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Preface to the Paperback Edition


Sailboats have been around for thousands of years playing a part in the history of man and the evolution of societies. Initially they were simple means to straightforward ends like hunting, trading or fighting wars. But with the advent of steam engines in the nineteenth century the age of working sailing vessels began to decline and wealthy individuals began to discover sailing as a sport. Boats suddenly became yachts, symbols of their owners’ status in society and implements for success on the racecourse. Hence the design focus shifted from practicality to efficiency, from making the journey to taking the prize. This development has been informed by advances in science and technology to produce ever lighter and faster boats that require expert sailors to smash records—if they don’t get smashed first.

On a parallel course sailing has also become a leisure activity for the common folk, who seek recreation by casting off and heading out to sea, to visit distant harbors or drop anchor in a secluded cove. “Cruising,” as it is called, requires a different breed of boat. It must offer amenities that rival the comforts of home with household appliances, standing headroom, private heads, gourmet galleys, stereos, TVs and computers. But there are exceptions to this rule. Among these is the Nordic Folkboat, a charming anachronism, an amalgam that still carries vestiges of its Viking heritage.

By today’s standards, a Nordic Folkboat is heavy and small. It doesn’t carry a lot of sail and it still uses wooden spars. The long keel is detrimental in light winds. The ripples of the lapstrake hull produce more resistance than a smooth surface and they are hard to clean and paint. Yes, it has standing headroom, but on deck only. And most Folkboats do not have inboard diesel engines, the most common staple for cruising boats. That’s more than a half dozen strikes against it, so how can such a creation expect to survive and even thrive, not just in Scandinavia, where it was created, but also in many other countries like Germany, the Netherlands, Great Britain, USA or Australia?

This book, which now has been reissued as a paperback by Sheridan House, provides some answers along with anecdotes about the people who know, love, and sail Folkboats. Like the vessel, they are full of character and usually have more important things on their minds than worrying about status symbols. Without fail they are proud, and sometimes quite sentimental about this seaworthy boat that can be raced in fierce competition just as it can be sailed to a remote anchorage.

The question, “Why do you sail a Folkboat?” is never sufficiently answered with “Why not?” One of the more popular replies given by sailors who fell in love with this evergreen is their desire to return to their sailing roots, to simplify, decelerate, and contemplate. “I think we have long ago reached saturation with new boats that hit the market without being really new,” one of them explained his predilection with classics like the Folkboat. “And for many of us this game is getting old. The choices are confusing. It should not surprise that there is a backlash that benefit classes that have a friendly and relaxed culture, that have stood the test of time and won’t become obsolete next year.”

This has the ring of wisdom that comes with age, indicating that you have to travel the road of life for a while before you can appreciate Folkboats. Luckily, that’s not quite true since the class has transcended age and gender barriers, which bodes well for the future. Numerous fleets are registering the influx of young people, eager to crew or even own one, because of its versatility and its low cost. Owners have a choice between genuinely elegant wooden and more mundane, yet practical fiberglass boats, without forfeiting the privilege of a level playing field on the racecourse. Used ones, even if they have a lot of years and miles in their wake, are still good. If not, they are appealing to do-it-yourselfers in search of rewarding rehab projects. And perhaps best of all: Folkboats attract attention when they sail into a marina, because sailboats are like people: Being different is as important as being pretty.

For more than 65 years now, the Nordic Folkboat successfully weathered the winds of change and the temptations of ephemeral fashion. It avoided being relegated to a nautical footnote. Instead it turned into a classic that is widely admired for its austere beauty, its seaworthiness and its ability to satisfy many sailing desires. All along it stayed a boat for common folks, which was the original intent that forged the boat’s name. I hope you enjoy this journey and all its stories that add up to The Folkboat Story.

Dieter Loibner
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“Folkboats? Ah, I did not know one could write a book about that.” A raised eyebrow and the incredulous undertone said it all. I admit that at first glance, it seemed a strange idea and a bit farfetched to make one particular boat class the topic of an entire book. But the more I dug, the more came up. It became clear very soon that a history of six decades is a deep well for surprising facts and entertaining anecdotes.

There are many Folkboats but only one Nordic Folkboat, which is the star of this book and which has been around since 1942. And like any good original, it was a progenitor for scores of other designs and replicas that came much later and took advantage of new technology while relying on the tried and true qualities. The Nordic Folkboat was the catalyst that has turned the idea of a boat for the masses into a product that has transcended social and ethnic boundaries like few other pleasure boats have. More than 4,000 of them are still out there, plying their racing or cruising trade somewhere on this planet. They are pinching the breeze on Lake Constance and grit their teeth when it howls through the Golden Gate. They zigzag through the Skerries, and crowd the line at the Fyn Rundt. They sail on Puget Sound, and brave the currents of the Solent. They putter through the canals of Berlin, and cruise the Great Lakes. They cut through the chop off Waikiki Beach, and parade in front of Sydney’s Opera.
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I began this manuscript on a dreary November day in California. The heater was on, the rain pounded against the skylight, and the only color in the uniformity of gray was the garish yellow of the lemons ripening on the bush outside my studio window. To get the job done, I deliberately stuck with my long-time companion, a 12-year-old Macintosh, a relic by today’s standards of technology, but a classic in its own right. What better tool to write about a classic boat? As one would have to do with a Folkboat that is slightly past its prime, I had to perform a little TLC before I could get started. These circumstances put me in the perfect frame of mind to envision Folkboat owners in northern Europe, clad in thick garments that are worn over a pair of long johns, hauling their treasures to put them in winter storage, clammy hands fumbling for flasks of Gammeldansk or other high-octane spirits to thaw the icicles that have formed under their noses. For these sailors, winter is the time of darkness, cold and reflection. It is also the time for Zen and the Art of Folkboat Maintenance to get ready for the next sailing season that will pit them against each other and, perhaps, some wayward Americans.

It has been said that good boats find the right people. As I talked to sailors from the four corners of the planet, I realized that this observation proved to be accurate for the Folkboat. Eyes glazed over and the tone of conversation became devout as my interviewees scanned their mental files, even if they hadn’t owned a boat in many years. Folkboats and the associated memories, I came to understand, are for life. And true to their egalitarian concept, they appeal to a wide variety of people, making it one of the most colorful and diverse sailboat classes, a treasure trove for a reporter’s craft. A feast made in heaven for the reader, but some serious legwork for the author; identifying sources, tracking them down and putting their comment in perspective, interpreting cryptic notes about meetings of 50 years ago, sifting through dusty archives. Where a lack of appropriate documentation or reliable sources made it impossible to distinguish between fact and fiction—as it is bound to happen with historic material that has never been exposed to journalistic scrutiny—efforts were made to advise the reader. In some instances, Folkboat lore has perpetuated contradictory accounts, especially about the inception of the design. Getting to the bottom and making sense of it required a good deal of investigation and could not have been achieved without the help from a number of individuals. Credit shall be given to their humor, generosity, expertise, patience and enthusiasm, not to mention their timely invitations for that pint at the club bar, which often was accompanied by a new episode, anecdote or fact that ended up becoming one of the pieces of this mosaic.

I would like to acknowledge in gratitude Patrick Short, who asked me to write my first Folkboat article. Peter Jeal, Bill Madison, Gordon Waldear and all the members of the San Francisco Bay Folkboat Association for introducing me to the finer points of Folkboat culture and for providing records that survived fires, earthquakes and rodent attacks. Diane Beeston, for contributing her exquisite art, and Leigh Abell, the custodian of her collection, for opening the vault and allowing me to pick the nuggets. Hans Hansen, for providing the spark for this book project, for his infectious enthusiasm, for sharing the history of the German Folkboat Association and for his assistance in matters big and small. The good folks at Die Yacht, who granted access to their archives, and especially Angelika Radloff and Christa Seif, who assisted my efforts of digging up some antediluvian Folkboat facts. Tania Aebi, who went down memory lane and tamed a new computer to come up with a foreword that reflects the 27,000 eventful miles she had covered singlehandedly on a Folkboat’s cousin. Lars and Helle Jensen for sacrificing a year’s supply of Gammeldansk, for singing the Danish anthem, and sharing lessons taught by the sea. Tove S. Ringdal, account executive at BBDO Myres in Norway, for pulling the strings with paint manufacturer Jotun and Sejlas magazine to clear the way for the use of one of the most serene Folkboat photos ever taken. Lothar Simon, my editor and publisher, for writing the checks, and keeping me on the proper course. The Bendigs, for offering asylum and killer breakfast. Fred Andersen, for insight into Folkboat maintenance. Anders Olsen for his instructive audio tape, a work of art in itself. All my proofreaders (you know who you are) for doing a great job with this jumble of words that spilled forth. And lastly, Ab Bornfeld for a still life with bong and Bobby G., the Reverend from the Church by the Sea and MJ Johnson, his wayward deacon, for absolving me from my mountain of sins.



Foreword


Several years ago, I read Dava Sobel’ s book, Longitude, and aside from being thoroughly gripped by the plot, I remember being amazed by the sheer volume of stories and intrigue that brought the chronometer and longitude together. Once the connection between the two was made in the last quarter of the eighteenth century, navigation, exploration and trade threaded a new course through history right up to the day I left on my single-handed circumnavigation sixteen years ago. At sea, I relied upon a sextant and celestial navigation to figure out my position and I’m not being too dramatic when I say my life often depended on accurate time keeping and longitude, nor am I exaggerating when I say I never thought about the long and bumpy road these two elements essential to navigation took to get to me. Underway, all I knew is that they exist and I used them with impunity, without ever considering the genius and vision that went into making them available to us today. After reading Longitude, I began to look at the world around me in a different light.

About a year ago, I got an e-mail from a fellow who wanted to set up a time to ask me some questions. Since my trip and the book I wrote about it have provided me with a bit of a reputation, inquiries from out of the blue aren’t uncommon, but this request for an interview was.

[image: Image]

This fellow was writing a book, he told me, on the history of the Folkboat. “Why, of course,” I thought. I knew the design of the boat I had sailed was based on the Swedish Folkboat, but before having the conversation with Dieter Loibner, the idea that there might be a history behind the design itself worth recounting, and that I may be a part of it, had never occurred to me. For two and a half years I had circled the globe, aiming a sextant at an unsteady horizon from the rocking platform of my tiny boat, the little maroon dot that was the center of not only every plotted position I obtained from the skies, but of my world. As with the chronometer, my life depended on this boat, and again, I just believed she would work for me without ever really thinking about her story.

As it turns out, the Folkboat has generated enough lore to keep a researcher busy for quite some time, as witnessed by Dieter’s work. His is a chronicle with all the essentials of the boating industry and sailing: strong personalities, dates, specifications, design modifications, arguments, lawsuits, racing, snobbery, clubbishness, and vision. Where the Folkboat stands apart from the fray is in its being originally conceived of as the affordable Volksboot, or the people’s boat, and therein lies the part of the story I identify with best.

Before my trip, I had never claimed to be a great sailor, as the Folkboat had made no extravagant claims to a grand yachting lineage. Our relationship was relatively brief in the world of boat ownership—only three years—but were those three years ever intense! A whirlwind affair from beginning to end, our courtship was initiated at an appropriate watering hole, the Annapolis Boat Show, one of those department-store-type places where all sorts of things the sailing enthusiast never really needs suddenly reveal themselves as indispensable. There, amid all the redundant overkill in technical and comfort-related gadgetry, I first stumbled upon the Contessa 26.

It was October 1984, the month I turned eighteen, too young to drink, but old enough to vote, to enlist in the army, and to sail around the world alone, the plan for my immediate future. Thanks to my father, who had the foresight to give me such a chance at the age when nothing anchored me down to life ashore, I was in the market for a boat. Instead of filling out applications and lining up college interviews, I was looking for the vessel with which I would be throwing in my lot. In eight months, we were to sail off into the horizon for over two years with two clear objectives, uncluttered by the distractions of a rudderless coming of age in New York; the first was to use the westbound tradewind route to get back to New York the long way; the second was to write about it.

In the quest for the perfect boat, our list of criteria was modest; my father was seeking strength and integrity, I was concerned with simplicity and beauty. Neither of us were qualified or prepared for refitting and modifying anything, which ruled out most used boats, and we found the answer in the Contessa 26.

Obscured as she was by the rows of flashier, bigger, more outfitted, and prohibitively expensive yachts, we were drawn to the clean lines, the narrow decks, and the little, yet functional, cabin of this pretty boat built by a modest Canadian shipyard on the shores of Lake Ontario. An unassuming salesman who had sailed his own 32-foot Contessa around the world quietly answered our questions, confident that the Contessa 26 could do the job as well, if I were willing to sacrifice comfort and space. We all agreed comfort came second to manageability, and I knew the size was one I could handle no matter what happened. I remember sitting in the cabin amid the bustle of recreational commerce of a boat show, staring up through the portholes at the legs passing by on the dock as they shuffled off toward the bluster hawking bigger and better stuff. I immediately identified with this boat as a kindred spirit, a straightforward design that didn’t sacrifice form for function, or vice versa. She would be the perfect accomplice for my rebellion against the seductive frivolity of the Reagan years in which I had grown up. I wasn’t old or experienced enough then to understand fully the intuition I had about a good match, but I know it now. What I knew then was that this boat was unsophisticated, small and resilient, the image I had of myself in those days.

We covered over 27,000 miles across three oceans and many seas in the following years, through dreadful storms and dreary calms, and, as with any tumultuous relationship, ours had its roller-coaster ride of ups and downs. Neither of us was very big to begin with, and, in comparison, the enormity of our task and the ocean dwarfed us even further. But no matter how many waves we took on, or how big they were, or how much water managed to seep in through leaks that defied my waterproofing efforts, her compact body always resurfaced. She’d shake off, and the rudder and full keel would return to cleaving a wake in the seas, carrying me from one landfall to another.

Nowadays, the walls of my house bear pictures of VARUNA swinging at anchor in idyllic coves, getting knocked about by waves, and gracefully soaring over crests under sail. These pictures serve as a reminder of how we once worked together, and how often I felt this little uncomplicated dynamo was protecting my entire world and existence, a stolid companion capably plugging across the undulating, watery vastness. For me, Dieter Loibner’s paean to the Folkboat, the Volkswagen of the boating world, adds a new historical dimension of richness and depth to these memories and my appreciation of VARUNA. For anyone else who is drawn to the Folkboat’s unique, simply elegant, and efficiently accessible design, this book will also be a welcome reminder of how less can be more in a world which will do its best to convince us that the opposite is true.

Tania Aebi
November 2001
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Prologue


To explain why someone who grew up in a small town in the Austrian Alps is writing a book about Folkboats, I have go back to 1964, to the barren Croatian island of Pag, where I spent the summer vacations of my early childhood. I remember slatting around in my father’s “sailboat,” a candy-red inflatable called INKA, modeled after a Dutch Botter yacht with its high, fat and arched-back bow, a flat bottom, plywood sideboards and lateen rig. It was a perfect fit for a mill pond, but looked mighty out of place on the Adriatic. Wearing a straw hat I was perched in the bow compartment most of the time to stay out of harm’s way. When I did move about, it was to lick salt crystals from the pontoons after the water had evaporated in the heat. So how does this relate to Folkboats? The answer, as Bob Dylan sang, was blowing in the wind, but I would not find out until more than 30 years later. There was plenty of time for detours. The INKA experience planted the seed for sailing as a way of life but it also produced two serious requirements that had to be met in my choice of boat when it was my turn to make this decision: speed and substance.

First I satisfied the need for speed and sustained a damaged back by sailing dinghies and catamarans. I got wet and found out by experience just how much it takes to make these boats flip sideways and end-over-end. It would be dishonest to claim total ignorance about Folkboats; at age 10 I was enrolled in the youth program of our sailing club where these things were taught. My fellow mates and I heard about sailing basics and the distinctive features of various popular boats, but we were distracted by the lures of summer. One muggy afternoon, class was in session again, we were flipping through a textbook to prepare for the sailing license test, and there it was: the Nordic Folkboat. Funny looking keel and wrinkles in the hull. “Very heavy, very seaworthy,” our instructor remarked, “popular in Scandinavia. And, by the way, these wrinkles are overlapping planks that are called clinker.” Scandinavia was cold and far away, and our glassy, windless finger lake was too small for a 25-foot long keeler that was designed for the rough ocean. So the Folkboat remained in my consciousness for little more than five seconds. But it did not vanish, it just ended up in the botttom file drawer of my cluttered brain.

Now fast-forward a quarter century to a soothingly warm spring day in Berkeley, California, to the moment the Folkboat walked into my life for good. A magazine assignment required me to cover a lien sale at the local marina, so readers would get an idea how creditors, in that case the City of Berkeley, recover monetary losses by selling impounded vessels whose owners have defaulted on the payment of slip fees, registration, state tax etc. A lien sale is also a good place for bargain hunters who know how to fix up boats. The crowd in attendance was very eclectic, to say the least. All this was known to Barbara Ohler, who was in the market for a stout little boat to go out on the Bay. She came prepared, having set her sights on a wooden Folkboat with yellow hull paint that was serviceable but needed cosmetic work. The opening price was $750. Barbara was the last bidder at $1,150. She also had to pay $67 in back taxes to become the new owner of ELD FLUGAN, built in 1961 in Sweden and brought to the U.S. by her previous owner.

Ms. Ohler proudly sailed her new possession home the next day and immediately tackled the remodeling project. At her marina she was surrounded by other Folkboat owners, so good advice or an experienced hand in wooden boat maintenance was never far away. I kept in touch with her, and eventually she introduced me to Peter Jeal, then the president of the San Francisco Bay Folkboat Association. Once you are in Peter’s filofax, there is no escape. Soon I would go through the rite of passage for local Folkboaters, which in my case was a windy Wednesday night race off the San Francisco city front, pressed into trimming duties and calling lay-lines in a vicious ebb tide. And so I started down the Folkboat path, learning to sail a 25-foot boat that weighs nearly 2 metric tons and is propelled by a ridiculously small sail area of 240 square feet. Soon I would find out how well these boats are suited to handle the unforgiving conditions of San Francisco Bay and how sensitive they are to subtle changes in sail trim. Substance, at last, had crept into my sailing philosophy, and did so without a million-dollar price tag, but with the smacking sound of water hitting the clinker planking.

That was only the beginning of my fascination with a boat that after 60 years still holds fast to its basic principles. Through boom and bust, the Nordic Folkboat has stuck to its guns with a consequence that borders on stubbornness, avoiding costly facelifts and the bureaucracy of the International Sailing Federation. It always had to remain the real deal, never mind creature comfort, electronics, spinnakers and other bric-a-brac. Consequently, it won’t take center stage in the bonfire of maritime vanities. Small, clinkered, odd, old. Retro? Without a doubt. Chic? Hardly. Wooden spars, what a joke! Lighter is faster and faster is better. After all, this is the age of Mars flight, push-button convenience, tumbling records and winning at all cost.

A Folkboat has no macho stance at the dock, but true connoisseurs have no trouble recognizing the honesty and smartness in her lines. They understand that like a shoe, a boat that looks right feels right. A Folkboat, despite its heft, dances to the tune of the elements instead of muscling them. And that invokes praise that ranges from poetry to philosophy. Dr. Michael Schuntermann, a German Folkboat owner, who sailed his Folkboat AGLAIA on a month-long singlehanded trip through the stormy waters between Germany and Sweden, found the right words to express the thoughts of many Folkboat fans. “This boat is a smart design for two reasons: it is simple and it is made for the sea. I consciously use the term ‘simple’ because there is no better way to describe a Nordic Folkboat. ‘Simple’ does not mean simplistic or trivial. ‘Simple’ means back to the fundamentals without distraction or flourishes. No computer could have drawn the lines of the Nordic Folkboat, only people who understand the connection between sea and boat.”

Fashion and taste are fleeting. Today, something in recreational boat design is off kilter. Where are the boats that captivate? That are love at first sight? A hodgepodge of styles that gloss over a nondescript product, conceived to be everything to everyone while failing to do anything particularly well. Size has replaced finesse. Small used to be beautiful? Ah, we conveniently claim amnesia. And if a boat lacks size, it is making up for the deficit with flashy features and hi-tech equipment.

Before I alienate the entire marine industry, let me put that statement in perspective: there are plenty of good and fast boats being designed and produced today, using modern tools and materials and research not available a few years ago. But how many of them will stand the test of time, practically and esthetically? How many of today’s crop of boats, hyped as Rolls Royces that offer Ferrari performance and a Yugo price, will enjoy a strong following and an international class structure 60 years into the future?

The Folkboat has emphasized the ability of the sailor rather than the clout of the wallet. Its sheer existence is based on merit, not trendy fashion. As it sits there at the dock it makes a statement that reaches far beyond boat design and building technology. It is telling us that not all of our life has to happen in the fast lane in order to bear excitement. Reducing the quality of our sailing experience to the measurement of knots, degrees or inches is omitting the best part of it.

The Folkboat reminds us of the less-is-more approach, and of the fact that convenience, comfort and speed, the three most prominent marketing mantras, are no guarantee for satisfaction and enjoyment. Do away with clutter and see how wonderful simplicity can be.

Folkboats are happy to stand in the shadow of the glaring spotlight, but they continue to thrill the discriminating classic boat enthusiast. If looking at them does not stir your heart, a sail in a fresh breeze most certainly will. There is a name for this: Folkboat weather. San Francisco, like Scandinavia, has a lot of Folkboat weather, so I found many opportunities to practice. I also came to appreciate the sportsmanship in this class that still seems able to distinguish between tough and unfair. Maybe that’s why Folkboat friendships last for a long time and survive thousands of miles of separation. Yes, friends and lovers of the Nordic Folkboat are still plenty, strewn all over the planet. They are ready to spin a good yarn and celebrate its 60th birthday. And they have shared their best and tallest tales for this book. What more could I ask for?



Chapter One
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A Design by Committee

Sailboards were flying low, performing unrehearsed, unchoreographed and out-of-control cartwheels throwing off their riders like bucking Broncos. The wind on that unseasonably warm fall day came from an odd direction for San Francisco Bay. Instead of the indigenous San Francisco seabreeze whistling through the Golden Gate from the west, warm and dry air howled down the hills on the east side of the bay, with a sustained wind speed of 30 knots—35 and more in the gusts—and a lot of north in it. Angrily hissing whitecaps were aiming straight for the panoramic windows of the Grill Room at the St. Francis Yacht Club and exploded in clouds of spray on the rocks of the seawall. Not a sail in sight, just a few windsurfers were trying to figure out how to take off from neighboring Crissy Field, which all of a sudden had the look of a nasty lee shore.

“What a lovely day for a Folkboat,” the white-haired gentleman with steel-rimmed glasses and a stubble beard said in a calm voice with a Nordic accent after spying the embroidered Folkboat image on my sweatshirt. It was Paul Elvström, in town for the Masters Regatta, the annual event for the stars of yesteryear, irrevocably his last race. The “Great Dane”, like all his prominent skipper colleagues, was sentenced to inactivity since the regatta organizers refused to send them out on the borrowed J105 race boats. “You would feel safe in a Folkboat’s deep cockpit,” Paul mused, “just what you want on a day like this.” He has won four Olympic Gold medals and 14 World Championships in classes that include Finn, Star, Soling, Flying Dutchman, 505 and half-ton, so his opinion carries some weight. No, he rarely sailed on Folkboats, and if he did, it was just for fun, not for the silver. But had he raced, he would have shown up in the winner’s circle with great certainty.

Elvström, born in 1927, still remembers when Folkboats came about in the early 1940s. “Yeah, that was a funny thing. At first nobody seemed to like them. It took a while for people to figure out how seaworthy these boats actually are and how well they perform when it is rough.” In his own austere words, he summed up what was a rocky start for the Nordic Folkboat, which by design was intended to bring more people to the sport of sailing.

Finding a Car and a Boat for the Masses

A boat for every man did not materialize out of nowhere or by chance. It was a step in the emancipation of the masses that had started with the European revolutions of the 19th century leading to a new empowered class of citizens who wanted and gained access to privileges previously reserved for the elite. The breaking down of the barriers to education, political and economic power led to the creation of a middle-class, the most dominant demographic that has been driving the evolution of leisure industries in general, and sailing as a popular sport in particular.

Another symptom of this emancipation was the growing mobility, first by rail, later by car, and in the second half of the 20th century by plane. The key to this growth was and still is cheap industrial production, as practiced by automobile magnate Henry Ford. But in the first half of the 20th century America was far from yielding the political, cultural and economic influence it has today, so we must look at a development on the continent that anticipated the Folkboat’s story to a large degree.

In the early 1930s the emerging power in Europe was Germany, where the National Socialist movement was gaining momentum. Encouraged by Adolf Hitler, who had come to power in 1933 and was obsessed with the idea of mass mobility, an Austrian engineer, Ferdinand Porsche, took the concept of wheels for the masses a step further by designing a most basic car for the people. It was to become a symbol for the social mobility of the masses. The Volkswagen was to be part of every German household. “In addition to the freeways (Autobahn), the promotion of the Volkswagen was one of the outstanding myths about the technological achievements of the Nazi Regime,” wrote Hans Koschnik.

Porsche managed to persuade Hitler directly to arrange the necessary subsidies and clear the way for the first Volkswagen plant. The war forced Volkswagen to abandon the planned mass production. After 1939 Volkswagen turned out mines, bazookas and parts for Ju 88 fighter planes, but many machines stood idle since they could not be converted for arms production. On April 10, 1945 the plant ceased operations under the pressure of advancing US troops, which occupied the area and soon used the factory as a repair facility. Orders were given to disassemble the Volkswagen plant, but they were nonchalantly ignored.

In June 1945, the British took command and soon began to produce the first Volkswagen Beetles. When Volkswagen was returned to Germany in 1949, production was up and running. A few months before his death in 1951, Ferdinand Porsche came to see for himself that his life’s dream was indeed becoming reality. Ultimately, more than 20 million Beetles were produced over the next decades, making this the most successful car model in automotive history and the epitome of affordable individual transportation.

To this day, the Volkswagen is considered the semantic and conceptual blueprint for Folkboats, which is historically possible but not proven. Appearance and marketing of Volkswagen and Volksboot, that much is clear, left little doubt that an egalitarian principle had influenced their development, which kept them simple yet unusual in their lines, but ideally fit for cost-efficient mass production, so a broad clientele could afford them. In that they followed the guiding principle of American pop culture, perhaps the most influential cultural and economic force of the 20th century, one that has perfected the art of producing affordable goods and services easily marketable to a mass audience. The striking difference: Volkswagens did not start to proliferate until the late forties and early fifties when Germany had sufficiently recovered from World War II. By then, Folkboats had already gained critical mass in Sweden and were beginning to catch on elsewhere in Scandinavia.

Similar to what happened with the Volkswagen a few years prior, great efforts were undertaken to find a Folkboat rather than the Folkboat. These efforts were not limited to Scandinavia, as we shall see, but they had one thing in common: open sailing to a middle class, which had discretionary income to spend on leisure activities. The tide had turned on sailing as an exclusive blue blazer affair reserved for the wealthiest individuals of society. The giant racing yachts—sleek, fast and operated by paid crew—were state-of-the art and a spectacle to watch, but impractical and somewhat of an albatross around their owners’ necks. The onset of economic depression did its part during the late 1920s to make them obsolete. On the other hand, sailing was a means to earn a living from the sea as a pilot or fisherman. A hard lot indeed, but one that afforded its practitioners escape from the constraints of land-based discrimination, requiring reliable and seaworthy craft such as the Scandinavian workboats or the Portpatrick fishing boats in the Shetland Islands. Somewhere in between sleek racing yachts and sturdy, hand hewn utility boats was the sweet spot for a boat that performed well, handled the rigors of the ocean, yet still carried a modest price tag.

Coming up with a boat for the masses was a popular sport in itself, a popular theme during the years that led up to World War II. The search included dinghies, racing keelboats and coastal cruisers with family accommodations. Prominent boating publications held design competitions and individuals came forward with proposals to combat the trend of exploding costs for race boats. A story in the April 1939 issue of the German magazine Die Yacht laments that “racing boats are like women. They always turn out more expensive than originally thought.” The story goes on to point out that ambitious sailors who are looking for an edge on the race course always seem to find new ways to make a boat expensive by introducing custom-made hardware, sails and spars. Once the price gets too high, the class gets abandoned and the search resumes for a new and cheaper class where the cycle is repeated. In many cases, this observation still is valid today.

Dag Lidstrand, the secretary of the Swedish sailing club Aeolus, worked with Tord Sunden, a noted 6-Meter sailor and yacht designer, to introduce a clinker-built small keel boat, the Real 15, which featured portly overhangs even though it had only 6,50 m in overall length, and 1,6 m beam. The Real 15 had a short keel of 150 kg and a sail area of 15 sqm. Lidstrand and Sunden resorted to building the hull separately and attaching it to the keel after completion.

Yacht designers who wrote essays on how to achieve a reduction of costs in popular boats opined that strict one-design was the way to go, but by the same token they cautioned against the forfeiture of individualism and personal ingenuity for which class rules would leave no room. Selecting a cost-efficient building method was equally important, which meant that clinker would get the nod over carvel planking, so boats could be built well while simultaneously costs could be kept at bay. As a third measure, wood for building needed to be locally available. Oak, larch, fir or spruce were cheaper and easier to come by than African mahogany or marine grade plywood. Lastly, creature comfort was reduced to an afterthought.

German designer Karl Vertens wrote in 1939 in Die Yacht, “[Increasing costs] are not only caused by higher labor and material costs, but by the sailors themselves, especially the racing sailors who want more technical sophistication and luxury.” He calculated that boats, which commonly could be built in 1,400 to 1,700 hours, now required 2,400 hours and more. He cited the Star and Dragon class, where continued refinements constantly increased the price, a development that has continued in both classes to this day.

To better comprehend the design parameters that were applied to 25-foot racing-cruising boats in the 1940s, it helps to understand that frugality and the art of living small was—and to a certain degree still is—innate in European cultures, which lack the expansive spaces and the bigger-is-better mentality so common in North America. We also have to remember that given the technical possibilities 60 years ago, pleasure craft had to be built in wood, which imposed limits on all aspects of construction, but nowhere more than on the interior. It was the price for classic elegance that does not neglect the weight issue. The three elements in yacht design that are mutually exclusive—performance, elegance and affordability—had to be dealt with in a more radical manner than today where designers have access to cheap composite materials. The trap of light materials is to squeeze in the maximum number of berths for chartering purposes, or comfort amenities and their support systems, at the expense of sailing performance. Performance purists charge that for this explicit reason many modern production boats look and sail like they were laminated around a couch and a refrigerator, therefore offering little or no improvement over more Spartan classic designs.

The following example illustrates the challenges of small keel boat design of the late 30s and early 40s that essentially faced the same issues as we do today—the sea, after all, has not changed—but certainly offered a different approach to yacht marketing, which at that time obviously did not rank very high in the list of considerations.

In 1941, a German designer, O. Klipphahn, served up an interesting hard-chine Volksboot that measured 7.50 m LOA, 2,20 m beam and 0,54 m in minimum freeboard, the maximum draft was 1,15 m and it had a total sail area of 25 sqm. Coincidence or not, these measurements turned out to be very similar to the ones of the Nordic Folkboat, which came about in the following year. Klipphahn emphasized that the focus of his creation was on good cruising abilities and that he deliberately kept it very basic so owners could decide for themselves how fancy they wanted to get in improving performance.

He offered three variations of his design, one for bachelors and young couples, another one for a family of four and lastly, the “bus” for a family of six, all based on the same hull and sail plan. While the bachelor edition featured an auxiliary inboard engine under the cockpit floor, two pipe berths in the salon, a small galley and a hanging locker, a head was conspicuously absent. Fun and simplicity clearly were placed before personal hygiene and the headaches marine toilets tend to cause. The camping porta-potti had yet to be invented. For the family version Klipphahn drew two quarter berths, two saloon berths and a V-berth forward, which drastically reduced the space for anything else on a 25-foot boat. He suggested to omit the auxiliary; and also added that the problem is not “as bad as it seems since the couple has learned the tricks of stowing and has come to realize that one can lack a few items while on board and deal with limitations without losing the fun.”

Scandinavia to the Drawing Boards

Sweden, as a neutral nation during the war, kept sailing activities going, even though the oceans were off limits. In 1940, the Royal Swedish Sailing Association staged cruising rallies on the great inland lakes, a nice alternative to be sure, but nothing that could compare to ocean sailing. Sailors were keen on returning to the sea, but they also were making the case for a new class, one that was affordable, one-design and equally well suited for weekend cruising and for level racing against like-minded colleagues in other Scandinavian countries. The popular pan-Scandinavian classes were then Dragon, 5 and 6 Meters, but these were considered too expensive for mass appeal. Otherwise the class structures were fragmented, to say the least. The Swedes had the elegant and fast Skerry cruisers, while the Finns sailed in Haj boats and Sarklass A boats. In Denmark the W boat, a derivative of the Swedish Milar-22, enjoyed a strong following, while the Norwegians raced the majestic but much larger International One Designs.

To get a better picture of the international efforts, the Swedes wanted to look at small boats in continental Europe and sent sailing journalist Erik Pallin to visit several European countries in 1939. He reported that he considered it impossible to conceive an affordable Folkboat with worldwide appeal, since different countries and sailing venues demanded their own type of boat. In addition, existing boat building traditions had to be kept in mind, which often accounted for the use of certain designs more than science and logic. Pallin’s opinion came 30 years before the global success of the Laser, a single-handed dinghy and Olympic class, and the Hobie Cat. Of course, the Laser and Hobie would not have been possible without the proliferation of low-maintenance glass reinforced plastic as building material and the contemporary taste for small athletic boats that could be stored in the attic or backyard.

Back in the 30s, Swedish yacht clubs were in the habit of holding annual design competitions. Once a winning entry was identified, it was built at the club’s expense by a local yard and allocated to the member who won the club lottery for the boat. At the sailors’ day in 1939, a Nordic design contest was proposed for a boat that should be a tad bigger than the Dragon, one of the most popular Scandinavian keelboat designs at the time. Despite the great interest among sailors, it proved impossible to select an existing class, so the plans were put on hold until the owner of a shipping company, Sven Salen, revived them at the annual meeting of the Scandinavian Sailing Association in 1940. Salen not only had the economic wherewithal to make it happen, but he also had a knack for exciting people for his plans, presenting ideas that were instrumental for this undertaking to succeed. Plus, he was respected in sailing circles for his competitiveness, having won a Bronze medal for Sweden in the 6-Meter class at the 1936 Olympic Games in Kiel, where the sailing events were held.

The invitation for the design contest was published in sailing journals all over Scandinavia. The key parameters were simplicity, affordability and possible production in large numbers. The boat should be seakindly and provide accommodations for three to four adults. The building materials were limited to Nordic woods and iron for the keel, since lead was scarce in war times. The notice of the contest also stated the desired dimensions, which were a length of 6 meters on the waterline, a beam of 2 meters, minimum freeboard of 0.5 meter and a sail area of 18-20 square meters.

Fortunately, the Royal Swedish Sailing Club (KSSS) endorsed the project and supported it actively by promising to build two boats following the plans of the winning entry. The response to this competition increased sharply over the following months; no less than 58 entries from all over Scandinavia were submitted. The top designs of each country were pre-selected, and on August 15, 1941, two months later than scheduled due to the large number of entries, representatives of all Scandinavian countries gathered to determine the winner. The jury consisted of Sven Salen, Professor Karl Ljungberg, and Director Svante Forster from Sweden, N. Benzon, Baron Wedell Wedellsborg, Director A. Hampel, and G. Ronne from Denmark, and G. Stenback from Finland. As good as many entries were, none convinced the jury to be exactly what they had been looking for, so the decision was made to award second to fifth prizes only. Second and third prize were split between Knud Olsen from Denmark for his entry SVANE
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