has taken over your brain and before you know it your checkbook is out and there is no turning back. It is then that reality kicks in and you find yourself with more than you bargained for. Of course, by then it is simply too late and you have to see her through to the end. Some folks I have known ended up with their project when a family member or friend passed away. These folks felt they needed to finish the project to honor that loved one. One person I knew, after inheriting a half-finished boat from a friend, not only finished the boat, but then spent several years cruising in it to completely fulfill his lost friend’s dreams. Surprisingly, these unplanned projects often are the most successful. Whether honoring a loved one or due to a weakness of the heart, these owners seem to stay motivated.

For some, a project boat offers a way of controlling costs. It can make sense to purchase a cheaper boat and then put money into her when you can rather than taking out a large loan and its associated payments for a finished boat. With a project boat you can spend money when you have it and not spend it when you don’t. This is often a good option when looking at a fixer upper that is usable but is still in need of upgrades and repairs. This can also be a good choice when thinking of doing long-range cruising in the future. You can still use the boat and get to know all the systems while deciding where best to spend your money and time. With today’s uncertain economy this can also offer some security, knowing that if your financial situation changes you can put a brake on the boat-spending until things improve.
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Enjoying the work.

Whatever the reason for taking on a project boat, for it to be successful it is important to understand your abilities and limitations. Planning is the key to the success for any project and the first step in any planning is to understand just what you are getting into and how you will go about it. If you have more time than money, you will need to have the skills required to complete most of the work yourself. If you have more money than time, you may want to plan on hiring help to get things done. It is important to look at all these things realistically. If you have never worked with your hands and have few hands-on skills it would be foolish to just assume you can do all the work required. Likewise, if you are short on funds, do not underestimate the costs of parts and supplies involved. There are ways around these obstacles but being realistic up front will help.

If you are good with your hands and enjoy the work then you will be able to save a lot of money by doing most of the work yourself. If you are not good with your hands or have never done much “hands on” type work it is important to be realistic about how much you really can do without paying for help. A rare few come by these skills naturally, for most it can take years to fully become proficient at a particular skill. Boat restoration requires many skills, including fiberglass, carpentry, electrical, plumbing, painting, and mechanical skills, just to name a few. There are many hats to be worn when working on a project boat. If you have some skills but are lacking in others such as mechanical or electrical, these can often be learned at local community colleges. Some coastal schools may even have a boat-building or repair program. These classes can often be taken in the evening, making it a practical way to obtain needed knowledge. If you have little hands-on experience it might be best to start small and test yourself. Get a small dinghy or outboard-type boat and see how it goes. See what your skill sets are before getting too deeply involved in a larger project. This is also a great way to learn if you will enjoy this type of work if you have never done it before. Better to make mistakes on a small-scale project than to put all your resources into a large project you may not want to finish. Starting small will test almost all of the skills needed in a bigger project without getting in over your head. If you have worked on boats before, either your own or a friend’s, you might be able to jump right into a bigger project, but if you are completely new to boat work, I strongly recommend you start small.

It is important to remember this kind of work is not for everyone and it takes a special type of person to really enjoy all the challenges you will face. These include spending endless hours of grinding fiberglass while sweating in Tyvek suits and breathing through a full face mask, all while working in unnatural positions with lousy light in all kinds of weather, and spending all your free time laboring away at dirty and often boring tasks. You will make mistakes and be overwhelmed and exhausted both physically and mentally. Everything will take longer and cost more than you expected, but you will be rewarded in the end by knowing you had what it takes to do what few can.
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Working hard.

As with most things in life, money is important to success and this is true with a project boat as well. Having the required skills will save you money in labor, but you still need to purchase parts and supplies. At times you may need to hire outside labor as well for things you may not have the skills or tools for, such as welding. There can be additional costs as well, for example storage, insurance, launching fees, and the list goes on. Before starting, you need to have some understanding of the cash flow needed to keep your project moving forward. Many grossly underestimate the expense and end up stalling or worse never finishing at all, solely due to the lack of sufficient funding. Thinking about money and planning a budget should be one of your first considerations before starting a boat restoration. This is one area where it is important to remain realistic and, if anything, try to overestimate, rather than underestimate. You should plan for unexpected expenses, because you will surely have them. I will talk more about finances and budgeting in Chapter 6, but it is an important consideration before you start. It will also be an important factor in selecting a suitable boat. Although a sixty-footer may seem tempting, if you cannot afford the slip rent, it makes little sense to attempt something that big. I know this seems obvious but time and again I have seen people make just such a mistake. It is all too easy to convince yourself that you will figure it out as you go along, but do not kid yourself. Setting up a monthly budget will help keep you on track and give you an idea of what you can and cannot afford before you start. Knowing this will help you avoid getting in over your head from the beginning.
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