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From concept to

KIT BOAT

BY DIETER LOIBNER

he center console skiff :.‘_\'n!l'.

skipped through the ripples of

Puget Sound, The cool air left a
sting on face and hands, and the
okoume on the inside of the hull

gleamed in the pallid sun, but the
the
a4

GPS, which showed 23 knots with a

driver's eves were glued to

nearly wide-open throttle and a fair
Fhat's not exactly retina-

15-toot, 5-

current

searning stult tor an inch
}-u\\mim.\l, but considening the mi-
nuscule 20-hp 4-stroke hung on thwe
stern, it was remarkable

Controlling the throttle itch and keeping it at 5,000 rpm, this rig

¢ at 15 knots while consuming 1.4 gallons of gas an

can scoot ak
hour. That's 1.4 gph. Sig
many similarly sized production boats that schiep a ton of weight

w, not guzzling, when compared with

and need bigger, thirstier engines
Now the interesting part: If vou want one, you must build one
That's because the 350-pound Port Townsend Skiff is offered only as

a kit

required, but cheap fumiture it is not. Quite the contrary

boxed, crated and delivered to your doorstep. Assembly is

This boat

blends high technology with low emisssons, unusual efficiency with
common sense, and traditional values with contemporary building
materials

Sometimes you have to look back to move forward,” says Russell
Brown, owner of Port Townsend (Wash.) Watercraft, the company

o ntuatl,

that produces and markets this kit boat (

sts progress by unlearning poor habits that lead to

complex fuel hogs and “unforgetting” what has been known about

smart boat design since the late 19th century. If vou want it ex-

The od

pressed differently 1s that make sailboats fast help make

powerboats efficient
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Port Townsend Watercraft owner Russell Brown
applies epoxy 10 the interior of the skiff,

One boat, many minds

To understand the concept of this

con

the

ok at the key

boat, it helps ¢

Northwest and have or had

tributors whom live in
Pacifi
ties to Oracle Racing, Larry Ellison’s
America’s Cup syndicate. Brown was

in charge of specialty compaosite parts

which made him an expert in carbon

honeycomb sandwich construction
the preferred building method for
high-end racing sailboats, Although
it yeelds fantastically light and strong
structures, it also is expensave, waste-
ful and difficult to repair

The longer | worked with carbon fiber, the more [ was in awe
It's been
ood, even though it offers

of the plywood /epoxy composite method,” Brown says

around for so long, yet it’s still misunderst
a great weight-to-strength ratio, longevity and waste reduction
Bicker Boats in Seattle came up with the PT Skiff design for a 2009
contest run by WoodenBoat and Professional BoatBuilder maga
I8 feet

mum length overall, powered by an outboard of 25 hp or less, fuel

zines. Entries had to meet several criteria 6 inches maxi-
consumption of 2 gph at 15 knots carrying 650 pounds of load, and
a maximum trailer weight (with engine) of 2,700 pounds. They alko
had to perform
on the nose

ely with 15 knots of breeze and a 2+ to 34400t che P

Through their design and engineering work for Oracle Racing's

Cup boats, principal Paul Bieker and business partner Eric Jolley are

2rs o eHcwent vessels Bicker also has an impressive

record of building winners in the Intemational 14 class of racing
dinghies, The 1-14, Bieker -'\"l.lzl‘-, 5 “light and has lots of horse-
power. It has to be efficsent from 4 to 20 knots carrying crew that

weighs much more than the boat,” he says
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The build-it-yourself Port Townsend Skiff
has a bit of America’s Cup in its DNA

Lean and Bght, the PT SiaH
planes effortiessly with just
20 hp on the stern,
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“The PT Skiff is a performance boat, light and slender, so it is on
the tippy side, but it has a great advantage,” savs Bicker. “It is ef-
ficient across the entire speed range, just like the .14, It's the kind
of boat people should be running.” To dampen pounding in choppy
waters and to add stability at the dock, the boat can take as much as
37 gallons of water ballast

Now Brown builds the kits that make Bieker’s design accessible to
the do-it-yourselfer who wants to build a stitch-and-glue craft that is
light, efficient and highly customizable. “Kits express everything we
did long before getting involved in the America’s Cup,” Bicker says,
The firm’s lofting expertise, he says, goes back 20 years to a time
when it worked on designs for steed and aluminum shaps

Roll up your sleeves

Buiiding at home was common in the early days of recreational boat-
ing, before fiberglass, assembly lines and slick marketing. As produc-
tion boats prolderated, do-it-yourself bullders tumed to small kit boats.
Companies such as Chesapeake Light Craft and Pygmy Kayaks have
done well carving out a niche for amateur builders who take pride and
pleasure in creating their own craft 10 the best of their abilities.

“Backyard builders [sometimes] do it not to get it done, but they do it
for the job,” says James Brown, the father of Port Townsend Watercraft
owner Russell Brown and a veteran rimaran designer who estimates that

the plans for his Searunner serles have attracted 1,600 buliders.

Do-it-yourselfer Jan
Brandt built a Port
Townsend Skiff “to get it
done.” An environmen-
1al consultant in Seattle,
Brandt grew up sailing
dinghies, multihulls and
keelboats In Hamburg, Ger-
many. Bedore plunging into
the PT Skiff kit, he had built

some small stitch-and-glue
cedar-strip boats. | was
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Cutting a good kit is no piece of cake. Brown works with Tum
Point Design in Port Townsend, which operates a five-axis ONC
router to cut the plywood pieces with surgical pre-
cision. He insists on high-quality Joubert okoume
Sound. because it is lighter than mahogany.

The router works from CAD drawings that are
optimized for cutting, spacing, sequence and router
bit changes. To guarantee absolute accuracy of the
puzzle-plece joints, the plywood sheets are held in
place with a vacuum system. Tum Point's owner,
Brandon Davis, has been cutting parts, molds and
tooling for Ellison’s America’s Cup boats and was
involved with the new AC4S catamaran that was
Launched last January.

looking for a winter proj- Going east

ect, a dayboat for fishing Students bualt the first PT Skaff in a class that Brown
and camping.” he says. *I taught at the Northwest School of Wooden Boatbuild-
wanted a light boat | could ing. Brown then bailt hull No. 2 and took it across
casily trailer.” the country to show it on the East Coast. The Coast

Guard tested the boat at its facility in Solomons, Md., and approved it
for a safe capaaty rating and for flotation and stabality when flooded

From there, Brown and his wife, Ashlyn, trekked north to New
England to show the boat at the WoodenBoat Show in Mystic,
Conn., and for some weckending on Buzzards Bay, Mass., and
around Block Island, R1. “We've been through some nasty stuff, so
we know the boat can handle it,” Brown says.

hey also visited WoodenBoat magazine in Brookln, Maine, to do a
live comparison between the PT Skaff and Marissa, the boat by Graham
Byrnes that won the contest. The Browns expressed great respect for
Bymes’ work, but noted that their boat reached the samwe top speed with
20 hp as Manssa did with 30 horses. “While it has been highly prassed,
the PT Skiff has not been given any awards,” Ashlyn Brown says

A great deal of what makes the Port Townsend Skiff special
comes from the kind of thinking that guides design decisions for
the America’s Cup, where winning a race first requires winning
the efficiency game. But it also reflects Brown’s rich and varied
experience as a builder and sailor

He is the younger of two sons of James Brown, one of the early
timaran pioneers and designers (search the SoundingsOnline.com
archives for “James Brown™). He built Scimshaw, a 31-foot cruising
trimaran, in the late 1960s when the Brown family hved near Santa
Cruz, Calif. An extended family cruise in the carly 19705 to Central
America and the US. East Coast helped form the lives of Russell
Brown and his older brother, Steve, who became master boatbuikders.

As a teenager, Russell Brown tumed his attention to the proa,
a sailing craft of Polynesian origin that has two hulls of unequal
lengths and shunts to change direction as bow becomes stern, and
vice versa. These little-explored boats offered a wide-open playing
ficld for his creative ideas. That’s why Brown designed, built and
cruised several of them, including the 36-foot Jzerro, which he sailed
from San Francisco to New Zealand

Browsing the Web, Brandt found Port Townsend Watercraft's kit boat.
“It was a more irvolved project than building a kayak,” he says. It helps
10 have worked with epoxy and kit boats before, but carefully following
the illustrated manual was most important because Russell is very accu-
rate and thought this through carefully.”

Brandt completed his boat in five-and-a-half months (about 500
hours) and customized the center console with beautiful American
Indian art inlays created by his wife, Holli. Brandt is not only satisfied
with the final product, which gets compliments from fellow boaters,
but also with the performance, which he verified with a German engi-
neer's sense of precision.

The boat weighs 580 pounds, including a 25-hp Evinrude E-TEC
2-stroke, a battery and a full tank of gas. Brandt tested varous prop
sizes, engine trims and cavitation plates, His records show that the
boat's performance with and without water ballast varies as ittle as 52
percent (at 5,250 rpm), which confirms the hull's efficiency across the
performance spectrum. A prop with less pitch narrows the gap even fur-
ther, he says.

Brandt, Holli and daughter Sydney use the skiff 1o buzz around Lake
Washington, which is at their doorstep. On weekends, they might tow it a
fow miles to Edmonds to cruise Puget Socund, In the summaer, they take it
up to the San Juan Islands. Crulsing in the 15- 10 17-knot range, Brandt
says, the E-TEC bums 1.5 gallons an hour.

*Conventionally built center-console skiffs of similar size might need
60- to 100-hp engines, which bum a lot more gasoline,” he says. “Heavi-
er boats also need larger trailers and bigger cars for towing.”

So rolling up your sleeves 10 build a Port Townsend Skiff, Brandt
muses, offers multiple gratifications: a unigue and efficient craft, pricde of
ownership, portabiity and fewer environmental effects,

COUNTESY JAN BRANDTY
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Specifications

LOA: 18 feel, 5§ inches LWL: 16
feet, 9 inches BEAM: 6 feet
2 inches DRAFT: 18 inches HULL
WEIGHT: 350 pou DIS-

nos

PLACEMENT: 550 pounds (with
20-hp Yamaha 4-stroke) WATER

BALLAST: 37.5 gallons
pounds) MAX ENGINE 5 hp
FUEL CAPACITY: 6 gallons (por
table tank) CRUISING SPEED:
15 knots RANGE: 65 nautical miles
(cruising speed) CONSTRUC-
TION: Joubert okoume plywood
West System epoxy PRICE

kit $3

(321

full kit upon request

“The longer | worked with carbon fiber, the more | was in awe of the plywood/epoxy composite method.
It’s still misunderstood, even though it offers a great weight-to-strength ratio, longevity and waste reduction.”

(From top) All of the kit parts are laid out for inspection pricr 10 shipment; behind a small pickup truck,
Brown and his wife tradlered the skiff 1o the East Coast and back to Port Townsend.

John Harris, the owner of Chesapeake Light Craft, a company in An-
napolis, Md., that builds and sells kit boats and designs proas on the
side, says Brown inspires him. He calls Brown the "foremost expert for
Pacific proas.” (Read more about Brown's proa pht‘aﬂ\‘;\h\ and adven-
tures under on Harris' “The Life of Boats™ blog at wawcloboats.com.)
Harris also s a customer of Port Townsend Watercraft, buying high-

end compaosite parts for his kit boats

Slender and slippery

Back out on the water for that sea trial, the PT Skiff was scooting
right along, tracking as if on rails, thanks to a nifty little keel fin under
the boat. Hustling toward Fort Worden and coaxing her into a tight
turn around the weather buoy was child’s play, and even more fun by
leaning into it

On the trip back, Brown and his wife hopped back aboard, but the

skiff didn’t seem to notice much. It didn't plane outright with three
adults, but it still hit 15 knots at 5,000 rpm in semidisplacement mode
st as prescribed. “Long and narrow makes pretty and efficient boats,”
Brown savs. “Just Jook at the steam yachts by [Nathanael] Herreshoff,”

For all its qualities, the Port Townsend Skiff is not a boat for every-
one, but if Brown has his way #t might be the answer for boaters who
want to simplify, downsize and reduce carbon emissions

As a launch, runabout, fishing skiff or chase boat, it can cut a nice fig-
ure in many applications. Customers have to be ready to take on a ga-
rage project, but that’s one of the reasons it’s special. The reward is not
just a spiffy and efficient little boat, but also a product that users create
with their own hands, making it unique and starkly different from the
common and aesthetically challenged white plastic tubs

And that would sit well with Capt. Nat who, like Brown, built some
pretty high-tech boats in his day. @

WWW.SOUNDINGSONLINE.COM  ALCLUST 2070 a7

AT e



