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HULL RAISING IN HOBART
Boat School Represents the USA at the 2019 Australian

Wooden Boat Festival
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A TEAM OF ALUMS from the Northwest School of Wooden 
Boatbuilding (NWSWB) is representing the USA at the 2019 
MyState Australian Wooden Boat Festival (AWBF). This biennial  
event in Hobart, Tasmania brings together the largest collection 
of wooden boats in the southern hemisphere, and more than 
200,000 people to appreciate 
them. The USA is “featured 
nation” at the 2019 event, 
which means that American 
boats and boatbuilders will be 
center stage at the festival’s 
International Wooden Boat 
Symposium, in the demo tents, 
and on the water.

When the USA was chosen to 
be the featured nation at the 
2019 AWBF, organizers asked Kaci Cronkhite to help plan the 
USA presence at the Australian festival, based on her experience 
as Director of the Port Townsend Wooden Boat Festival (2002-
2011). “The Northwest School of Wooden Boatbuilding is an ideal 
participant. They have international scope and are an anchor for 
all things wooden boat in the U.S., the Pacific region, and in Port 
Townsend. Their generous and skilled efforts to represent our 
nation do us all proud,” says Kaci.

“Last year the Dutch were the featured nation and they came up 
with the idea of building a boat at the festival, so we’re rising to 
the challenge,” says Boat School Chief Instructor Sean Koomen. 
“After consulting with builders at a number of U.S. boatyards, we 
decided to build a Haven 12½, Joel White’s centerboard version 
of the classic 12½ designed by renowned naval architect Nat 
Herreshoff. It’s a beautiful little day sailor, tricky as you can get 
in terms of details and hull shape, and shows the evolution of a 
classic American boat design that originated 150 years ago.” 

We invited all of our alumni to apply for the boatbuilding project 
and had to choose from 25 qualified applicants going back more 
than 20 years. Like the Dutch, Sean’s team will arrive in Australia 
two months ahead of 
the festival, work in 
the Franklin Wooden 
Boat Centre outside 
Hobart, and have the 
Haven 12½ ready to 
launch and auction 
at the Festival. Also 
like the Dutch, they’ll 
be using reclaimed 

celery-top pine donated by Hydrowood, an innovative 
company that devised a method of harvesting trees that 
were drowned by the formation of hydro-electric dams in 
Tasmania more than 25 years ago. 

Sean is looking forward to working with celery-top pine for the 
first time during the Haven 
12½ build. “I asked the Dutch 
boatbuilding instructor Bert 
van Baar what it was like to 
work with, and he said, ‘It 
works how you want it to.’ 
There are no issues with grain. 
It’s easy to carve. It’s strong. 
And apparently it does not rot. 
It’s an incredible lumber.” 

More than a dozen maritime 
organizations are supporting the build as sponsors, including: 

Admiral Ship Supply, WA — consumables

Ballentine’s Boat Shop, MA — all hardware

Brooklin Boat Yard, ME — cash donation

Edensaw Woods, WA — plywood for deck, rudder, centerboard

Fasco Fasteners, CA — bronze screws/fasteners

Hydrowood, AUS — celery-top pine for hull and deck

NW Sails & Canvas, WA — sails and rigging

Patagonia, CA — work clothing

Van Dam Custom Boats, MI — travel donation

Wooden Boat Centre, AUS — shop space

West Systems Epoxy — epoxy and consumables

WoodenBoat Magazine, ME — plans for the Haven 12½

Sponsorship by the Brooklin Boat Yard is particularly meaningful 
because the yard was founded by Joel White, designer of the 
Haven 12½, and is now operated by Joel’s son, Steve. 

The festival is shipping two containers of USA boats to the 
festival. One container 
will ship from the Boat 
School with materials 
for building the Haven 
12½ and four boats 
built at NWSWB that 
represent traditional 
wooden boats from 
across the country: a 
Catspaw (Joel White 
design dinghy), a 
Poulsbo (classic Puget 
Sound fishing boat), a 
Sid Skiff (San Francisco 
design brought to 
prominence by Boat 
School Instructor 
Emeritus Ray Speck) 

“We’re not just showcasing 
Boat School craftsmanship, 
we’re also highlighting the 
trades of Port Townsend.”
 — Sean Koomen, Chief Instructor, NWSWB

Nathan Nelson, Steve 
Stanton, and Ginny 
Wilson are set to 
represent the USA at 
the 2019 Australian 
Wooden Boat Festival. Ginny Wilson carves the stem for the Gartside Workboat.
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Ryan Chadwick, Class of 2008, has worked as a boat 
builder, custom home builder, commercial salmon 
fisherman, and now as boatbuilding instructor at NWSWB. 
Beyond his lifelong commitment to traditional wooden 
boatbuilding, Ryan is interested in the Haven 12½ build in 
Hobart because his wife is from Australia, and it’s a chance 
to visit family there.

Lachlan Carlson, Class of 2017, is a boatbuilder at the Port 
Townsend Shipwrights Co-op, where he works on all kinds 
of boats from steel to fiberglass to wood. The Tasmania 
project is a chance for the Washington state native to 
“meet new people, make new connections, and see what 
boatbuilding is like in another part of the world.”

David Klco, Class of 2016 and 2017 NWSWB Prothero 
Intern, is a boatbuilder at Van Dam Custom Boats in Boyne 
City, Michigan. “I take my work seriously,” he says,“but 
I believe we build boats because we love to. It’s fun and 
hard, and all that hard work culminating in something 
so graceful, beautiful, and practical is meaningful and 
worthwhile.”

Virginia (Ginny) Wilson, Class of 2018, has a varied 
background, from a degree in Environmental Outdoor 
Education to stints in retail, teaching, commercial fishing 
in Alaska, non-profit work, and leading multi-day bicycle 
tours. “NWSWB has been a life-altering experience, and I 
can’t imagine a better way to transition to the workplace 
than to travel as an ambassador of the school and 
participate in such an amazing event.”

Nathan Nelson, Class of 2018, has a gift for retaining 
and applying what he has learned on increasingly more 
complex projects at the Boat School. He looks forward to 
working as a boatbuilder, eventually running his own shop 
and becoming an instructor to “mentor, train, and inspire 
the next generation of boatbuilders and craftsmen.”

Steve Stanton, Class of 2014, came to Boat School after 
a 30-year career in law enforcement. He intended to 
retire, but has become increasingly involved in wooden 
boatbuilding — first as a volunteer boatbuilder at NWSWB, 
the Community Boat Project, and the Northwest Maritime 
Center. Steve is now on staff as Shop & Facilities Manager 
at NWSWB, where his resourcefulness and unfailing good 
humor keep everything on an even keel.

Christian Gaggia, Class of 2015, returned to the 
Netherlands following Boat School graduation to build 
a tiny house and start a carpentry business, building 
small boats on the side until he can build boats full time. 
“Basically, I live, eat, breathe, and sleep sawdust,” he says. 
“My boatbuilding experience doesn’t run so deep yet, but 
I’ve spent a lot of time with machines and tools and general 
construction and assembly with wood. Point me in the right 
direction and I can do it.”

Introducing Team USA

GINNY WILSON

RYAN CHADWICK

NATHAN NELSON

CHRISTIAN GAGGIA

LACHLAN CARLSON

STEVE STANTON

DAVID KLCO

and a Whitehall (rowing boat first used to 
ferry goods and sailors to boats entering 
the New York Harbor). 

The second container will include a 
MacKenzie River Driftboat and an 
assortment of other items with size, 
shape, and logistical maybes to challenge 
the best of packers. “The remaining 
inventory could include a 32’ Pilot’s 
Gig, a Redfish kayak, a Baidarka, a Race 
to Alaska boat, a Pocock single, Port 
Townsend Foundry hardware, Edensaw 
spar wood, and a Pygmy. Let’s just say, 
we’re not done packing,” says Kaci.

The USA display at the festival will also 
include a Dark Harbor 17½ , a 26-foot day 
sailor with western red cedar on white 
oak framing, mahogany backbone, teak 
deck, and spruce spars. The Dark Harbor 
was built by NWSWB on commission for 
Boat School alum Kere Kemp (Class of 
2016) who is shipping it to the AWBF and 
then to his home in New Zealand. 

“The materials and brightwork on this 
boat are incredible,” notes Sean. “It 
showcases the quality of work at the 
Boat School, but also the trades of Port 
Townsend: incredible custom hardware 
from Port Townsend Foundry, sails and 
rigging from Sean and Inger Rankins at 
NW Sails & Canvas, and lumber sourced 
through Edensaw.” See “Commissions 
with Character” on page 14 for more 
about Kere’s boat.

Inspired to visit Tasmania? 
The Northwest Maritime Center in Port 
Townsend is leading a small group tour 
of Tasmania that includes the chance to 
experience the 2019 Australian Wooden 
Boat Festival as a local and explore the 
scenic and culinary highlights of the 
surrounding area. For more about the 
tour, go to nwmaritime.org/our-events/
tasmania-travel. n

The Dark Harbor 17½ is one of the school-
built boats making the journey to Tasmania 
to showcase American craftsmanship.
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