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I would like to dedicate this book to my wife, Dianne, and to my son, Stevie, and to my two daughters, Sherrie and Stephanie.

My entire family stood by my side during the trying early years and continue to work for the company today.


 

INTRODUCTION

The water is an emerald calm, lapping against our Scout Boat’s fiberglass hull in some tributary dissecting the Charleston, South Carolina, archipelago. The sun shines all around us, the light speckled by an occasional puff of cloud. I’m fishing with an old neighbor, friend, and customer, Ed Marinaro, the former Cornell running back and Heisman Trophy runner-up in 1971, who played six years of pro ball and then embarked on a long and successful acting career. Many people know him as Joe Coffey, the Italian stallion police officer on the long-running TV drama Hill Street Blues.

Ed and I enjoy an easy friendship, full of the verbal banter common to guys, and especially to athletes, which only one of us was. Between sips of beer and false alarms at the end of a line, we tease and needle, our friendship like an old sofa you sink comfortably into. The only sound is us, the only agenda our shared tranquility, the peace one feels from fishing that can’t be explained to those who haven’t experienced the draw of the water. This is heaven on earth.

Fishing is a paradox: It’s an escape into solitude and the joy of communing with nature, the cacophony of abject silence, the act of being totally present in the moment, and in a little hook cast into the vast ocean while the daily pressures of life drift away. At the same time, it’s a unique bonding experience: two guys sharing this near-religious experience in the vast Atlantic with no other human within a thousand football fields.

Occasionally, we reel in a fish, or we don’t; it doesn’t much matter. That catch is thrilling but ultimately unimportant. As the existential comedian Steven Wright points out, there’s a fine line between fishing and standing on the shore like an idiot. We aren’t on shore, of course—I sell boats for a living—but there is something metaphysical about our activity that transcends the arrival of a sea creature.

“Hey, Boat Boy,” he says.

“Yeah, Hollywood?” I respond.

This is a key element of the patter between us. I’ve spent my whole life building boats. He is recognized worldwide for his acting.

“Steve, I don’t like being called Hollywood,” he says. It makes sense, of course. Guy has an Ivy League education, a list of accomplishments on the gridiron that includes earning All-American status three times, a beautiful and talented wife and child, and a house on an island in Charleston, South Carolina. He moved out to LA to pursue acting but didn’t like the scene as they say, which explains why he’s now slumming with the likes of me. His success as a thespian is merely one aspect of his life, and reducing it to a stereotype can’t be considered a compliment. I was never committed to the nickname, which could be bestowed on thousands of others anyway. It does not take much for me to discard it, but there is one condition.

“You know I don’t like being called Boat Boy,” I respond. Unlike Ed’s relationship to Hollywood, my relationship with boats has endured my whole life, going back to my childhood. I began building boats as a kid, ran boat-making manufacturing operations for other companies while my peers were attending college, started my own company manufacturing and selling boats, innovated in the industry, and brought my wife and three children into the business along with their three spouses. Every penny I’ve ever earned in my life has been related to boats; most of the blessings in my life are related to boats; boats have steered into my path most of the people that mean so much to me; nearly every lesson I’ve ever learned and accomplishment I can claim begins with a hull and a deck, an aft and a stern, a port and a starboard. Boats even connected Ed and me.

And yet.

Boats have been the canvas for my life’s art, not the art itself. Had I been excited by bicycles or houses or computers or anything else, I truly believe my trajectory would have been the same. The drivers of success are not the business one enters; they are the characteristics inherent to them that reduce the circumstances to mere details. Many of those who have achieved great success in business (and in athletics, as Ed can tell you) share the intrinsic qualities that drove us to build and grow Scout Boats into an admired and profitable company. They include vision, ambition, dogged persistence, optimism, and dedication to the craft. I also benefited from an inborn belief in other people’s innate value and my desire to find the best in them, the unstinting support of my family, and a big, fat, healthy dose of luck. Anyone so endowed and so fortunate can start a company and succeed in whatever industry that, well, floats their boat.

Besides, “Boat Boy” suggests it was all inevitable—that I loved boats, so I created a boat-making enterprise, and people just naturally bought our boats. Build it and they will come. If it were only that simple. My wife, Dianne, and I had three kids when we began, one of them an infant. That first year, we invested our life’s savings and all our time into creating a company. Our first try flopped. We kept at it, and just about the time we got our sea legs beneath us, a hurricane wiped out our uninsured operation. We could have quit multiple times; I could have returned to managing boatbuilding operations and made a good living. Dianne could have returned to her administrative position at a local hospital and enjoyed its high-quality benefits. But that’s not what people like us do. We persevere because we have a vision, a determination, and a belief in ourselves; giving up and admitting defeat are not in our vocabulary. We couldn’t let down our employees or abandon our vision. The following year we hit it big with our innovative designs at a big boat show in Atlanta, returning with hundreds of orders and the momentum we needed to build a $100 million company.

Being called Boat Boy feels like I’m being recognized for the cover rather than the book. It would be like calling Warren Buffett “Cherry Coke Boy,” or Oprah Winfrey “Talk Show Girl.” A literary friend told me there is a word for this: synecdoche. It’s pronounced sin-eck-do-key, and it means describing something by one of its parts, like head of cattle or minds that control government. I don’t want to be a synecdoche, and that’s what Boat Boy feels like to me: just a part of who I am.

So Ed Marinaro and I now call each other Steve and Ed, and we are still neighbors and friends and still bond over a good day fishing. I know that Ed recognizes that I didn’t just wake up one day, wave a magic wand, and build a successful company. My journey is a long and winding road, as almost any successful person’s is.

My dad was a navy man, leading our family from one coastal area to another. I bounced from Connecticut to Lancaster, Pennsylvania (where I spent summers on my uncles’ farms) to South Florida to the Charleston area in South Carolina, where we settled. Dad was deployed on submarines for six months at a time, so I was often left to my own devices, which was a tough row to hoe being a middle child and an introvert. I had a difficult time meeting people and making friends, but I did find an escape. Living in the Lowcountry, crisscrossed by bodies of water that drain into the ocean next door, I was always hearing the call of the water. On my way home from school every day during middle school, I passed a boatbuilding shop and was transfixed by the smell of the resin used in fiberglass. By thirteen I was working in the shop, and by fourteen I was helping to build these unsinkable fiberglass boats—one hundred of them in a year. The boats we built were known as Scouts.

While this was happening, I had the good fortune to meet people from various walks of life. From the rich White kids in Connecticut to Amish kids in Pennsylvania to oppressed Black kids in the South, one thing I understood intuitively, and had reinforced repeatedly, was that we were all, at our core, the same. Those surface differences never mattered much to me. I made friends wherever I could, regardless of our outward appearances or the prejudices others verbalized. This approach has served me well in a career in which I have managed many hundreds of employees and molded them into a cohesive whole dedicated to a single mission.

The middle school job led me to another and another as I climbed the managerial ladder in boatbuilding companies. I learned a lot along the way, mostly what not to do. I developed a credo predicated on employing best practices in manufacturing, treating employees like peers, striving for continuous excellence, and innovating relentlessly. I knew we could do something no one else was doing and fill a consumer need for reliable, top-end recreational boats at reasonable prices. With Dianne’s navigation, I decided that I would establish my own company with that simple vision and began earning money with a side hustle to take the leap. Once we established that plan, we would not be deterred or denied.

While developing the plan, I attended a course at the Small Business Development Center with about two hundred other people. The director of the center informed us that only about forty of us would actually have the initiative to embark on the entrepreneurial journey. Of those forty, only eight to ten businesses would survive even a year. And of that handful, just three would make a profit and remain in business five years later. That stuck in my craw. I was determined to beat the odds, to rise above the crowd and demonstrate to the world—or at least myself—that I had a better idea and could bring it to fruition.

We were fully invested in our business. There were no bank loans, no rich benefactors, no investors—just the Potts family putting it all on the line. I had worked nights repairing the finish of damaged bathtubs to save the $50,000 that would float our operation until it could make a profit. That arrangement concentrated our effort because there was no fallback plan, no investors to return to for another infusion of cash. Husband and wife working six days a week, eleven hours a day with three kids at home was a challenge. With the help of a nanny and lots of intentional parenting, we juggled it all. I overflow with gratitude toward my wife, without whose support, participation, and confidence the company never would have launched. It’s impossible to overstate how critical to the company’s success she was, never faltering, never wavering in supporting my dream and my relentless pursuit of success. Then, in turn, the two of us relied heavily on a handful of outstanding employees to help us deliver on our vision.

Of course, long before we embarked on this journey, mentors and role models had helped pave the way, guide and shape me, and show me the right way to do things. Anyone who believes they made it on their own is delusional and narcissistic; I pride myself on being rational and humble. My two primary role models were Dick Fisher, the founder of Boston Whaler, and Dick Bertram, founder of Bertram Boats, two of the first and finest fiberglass boat makers in the world. I had many mentors, including Homer Norton and Jimmy Taylor at the Outboard Shop, which first employed me at age thirteen; Dave Stanton; who gave me my first management job as a nineteen-year-old high school dropout; and Jim Von Konon, who taught me how to create and measure manufacturing standards. There were many others, too numerous to name here. I stand on the shoulders of giants.

The first public unveiling of the yacht tenders we were building took place at the Newport Boat Show. A yacht tender is a small boat used to ferry passengers to and from a yacht. Newport, Rhode Island, is a swanky playground for the rich built on the yachting life, so it seemed natural for us to debut our creations there. We built all manner of displays and invested in a beautiful presentation for the sixteen boats we brought with us. We hoped to sell them all and take orders for more.

And then reality slapped us in the face.

Returning home with fifteen boats, no orders, and much of our money spent, we knew we had to steer in a new direction. That’s when I remembered those Scout boats I had built as a younger man. I knew how to build Scouts to exacting specifications, efficiently. I knew how I wanted to value my employees, and I knew what customers were seeking in the high-end fiberglass market. Boston Whaler and Bertram made outstanding boats, but they didn’t make fishing boats, and their models were expensive. So, we set about building 14- and 15-foot Scouts, lined up a half-dozen dealers in the Carolinas, and started over again. From that point on, we were turning a profit and preparing to grow. I was feeling my oats: My vision was coming to fruition and validating all the hard work and planning we had infused in the operation. But a fellow named Hugo had other ideas.

On the night of September 30, 1989, the winds of change crashed into our neck of the woods with a vengeance. Hugo, a category 5 hurricane with winds of 160 miles per hour, made US landfall a few miles inland of our plant in Summerville, South Carolina. It relocated a swath of the Atlantic Ocean into the South Carolina Lowcountry and obliterated any trees, cars, and buildings that had the misfortune of standing in its path—our shop included. Under mocking blue skies the next day, we returned to an uninsured structure best suited to a game of pick up sticks.

As we waited on the FEMA line for a $10,000 loan to buy groceries, Dianne expressed the only reservations about our enterprise she has ever uttered. Perhaps this was a sign from the universe that we should let the dream go and return to our comfortable lives, working normal hours, enjoying biweekly paychecks, helping our kids with their homework. It’s the only moment of doubt she ever had, and it quickly passed. We felt our resolve was being tested and we could not fail.

Instead, we found a new site for our plant and began building boats one at a time, delivery check by delivery check, taking each payment to the bank to buy the next drum of resin, the next roll of fiberglass. That lasted all of two months until a freak pre-Christmas snowstorm buckled the ceiling of our building and soaked all our equipment, material, and floors. I felt like Job in the Old Testament, who was tested repeatedly but never relinquished his faith. But it wasn’t just us. Everyone in the Charleston area was in the same boat, so to speak; we were not special in that regard. People were wondering where they were going to live; how they were going to get back to work, earn a paycheck, and buy Christmas presents for the kids; and just generally how they were going to rebuild their lives. The only thing we knew was that we couldn’t give up. As Winston Churchill said, “If you’re going through hell, keep going.”1

Dianne and I had both enjoyed our success in the workplace, but we relished our independence, despite the trials and tribulations. The words of our trainer at the Small Business Development Center reverberated in my head, that only three of two hundred entrepreneur wannabes would demonstrate the resilience and acumen to flourish. In the wake of one storm after another—quite literal in our case—I was bound and determined to beat the odds. Perhaps more than anything, more than knowledge or genius or experience or capital, sheer dogged determination is the primary driver of success. Maybe we were naïve, maybe hard headed, maybe numb to reason, but whatever the case, we kept sailing our ship through the storms, seeking that red sky at night that portends sailor delight. As has been pointed out about Abraham Lincoln, he failed seven times in business and politics before winning the 1860 presidential election.

In the year of hand-to-mouth existence that suggested we were onto something, we began making our comeback. We were getting back on our feet, our staff was coalescing around the idea that we built the best fishing boats in the world, our designs were selling, and once again, we felt like we had turned a corner. In 1990, we decided to showcase our new Scout brand at a big boat show in Atlanta, where dealers from across the nation congregated to see the newest products and innovations for their retail customers. We showed up with these three little boats, 14-, 15-, and 17-foot fishing vessels. We knew that our boats didn’t look like anything else in the coastal fishing boat market. They were built different, and the fit and finish were superior to anything else. Remember Newport, where we returned with our tails between our legs, with no recourse but to go back to the drawing board? Just twenty months later, following a pair of business catastrophes, we walked away from Atlanta with two years’ worth of orders despite an economy that was entering a recession. Between 1990 and 1991, we motored ahead at top speed, tripling in revenue, never to look back. Eat our wake, Hugo!

My vision for Scout Boats has never wavered. We build affordable luxury boats, like the Boston Whalers and Betram Boats I cut my teeth on decades ago. They are 100 percent handlaid, finely engineered, and beautifully finished, with innovative designs made for performance and reliability, all at a more affordable price than comparable high-end, mass-produced boats. You might think of us as the Acura of boats. With this as our North Star, our company has not just weathered the storms that could have sunk us, but thrived and earned a reputation for excellence.

Here are some independent testimonials that help establish Scout as a globally revered brand: BoatingSports.org says, “Scout boats are as strong, sturdy and reliable as they claim! These are good high-end boats that provide new dimensions in security off-shore!”2 Boatingmag.com says, “The 530 LXF proved itself a magnificent craft.”3 Sportfishing. com says, “The 330 LXF is a first-class fishing machine enhanced by luxurious appointments.”4 And BoatVirtue.com says, “Many boaters choose Scout Boats for their first boat, or as their forever boat because they know they can count on them to provide years of enjoyment out on the water.”

Anyone who has built a company from the ground up or worked in a competitive field requiring constant efficiency and innovation understands that these results aren’t inevitable; nor is continued success. They require daily recommitment to the core tenets that guide the enterprise from everyone involved—the CEO and the janitor alike. One of the few independent boat makers in the world, we maintain our maverick spirit, our quest for innovation, and our focus on delighting consumers, and that fills me with optimism about the future, even as I sail off into the sunset.


 

PROLOGUE

Being in the thick of a category 5 hurricane is like being in the throat of a screaming giant—a giant with endless breath that flattens trees and lifts cars, dropping tornadoes like fingers to scratch out splinter-littered paths where houses once stood. For endless hours you wonder if this is it, if your house will hold or if these are truly your last precious minutes on earth.

But then it stopped. Hurricane Hugo rolled dark and angry up the eastern coast, and we walked out of our home to find everything upended and unrecognizable. Our kids found a couple of sticks and started playing, the terror of the night before forgotten, and my wife held our nine-month-old daughter with a look of tired relief. It was a miracle we’d made it through. But in my heart, that fear was still there, hard and cold and certain that everything we’d poured our lives into for the past several months—saved for over the past several years—was gone.

There are times when I hate being right.

When the roads were cleared enough for local travel, we made our way to the old horse stable in Summerville, which had stood for more than a hundred years before we moved in with our small, two-person boatbuilding operation. The eye of Hugo had passed right over the little town, and as we rolled up, our fears were confirmed: The stable was nothing more than a pile of bricks and a few snapped oak beams. The promising start of Scout Boats was buried under that rubble, and not for the first time, I wondered if we were doing the right thing, putting our life savings on the line to follow a dream. But I’ve never been one to give up. And with the help of our nine- and twelve-year-old kids, we picked up those bricks, one by one, and recovered just enough to start again.

It wouldn’t be the last storm we would face—literal or figurative. It wouldn’t be the last time self-doubt would creep into our consciousness. And it wouldn’t be the last time we would dust ourselves off and refuse to quit, even when a rational person might. The words of William Ernest Henley’s iconic poem “Invictus” did not occur to us then, but we subscribed to the general idea: “In the fell clutch of circumstance, / I have not winced nor cried aloud. / Under the bludgeonings of chance, / My head is bloody, but unbowed.”


 

CHAPTER 1

GROWING UP ALONG THE COAST

Unfathomable realities of life intruded upon the little bubble I inhabited at the ripe old age of eight, when summertime fun meant climbing trees, fishing, picking beans, and playing boy games with my new best friend, Tyrone. It was the early 1960s in rural John’s Island, South Carolina, to which we had just moved from New London, Connecticut, via Miami, Florida, at the behest of my dad’s employer, the United States Navy. As a shy middle child, I was gleeful to make friends with a boy who shared my concept of fun, and we passed the months between school years exploiting the marvelous sea islands of the Lowcountry in which we lived. Tyrone lived in my development and was different from me in some notable ways that were irrelevant to us, such as his tightly curled hair, broad nose, and dark skin. In fact, all the kids in that development looked vaguely like Tyrone, except me, and that seemed fine with all of us. They introduced me to the game of half-rubber, a somewhat shocking derivative of baseball played with a broomstick and a rubber ball cut in half that zigzagged like a drunken fly.

In Tyrone, I found my perfect complement. I was shy and reserved, and he could talk ‘til the cows came home. We’d bonded the first day we spent together and remained fused at the hip for much of the summer, which seemed to last for years because I grew so much emotionally at that young age. He introduced me to the famed “walking tree,” this enormous Live Oak whose broad limbs reached so far from its base that they sagged to the ground under their own weight. It was so called because anyone could walk up to it, which is ironic today, since the five-hundred-year-old tree now known as Angel Oak is a prized natural phenomenon in the Charleston area. Its 28-foot-circumference trunk and 187-foot length are protected in perpetuity by the Lowcountry Land Trust so that it can never be dispatched to make way for condominiums or a Piggly Wiggly grocery store. More to the point, it is accessible only by paying a fee to enter the park around it.

But we didn’t know any of that then, and I’m a bit chastened to mention that Tyrone and I carved our initials in the behemoth all those decades ago. I hope she recovered from our intrusion, and I hope Tyrone is happy and thriving today. We lost touch after that summer, but before we did, he involuntarily taught me an important lesson that has remained with me my entire life, so fundamental to my life’s philosophy that I have passed it on to my children and grandchildren.

Tyrone loved Orange Crush, the orange-flavored Coca-Cola product that helped keep us from melting into a blob of protoplasm in the sweltering South Carolina summer. After my mother took me to the island’s only 7-Eleven for an orange Slurpee, I was excited to regale Tyrone with tales of the transcendence of this icy treat, knowing that orange was his Kryptonite. Upon arrival at the self-same 7-Eleven in eager anticipation, armed as I was with the quarter that would unlock a frozen concoction for each of us, I noticed that Tyrone had tarried at the door.

“Come on, come on, come, on,” I said. “This is where the ice is at.”

“Stevie, I can’t go in there,” he replied.

“What do you mean?” I asked naively.

He pointed to the handmade sign on the door that said Whites Only. It was one of the oddest and, in retrospect, one of the most poignant moments of my life when the sad reality of segregation and discrimination hit me like a blast from Bull Connor’s fire hose. Tyrone and I spent a summer without barriers, just affection, and we remained that way until school started and we went our separate ways, him to the Black public school and me to the White one.

I am happy to report that the cracks in segregation did show during this incident. When I asked for two Slurpees, the clerk behind the counter asked if one of them was for the boy left to kick rocks outside the store. When I admitted it was, he just grinned and filled the order. Hope mingled with sadness even in that terrible discovery.

It seemed obvious to me then, just as it does to most people today, that once you tear down the emotional barriers—whether it’s the color of somebody’s skin or the way they dress, the way they talk, who they love, or whatever—once you strip that away, a human being is a human being, and they have the same wants and likes and dislikes as any other. When I entered the job market and began junior high school, desegregation got underway amid consternation, fear, loathing, and a lot of regrettable anger and threats that brought out the police, turning our school into an armed camp. It was a sad time that I could never wrap my head around. It just seemed to me that we should all just live together and get on with being our authentic selves, though that language didn’t exist at the time.
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