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WELCOME TO HULL RAISER, 
a magazine that showcases the 
craftsmanship of students in our 
traditional and contemporary wooden 
boatbuilding and marine systems 
programs.

Congratulations to the graduates of our inaugural 
Marine Systems program! Their full throttle 
engagement helped us shape the program and add 
value for every class that will follow. Check out their 
story in this issue of Hull Raiser.

See the projects that students learned from by building, 
including Clean Bay, a 26-foot electric-solar work 
boat, and Bob’s Boat, a lapstrake double-ender 
modeled on Havhesten, the beautiful Scandinavian  
sailing sjekte (skiff ) owned by Sean and Inger Rankins, 
who operate Northwest Sails & Canvas from a shop on 
the Boat School campus.

Travel to Tasmania where our alum ambassadors 
showed amazing craftsmanship, teamwork, and project 
management while building a traditional Haven 12½ 
sailboat at the Australian Wooden Boat Festival.

Please stop by our Port Hadlock Heritage Campus 
for a fi rsthand look at what’s new. In the meantime, 
stay connected!

Betsy Davis, Executive Director
betsy@nwswb.edu

C O N T E N T S

The Northwest School of Wooden Boatbuilding is a private 
not-for-profi t 501(c)3 educational institution. Our mission 
is to teach and preserve traditional and contemporary 
wooden boatbuilding skills while developing the individual 
as a craft sman.

www.nwswb.edu

This issue of Hull Raiser was produced by Executive Director Betsy Davis, 
Managing Editor Christa Ayer, Writer Molly Tyson, Communications & 
Development  Manager  Christina Ruben, and  Reporter Sandy Gerber. 
Thank you also to our many volunteer photographers.

Hull Raiser is published by Philips Publishing Group.  
www.philipspublishing.com.
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Keep in touch to fi nd out about news, upcoming events, and boats under construction 
at the Northwest School of Wooden Boatbuilding.

42 N. Water Street, Port Hadlock, WA 98339   •   info@nwswb.edu   •   (360) 385-4948

Stay Connected

Website  
nwswb.edu 
E-Newsletters  
nwswb.edu/contact/enews
Boats for sale
nwswb.edu/allboatsforsale
Facebook
facebook.com/NWBoatSchool or 
search for “nwswb” 

Instagram
instagram.com/nwswb or search for “nwswb” 
Flickr 
fl ickr.com/nwswb
Twitter
twitter.com/nwswb or search for “nwswb” 
Youtube
www.youtube.com/NWBOATSCHOOL

On the cover: During the May 2019 Admissions Open House, prospective student Adam Shea 

works alongside current students to lay out and drill fastener holes on a Sid Skiff .
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THE NORTHWEST SCHOOL OF WOODEN BOATBUILDING has embarked 
on a project to build Clean Bay, a 26-foot electric-solar work 
boat that will provide free pump-outs, initially to boats in Port 
Ludlow Bay.

Naval architect Tim Nolan met with project leads at the Boat 
School in October 2018 to discuss and sketch out design 
goals and priorities for the project. For example, it had 
to accommodate a 500-gallon holding tank, easily navi- 
gate between boats in a marina to reach their holding tanks, 
and operate well empty 
and full. “We also had a 
mandate that the boat look 
really good and be built with 
a variety of construction 
techniques,” says instructor 
Bruce Blatchley. 

Clean Bay was an ideal 
teaching project for the stu-
dents in the Contemporary 
Boatbuilding program be- 
cause it gave them 
experience with cold-molded 
construction, vacuum infu- 
sion, and foam core 
construction, as well as 
some traditional joinery on 
the pilot house. Turnpoint 

Design, based in Port Townsend, used CNC technology to 
cut permanent frames. The transom and hull are built from 
red cedar strip planking with two diagonal layers of vacuum-
bagged khaya veneer. Plywood and foam core were used on the 
pilot house. 

The project is also a good opportunity for the students in 
the 6-month Marine Systems program to install a variety of 
cutting-edge marine technologies. Students are performing 
load calculations for propulsion, energy storage, and sizing of 

solar modules, which will 
all meet the goal of zero-
emission systems. 

“When I think of zero 
emissions, I can’t help but 
think of all the metals that 
are being dumped into our 
marinas and waterways 
as we try to prevent 
corrosion on boats,” says 
NWSWB Marine Systems 
Lead Instructor Kevin 
Ritz. “Sacrificial anodes, 
commonly referred to as 
‘zincs’, release aluminum, 
cadmium, copper, lead, 
and other metals, to 
prevent corrosion of the Tim Nolan’s local marine architecture firm designed Clean Bay.

CLEAN BAY
Building a Zero-Emissions Work Boat
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vessel’s underwater metals. We need to consider this as part of 
the zero emissions in the form of Impressed Current Cathodic 
Protection which puts zero metals into our environment.” 

The idea of a boat carrying an environmental message that 
functions for its cause and that is constructed and operated 
using cutting edge sustainable technology inspired Jim 
Ward and Alice Anda 
of the Institute for Law 
and Systems Research 
to provide a leadership 
donation of $100,000 to get 
the project underway.  The 
Boat School also received 
a grant of $7,500 from the 
Bonnell Cove Foundation 
because of the project’s 
impact on environmental 
protection. Agencies lend-
ing their support to the 
project include Washington 
State’s Maritime Blue initiative, Washington Sea Grant, and the 
Board of Commissioners of Jefferson County.

“Pump-out boats typically have names such as Down-Winder, 
Headhunter, and Captain’s Log, which are funny, but the boat 
we imagine will exemplify not what it does, but the impact it 
will have on environmental quality,” says Anda. “Our hope 
is that Clean Bay will serve as an exemplary prototype for 
zero-emission work boats and open up the conversation to a 
multitude of topics that underlie environmental stewardship.” 

“This project is exciting 
at so many levels,” says 
NWSWB Executive Director 
Betsy Davis. “It aligns 
with Boat School goals of 
teaching craftsmanship and 
preparing students for work 
as boatbuilders and marine 
technicians. It aligns with 
the state-wide Maritime 
Blue initiative by modeling 
effective use of zero-emission 
systems for work boats. 
And it’s an opportunity to 

collaborate with local experts on design, material sourcing, 
engineering, and operation.”   n

LEFT: Clean Bay ready for installation of the laminated inwhales. TOP RIGHT: Student Jesse Antes sands the keel in preparation for taping the keel 
and fiberglassing the hull. BOTTOM RIGHT: Students Joel Leavitt, Tyler Johnson, and Jesse Antes prepare to vacuum bag the first layer of 1/8" khaya 
veneer on the transom. 

Student Tyler Johnson coats frames with epoxy in preparation to install the okume marine plywood deck.

“Our hope is that Clean Bay will serve as an 
exemplary prototype for zero-emission 
work boats and open up the conversation 
to a multitude of topics that underlie 
environmental stewardship.”

                   — Alice Anda,  
Institute for Law and Systems Research 
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Port Hadlock Work Skiff
Students in the Traditional Boatbuilding class worked with 
instructor Jody Boyle to build version 3.0 of the Port Hadlock 
Work Skiff. Drawing inspiration from a familiar work skiff on 
Martha’s Vineyard, Jody adapted the design for local waters. 
This rugged 18' skiff will hold up to a 45 hp outboard engine 
on its 2" thick oak transom and is rated for 4-5 passengers. 

Students worked with native species of wood, including oak 
for the frames and transom, Alaskan yellow cedar for the 
cross-planked bottom and sole, and red cedar for the topside 
planking. This sturdy boat is perfect for crabbing and island 
hopping the waters of the Puget Sound.

Double Rowing Wherry
Students in the Contemporary Boatbuilding class built a 
wherry prototype designed by Brandon Davis, owner of 
Turnpoint Design, a Port Townsend-based business that 
specializes in 5-axis CNC cutting of molds, tooling, and 
parts for composite applications.  

Davis, who serves on the Boat School’s Program Advisory 
Committee, wants the kids of Port Townsend to enjoy on-
the-water adventure as much as he does. With that in mind, 
he collaborated with NWSWB to design and build a wherry 
prototype, the first in a fleet of sliding-seat doubles planned 
for the local rowing club. 

Students in the Contemporary Boatbuilding class at 
NWSWB built the prototype from plywood cut on Turnpoint 
CNC machines. “Future wherries in the fleet will be done 
totally in composite — out of fiberglass or carbon fiber — 
using the resin infusion process we are integrating into our 
program,” explains Contemporary Boatbuilding Instructor 
Bruce Blatchley. 

In the ultimate sea trial, Contemporary Boatbuilding 
student Joel Arrington and NWSWB Instructor Leland Gibson 
raced the wherry in the 2nd Annual Seventy48, a seventy 
mile race of human-powered watercraft from Tacoma to 
Port Townsend. Out of 117 teams registered, Team NWSWB 
finished 13th. “I have never been part of anything that was 
so mentally and physically challenging,” says Joel. “Seventy 
miles of unpredictable winds and currents, many of which 
were navigated through darkness and thick fog, couldn’t 
slow us down. It was a privilege representing NWSWB and I 
look forward to the next adventure!”

MIDDLE: Contemporary student Tyler Johnson coats the wherry hull with epoxy prior 
to deck installation.  
BOTTOM: Instructor Leland Gibson (left) and student Joel Arrington (right) undertook 
the challenge of the Seventy48 race (70 miles in 48 hours) in the prototype wherry. 
They had an impressive run coming in 13th out of 117 teams!

Student Kendra (K) Woolfe works on fitting the white oak breast hook on the Port 
Hadlock Work Skiff.

Sailing Into Retirement on a Scandinavian Sailing Sjekte

Sales of student-built boats help support the 
school’s educational programs. If you’re interested in 
commissioning a boat or buying one that has already 
been built, contact Chief Instructor Sean Koomen 
(sean@nwswb.edu).

Shop Talk
NWSWB Students Take on New Challenges
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For information about commissioning a student-built boat, please contact Sean Koomen (sean@nwswb.edu).

During 34-plus years in the military, Robert “Bob” 
Spychalski served in a variety of roles: combat engineering, 
aircraft maintenance, ground maintenance, flight crew, 
aircraft refueling and, most recently, as Operations 
Coordinator for the U.S. Embassy in Amman, Jordan. It 
was a successful career, but as he went up in rank, the 
work became less hands-on and more administrative. 
“Attending Boat School was a good chance for me to work 
with my hands and start building things again,” he says.

Bob heard about the Boat School through a lucky accident 
when his daughter was researching colleges. During 
an internet search, she thought she was requesting 
information from “Northwest University.” When a 
package arrived from the Northwest School of Wooden 
Boatbuilding, she realized her mistake, but it was just what 
Bob was looking for. 

Learning to build traditional wooden boats made him 
want to own one. The school was just starting on a replica 
of Havhesten, a 19'2" double-ended sailing skiff owned by 
Sean and Inger Rankins, who operate Northwest Sails & 
Canvas from a shop on the Boat School campus. 

Havhesten (Norwegian for seahorse) is a beautiful boat 
with oak sawn frames on an oak keelson, Norwegian Red 
Pitch Pine lapstrake planking, teak decks and furniture, 
spruce spars, copper rivets, bronze screws and bolts, and 
a lead ballast. 

“Havhesten is an impressive boat,” Bob recalls. “I liked 
the double-ended style and the character of the lapstrake 
planking. I went home and asked my wife, ‘What would 
you think about buying a boat from the school?’ She was 
definitely onboard with the idea because being out on the 
water was part of our retirement plan.”

Bob’s Boat, as it was called during construction, is made of 
local woods: western larch planking on white oak frames.   
Bob recorded each phase of the build on a GoPro camera 
he hung from the shop ceiling. The students began lofting 
the boat in January, and finished planking it up in May. 
“The hull was a particular challenge to plank in the stern,” 
notes Chief Instructor Sean Koomen, “but that’s what 
makes the boat so beautiful.” 

Watching his boat come together, and being part of the crew 
during the first few months of the build, were factors in Bob’s 
decision to buy the Scandinavian-style sailing skiff, but he 
also considers it a good value. “The focus at Boat School 
is on learning craftsmanship, so they will take the time to  
do things precisely.”  n

Commissions with Character
Sailing Into Retirement on a Scandinavian Sailing Sjekte

TOP: Boat owner Bob Spychalski fits the oak stern stem into the keel.

MIDDLE: The skiff posed a good exercise in patterning due to the shape and facets 
of the white oak framing. The sawn frames were complex because of the multiple 
landings where they meet the plank laps.

BOTTOM: Students were challenged with difficult and shapely larch stern planking.
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ADAM SNIDER was working in a research lab when he realized he 
didn’t want to spend the rest of his working life under fluorescent 
lights. “I was 30 years old and I felt like I didn’t know how to do 
anything. I couldn’t work with my hands.” He surprised himself 
by enrolling in the Traditional Boatbuilding program and then 
in the Marine Systems program at 
NWSWB. 

Damian Hill, a third-generation 
commercial fisherman from 
Bristol Bay, Alaska, spent his 
twenties competing as an elite 
triathlete, but was ready to settle 
down with a family-wage job, 
working with his hands, in an 
environment “where my kids 
can come in and say hi when I’m 
working.”  As someone who has 
worked in remote locations, he 
also saw the value of being able 
to maintain and troubleshoot marine systems. “When you’re 
fishing in the Bering Sea and something goes wrong, there’s no 
one around to fix it.”

After 20 years in software development, Andy Blehm wanted 
to get out from behind a desk.  Learning traditional wooden 
boatbuilding and marine systems would give him the skills and 
hands-on experience to become a marine electrical technician.  
“The problem solving is similar to what I enjoy about software 
development, but I get to work with my hands as well as my head.”

Adam, Damian, and Andy discovered the action-oriented career 
path they were seeking through the Boat School’s Marine 
Systems program.  As the first group to go through the program, 
they helped shape the experience for every class to come. 

The Boat School’s six-month diploma program in Marine 
Systems focuses on electrical 
systems; corrosion; diesel  
engines and outboard motors; 
steering, propulsion, and controls; 
hydraulics; marine plumbing; and 
marine HVAC. The program is led 
by Kevin Ritz, a master marine 
technician with years of experience 
running his own marine systems 
company and teaching marine 
systems classes across the country. 
He has served as an electrical 
investigator for multiple agencies 
involving in-water and onboard 

fatalities across the nation and also as a corrosion consultant 
nationally. 

Students move from conceptual instruction to hands-on practice 
in a controlled environment to field work on a variety of boats.  
“By the end of the program they’ve wired everything from 
isolation transformers to AC distribution panels, DC distribution 
panels, bilge pumps, and ELCIs (equipment leakage circuit 
interrupters). Most any product that’s going to be aboard a 
vessel, they’ve installed it in class,” says Kevin.

“That’s the beauty of competency-
based training. It’s not about 
taking tests. It’s demonstrating 
that you can do the work.” 

—  Kevin Ritz, 
Marine Systems Lead Instructor

WHEN CAN YOU START?
Employers Welcome the First Class of  

Marine Systems Graduates 
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One month before graduation, students met with employers 
to learn about job opportunities. The job fair was held in the 
school’s Marine Systems classroom, where employers could see 
the simulators, wiring boards, and other teaching materials used 
in the hands-on program.

“What employers are looking for is hands-on experience,” says 
Kevin. “Our students can show them a long list of things they’ve 
done. That’s the beauty of competency-based training. It’s not 
about taking tests. It’s demonstrating that you can do the work.”

Within weeks of graduation, Misha Bogart was hired by the State 
of Alaska to maintain its fl eet of Fish and Wildlife law enforcement 
vessels, Andy Blehm was working at Gold Star Marine in Port 
Townsend, Nathan Eby was working at Platypus Marine in Port 
Angeles, Damian Hill was working as a marine technician in his 
hometown of Naknek, Alaska, and Adam Snider was rewiring a 
55-foot steel fi shing vessel. “I’m so grateful to this school,” says 
Adam. “They’ll take somebody who hasn’t even picked up a tool 
and in a few short months I felt like I could do anything.” n

Marine Systems student Misha Bogart disassembles components of a diesel engine.

What was it like to start a Marine Systems 
program from scratch?
It was a chance to teach the way I’ve always 
wanted to teach Marine Systems, with a focus on 
hands-on learning, craft smanship, and safety.  The 
program was designed with input from subject- 
matter experts, so we are focused on skills that 
employees need in the workplace.  When students 
go for a job interview, they can list exactly what 
they have experience doing and know how to do 
safely.

What does it mean to provide hands-on 
instruction?
We give people the theoretical information they 
must have and immediately back that up with 
hands-on experience.  I can talk for a week about 
corrosion, but the learning comes when students 
go out on a boat and actually do a corrosion 
survey. To support the hands-on learning, we give 
students quick reference cards, like an airplane 
pilot’s checklist. There’s a ton of data associated 
with just running a single wire from point A to 
point B. The reference cards make it easy to apply 
the skills they’ve learned.

What can students expect to learn during the 
6-month program?
By the end of the program, students are able to 
perform the highest priority tasks for entry-level 
marine systems technicians. On top of that, they’ve 
learned some generic problem-solving skills, how 
to read schematics, how to learn the specifi cs 
for a given installation, how to work safely using 
proper PPE (Personal Protection Equipment),

and how to work with applicable standards. The 
overarching standard is CFR (Code of Federal 
Regulations) that relates to boats. Beyond that, 
there are many standards, but for recreational 
boats it’s primarily ABYC (American Boat and Yacht 
Council). As I suspect our students will likely start 
out working on recreational boats, joining ABYC is 
a course requirement, and I encourage students 
to take ABYC certifi cation exams at the end of the 
program.
When someone graduates from our program, 
they’re not all of a sudden a journeyman marine 
technician, but they have a baseline set of skills. 
They have a ton of background knowledge and 
hands-on experience in the shop, and they know 
how to learn. They’re ready to go into the yard and 
be productive and eff ective under an experienced 
supervisor. It’s incredible what a marine technician 

is supposed to know. You have to be an electrician, 
a plumber, a mechanical engineer. Not to mention 
the propulsion system. There’s no way to teach 
every make and model of every system. But we 
teach the fundamentals that apply to all of them, 
with an emphasis on safety. What we’ve heard from 
employers is that they can’t rely on specialists for 
each marine system. They need a jack of all trades.

Is knowledge of boatbuilding a prerequisite for 
the 6-month Marine Systems program?

Students come in with diff erent experience. 
Some are graduates of our wooden boatbuilding 
programs.  Some have expertise in one marine 
system and want to broaden their experience to 
include diesel engines, hydraulics, or plumbing.  
We don’t assume any prior knowledge. The fact 
that students come in from diff erent backgrounds 
adds a lot to the learning. For example, a student 
with experience in commercial fi shing said, “Let 
me tell you what it’s like in the real world where 
we had to pop in fuses like chicklets to get two 
systems to operate at the same time in the middle 
of the night during a storm.” He came in very much 
aware of the need for the information we were 
teaching.

How will the program be evolving?

We’re looking forward to moving into a larger 
space where we can serve more students, stage 
more demos, and have some boats on hand where 
we can practice installing and connecting all these 
systems. We’ll keep working with subject matter 
experts, including Chris Dunn (outboards), Sea 
Star (hydraulics), and Sure Marine (HVAC), to help 
us develop the curriculum and teach specialized 
topics where they have practical, real-world 
experience to share.  And I’m looking forward to 
working with new instructor John Hill who has 20 
years of experience as a machinist’s mate in the 
Coast Guard. He took our 6-month Marine Systems 
program to round out his experience, and we all 
noticed what a great teacher he was when we got 
to areas like propulsion that he knew very well. n

In addition to the 6-month diploma program, the school off ers Marine Systems Intensives, 5-day hands-on 
classes for those already employed in the marine industry. NWSWB currently off ers intensives on Electrical 
Systems, Hydraulics, Corrosion, and Diesel Engines. The National Association of Marine Surveyors (NAMS) 
has authorized members to receive continuing education credits by attending Marine Systems Intensives at 
NWSWB. For more information, visit nwswb.edu. 

Q&A
Kevin Ritz,
Marine Systems Lead Instructor

Students Adam Snider (foreground) and 
Shawn Meyer practice applying Click Bond wire 
supports on a wire management board.
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DAMIAN HILL

“I grew up in a fishing town in Bristol Bay, Alaska, so I came in 
very much aware of the need for competent marine technicians 
to maintain these very high horsepower boats with bow 
thrusters, all these complex electrical systems, RSW to chill the 
catch down. When I found out there was a 6-month program to 
teach me everything I needed to get an entry-level job working 
on the boats, I signed up right away. The strength of the program 
is having experts right there, learning from people with deep 
knowledge about this stuff. You can’t get that from a book. It’s 
hands on. You either learn or you shock yourself. Everything we 
learned in the classroom we applied on a boat — except that on 
a boat you’re doing it upside down and around the corner with 
one arm. That was an important part of the learning. And at the 
end of this program, you have a skill set. I can test an alternator. 
I can size a battery bank. I can install an isolation transformer. I 
can tell you what size hydraulic hose you need. It’s so valuable 
to learn how all these systems are inter-connected on a boat. 
And if I have any questions, I have Kevin’s number.” Damian is 
working as an independent marine technician in his hometown 
of Naknek, Alaska.

ANDY BLEHM

“I took the wooden boatbuilding class at NWSWB as a break 
from software development. I wanted to get out from behind a 
desk and do something new. The boatbuilding was really fun and 
interesting, but I didn’t want to give up on 20 years of software 
experience. Then I heard about the Marine Systems program 
and I thought, “What if I combined this wooden boat stuff with 
marine electrical or hydraulics? That would be a pretty cool 

skill set. There’s lots of problem solving in Marine Systems and 
that appeals to me. I took two of the week-long Marine Systems 
Intensives and then enrolled in the 6-month program.

“The way the program is designed, you go from the theoretical 
to doing it yourself in a controlled environment, so you really 
understand the procedure, to going onboard a boat where the 
bilge pump and the battery aren’t two feet apart, they’re 12 feet 
apart. The field work was incredibly valuable. In the classroom 
you’ve got your battery and your nice clean wire. Then you go 
onboard a boat, open the panel, and it’s spaghetti. You have a 
mess and you have to figure out what to do about it. That’s what 
it will be like on the job.” Andy is working as a marine technician 
at Gold Star Marine in Port Townsend, Washington.

MISHA BOGART
Misha is rewiring his own boat with skills he learned in the 
inaugural Marine Systems program, which he describes as 
“hands down, the most educational thing I’ve done in my 
life. It’s led to great things already. It definitely made me 
more competitive in the workforce.”  Shortly after earning his 
Marine Systems diploma at NWSWB, Misha was hired by the 
State of Alaska to maintain their fleet of Fish and Wildlife law 
enforcement vessels and to captain one of their 85' boats.

ARCHIE CARRICO 

“The Marine Systems program will not lead to a career for me,” 
says Archie, “because I’m retired and I intend to stay retired.  
But I thoroughly enjoyed the class, got my ABYC certifications, 
and I’m looking forward to maintaining my own boat and 
helping out other cruisers when my wife and I go sailing — 
which was my motivation in taking the course.”

DAMIAN HILL ANDY BLEHM MISHA BOGART

THE MAVERICKS OF MARINE SYSTEMS
How the Class of 2019 Helped Build a Program  

and Prove Its Merit



SHAWN MEYER

SHAWN MEYER

Shawn sailed to the Boat School from 
Glacier Bay, Alaska. “I spent 18 months at 
the school taking the boatbuilding and 
marine systems classes and it was fantastic.” 
Now he’s rewiring his boat and working as a 
boatbuilder and marine technician in Port 
Townsend, Washington. “I knew my boat 
Sea Mare needed some work, and now I’m 
doing it myself. Attending the school has 
given me the confi dence to tackle huge 
projects, like a repower, by myself. I would 
say it doesn’t matter if it’s a wood boat or a 
fi berglass boat or a metal boat. You’re going 
to learn the foundation and the skills you 
need in this course to take you really far in 
the marine world.”

NATHAN EBY

NATHAN EBY

Nathan attended both the wooden 
boatbuilding and marine systems 
programs at NWSWB and is now working 
at Platypus Marine, a full-service indoor 
shipyard near his home in Port Angeles, 
Washington. “Boat School was a special 
time and a special place,” says Nathan, 
“and I want to thank the people who let us 
crawl all over their boats to do corrosion 
surveys and practice troubleshooting and 
maintenance in the real world.”

YOU CAN EARN:

12-month AOS Degree in 
Wooden Boatbuilding

or a 
6-month Diploma in

Marine Systems

------------
Financial aid/Veterans benefits available for those who qualify.

Learn more at:
nwswb.edu
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The NWSWB team included:                                                                                                

• Lachlan Carlson — Class of 2017, boatbuilder at PT Shipwrights Co-op, WA

• Ryan Chadwick — Class of 2008, boatbuilder at Cape George Marine Works, 
Port Townsend, WA 

• Christian Gaggia — Class of 2015, boatbuilder in Utrect, Netherlands 

• David Klco — Class of 2016, boatbuilder at Van Dam Custom Boats, MI 

• Gordon McGill — Class of 2015, Tasmanian resident

• Nathan Nelson — Class of 2018, instructor at Wind & Oar Boat School, OR

• Steve Stanton — Class of 2014, Facilities Manager at NWSWB

• Virginia Wilson — Class of 2018, boatbuilder in Port Townsend, WA                                          

BEYOND THE CLASSROOM
Showcasing American Boatbuilding at the 

Australian Wooden Boat Festival
A TEAM OF ALUMS from the Northwest School of Wooden Boatbuilding, led by Chief Instructor Sean Koomen, traveled 
to Tasmania to demo American-style traditional wooden boatbuilding at the 2019 Australian Wooden Boat Festival 
(February 8-11 in Hobart, Tasmania). The biennial event draws more than 200,000 people and 550 wooden boats — 
from dinghies and canoes to tall ships and yachts — to the island state of Tasmania for an international celebration 
of craftsmanship.
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1. To showcase US boatbuilding, the alums spent two months ahead of the festival building a Haven 12½, Joel White’s centerboard version of the 
classic 12½ designed by Nat Herreshoff.   2. Tasmania shipwright and sawyer Dave Golding custom milled the celery top pine logs, donated by 
Hydrowood for the Haven project, with his 150-year-old 3' circular sawmill.   3. The finished boat was a beautiful blend of timbers from around 
the world, with backbone made of African sapele and North American black locust, frames and transom of US white oak, planks of Canadian 
western red cedar, spars of US Sitka spruce, and sheer strakes, coaming, and interior details of Tasmanian celery top pine.   4. Christian Gaggia 
(Class of 2015) fares the frame heels to receive the keel after white oak frames are steam bent onto the molds.   5. Boat School Chief Instructor 
Sean Koomen caulks the seams of the Haven.  6. David Klco (Class of 2016) installs the celery top pine forward bulkhead doors on the Haven 
12½.  7. The team built the boat at the Wooden Boat Centre in Franklin, Tasmania, with main shop bay doors that opened onto a pastoral scene 
overlooking the Huon River.

2 3

41

5 66 7

Ginny Wilson  (Class of 2018)  prepares patterns for the sheer strakes.
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The crowd gathers  for the live auction of the Haven 
12½. Proceeds from the sale help fund the next 
boatbuilding team. For Ginny Wilson, who had just 
finished her Boat School training, the Haven build 
in Hobart was magical. “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.”
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Prothero Interns
The Prothero Internship, named for boat school co-founder Bob Prothero, is a six-month paid position that allows one or two Boat School graduates 
to spend additional time at the school honing their skills in an environment that offers increasingly more challenging work, at a faster pace, and with 
more independence.

LOGAN LASTOVICA grew up on his family’s 
cattle ranch in Texas, studied engineering at the 
Air Force Academy, and spent the next five years 
operating and troubleshooting GPS satellites.  
After serving in the Air Force, he was looking to get 
into something that was still technical, but more 
hands-on and not so regulated and regimented. 
Working on boats came to mind as something 
that’s “complex enough to be interesting, but on a scale where you can 
get involved in a project from start to end and not be focused on just one 
tiny aspect of it.” 

He enrolled in the Traditional Boatbuilding program at NWSWB, where he 
learned the basics and honed his skills on the 28' Herreshoff Rozinante 
build.  “I was captivated by the shapes of boats and the whole construction 
aspect of it,” he recalls.

At the end of the school year, Logan was awarded a Prothero Internship 
to serve as teaching assistant in the new Marine Systems program.  His 
contribution was so significant that his internship was extended and 
led to his current job with Naval Architect Tim Nolan. “The biggest thing 
that carries over from my engineering experience,” says Logan, “is being 
able to break a large system down into its parts and to think about it 
systematically.”
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RYAN BRECKEL left a secure job at a global 
manufacturing company to study traditional 
wooden boatbuilding at NWSWB. His friends 
thought he was crazy, but his wife agreed it was 
time to shake things up.  “We were like ships 
passing in the night,” Ryan recalls. “She was 
working late hours as a dance instructor and I was 
leaving early for a job that kept me inside all day 
doing computer-based design, troubleshooting, 
and machine maintenance.” 
As a student in the Traditional Boatbuilding program, Ryan worked on a 17’ 
Whitehall, a 17' Rangely Guide Boat, and a 12' Spurling Skiff — a dramatic 
and welcome change from the corporate environment.  “Everyone here 
loves boats. Everyone loves working with their hands. Everyone is driven to 
do their best. They’re not just working for a paycheck or a degree. They’re 
doing something they really enjoy and have a passion for. I like being 
around that.”
At the end of the school year, Ryan was awarded a Prothero Internship 
in Boatbuilding, doing finish work on a Kingston motor launch and a 16' 
Poulsbo and restoration work on the original Blue Moon (22' yawl built 
in 1955).
At the end of his internship, Ryan was hired to work at the Port Townsend 
Shipwrights Co-op, where he is working under the direction of Tim Lee, 
former Chief Instructor at NWSWB, on the restoration of Western Flyer, a 
vessel that has a central role in John Steinbeck’s Log from the Sea of Cortez. 
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FIND YOUR PERFECT BOAT 

BEFORE IT LAUNCHES

porttownsendboatco.com

Official broker of boats built at the
 Northwest School of Wooden Boatbuilding

Under Construction
28’ Herreshoff Rozinante
For Sale: $52,000

Over 50 specialized 

businesses dedicated to 

your maritime needs

WWW.PTMTA.ORG

PORT TOWNSEND, WASHINGTON

A WORKING WATERFRONT

Photo courtesy of Bill Curtsinger
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What’s New on Water Street

Veteran Supportive Campus
Military veterans are a significant part of the Boat School community, so 
we were thrilled to see all five branches of the military (Army, Navy, Air 
Force, Marines, and Coast Guard) represented in the inaugural Marine 
Systems program, contributing to a disciplined, team-oriented, and fun-
loving group. The Washington State Department of Veterans Affairs has 
renewed our designation as a Veteran Supportive Campus and awarded us 
a VetCorps Member to serve as a resource to military veterans at the school 
and in the community. Thanks to VFW Post 3213 in Quilcene, American 
Legion Post 26 in Port Townsend, and Port Townsend Elks Lodge 317 for 
their support of veteran programs at the Boat School!

Leaving a Legacy
Few people have worn as many hats at NWSWB as David Blessing, who not 
only attended Boat School but has served on the Board for over a decade 
(currently on the Executive Committee after serving as Board President), 
and commissioned a boat that he finished himself. His commitment to 
paying it forward includes a planned gift from his estate to the Boat 
School. “Including the Northwest School of Wooden Boatbuilding in my 
estate planning is one way I can help ensure the long-term stability of the 
school — so the school can keep offering the remarkable education that I 
enjoyed.” To learn more about making a planned gift to the Boat School, 
contact Executive Director Betsy Davis at (206) 390-0381.

Former Board President David Blessing (left) connects with former board 
member Bill Brock (right) at the Boat School’s annual fundraiser.

Rita Frangione uses her 30 years of experience as a vocational rehabilitation 
counselor to connect veterans with services.

Our Working Waterfront
The Boat School has built a new seawall, reinforced pilings, and put a new roof and windows on our historic waterfront buildings, which house a 
combination of boat shops, offices, milling rooms, and a classroom. Across Water Street, the Ajax Café has reopened as a result of the school’s purchase 
of the land that used to bisect the campus and installation of an expanded, state-of-the-art septic system.  Lowest Hadlock is also home to Star Marine, 
a family-owned tugboat company; Northwest Sails & Canvas; the Community Boat Project, a non-profit serving local youth through a shop on the Boat 
School campus; and Hama Hama Co. shellfish beds. Stop by for a First Friday Tour and stay for dinner at the Ajax Café!
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Seal of Approval
As an accredited degree-granting institution licensed in Washington 
State, to ensure compliance with best practices, the Boat School is 
regularly audited by organizations, including the Accrediting Commission 
of Career Schools and Colleges, State of Washington Workforce Training 
& Education Coordinating Board, US Department of Education, and the 
US Department of Veterans Affairs. Our Admissions & Student Services 
Manager Heidi Blehm was recently recognized for the uncommonly 
high quality of the school’s records. In addition, an independent audit 
of the school’s financial statements, which are maintained by Business 
Manager Katie Whalen, yielded a clean audit opinion with no adverse 
findings. Great news and validation of our skilled staff and investment in 
information systems.

Mission Accomplished
The Boat School has nearly completed the goals in its 5-year Strategic 
Plan, adopted January 2016:

• Refined existing boatbuilding programs
• Designed and launched new Marine Systems program
• Strengthened Career Services for all students and support for 

military veterans 
• Invested in building the school’s physical and financial capacity 

We are starting the planning cycle for the next 5-year plan (2020–2025) 
and look forward to hearing from all stakeholders. Please contact 
Executive Director Betsy Davis (betsy@nwswb.edu), Chief Instructor 
Sean Koomen (sean@nwswb.edu), or Board President John Barrett 
(jbarrett@board.nwswb.edu) with your ideas.

Planning for a Dedicated Marine 
Systems Building
As we celebrate the successful launch of our 
Marine Systems program and our first class of 
graduates (see pages 8-11), we need to address 
space constraints in the mezzanine classroom 
in the Hammond Shop, where we conducted 
the proof-of-concept phase of the program.  In 
order to double the number of students who can 
gain diplomas each year in our 6-month Marine 
Systems diploma program and also increase 
availability throughout the year of our 5-day 
Marine Systems Intensives, we are constructing 
a custom-designed building for Marine Systems 
(targeted for completion by Fall 2021). The new 
space will also enable week-long professional 
development seminars for Career and Technical 
Education (CTE) teachers from across the state 
to learn how to teach about marine systems 
in their programs. Both public and private 
leadership gifts are propelling the project 
forward.

Bringing Craftsmanship 
to the Table
It’s inspiring to see paddles go up at our annual 
Gala and Fundraiser. The tally for this year’s 
event was more than $130,000! Save the date 
for Hull Raiser! 6th Annual Gala & Fundraiser:  
April 18, 2020.  Can’t attend?  Consider donating 
a handcrafted item, service, or activity to the 
auction; becoming a Sponsor; or contributing 
to “Fund a Need.” Contact Communications 
& Development Manager Christina Ruben 
(christina@nwswb.edu) for more ways to get 
involved at the 2020 Gala & Fundraiser.
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Alumni Spotlight

Stay in Touch
We love hearing how Boat School graduates are using their 
skills. Please send tips for the next edition of Alumni Spotlight 
to Mark Paxton (mark.paxton@nwswb.edu).

See more updates about Boat School alums on our website: 
nwswb.edu

Josh Tolkan
Class of 2017
Artisan in Development
North House Folk School, Grand Marias, Minnesota
www.northhouse.org
www.manywatersboats.com
Josh learned to paddle and sail at a summer camp on 
Lake Michigan. He went on to start a sailing club while 

attending Carleton College, sail the collegiate racing circuit, and spend 
a SEA Semester (study abroad program) on the tall ship/research vessel 
SSV Corwith Cramer. Following Boat School he launched Many Waters 
Boatworks and Carpentry to serve recreational boaters in the Midwest 
and recently became Artisan in Development at the North House Folk 
School, where he teaches boatbuilding and woodworking classes and 
“gets to spend two years on the beautiful north shore of Lake Superior 
designing and building boats.”  

Zachary Howorth
Class of 2017
Shipwright Apprentice
Chesapeake Bay Maritime Museum, St. Michaels, Maryland
www.cbmm.org
Zachary credits his father with teaching him an early 
appreciation for surfi ng, boats, and building things 
— from tree forts to skateboards. Aft er college, Zach-

ary spent two years in the Montana Conservation Corps in some of the 
wildest places in the lower 48 and received an education award he used 
to attend NWSWB.  “Boat School taught me patience, helped me build 
my technical woodworking skills, and brought my confi dence to an all-
time high,” says Zachary.  It also alerted him to a job opening for a Ship-
wright Apprentice at the Chesapeake Bay Maritime Museum, where he 
has worked since December 2017.

Edwin Slack
Class of 2002
Owner
W.C. Handyman, Vancouver, Washington
www.lignifystudios.com
Edwin came to Boat School aft er seven years as a 
missionary in West Africa. Today he balances  his 
time between residential construction for his own 

company, WC Handyman, (a name inspired by the John Lennon song 
Working Class Hero) and wood sculpting. “Boat School taught me a 
whole new level of carpentry and gave me a deep appreciation for good 
tools, boatbuilding, and the inherent beauty in boats. The deeper re-
ward I gained was an appreciation for craft smanship. The teachers and 
students inspired me to see the potential of what our human hands and 
minds can do with a sharp chisel and beautiful wood.”

Melanya Nordstrom
Class of 2009
Finisher
PT Shipwrights Co-op, Port Townsend, Washington
www.ptshipwrights.com
It was the wood shop at Chimacum High School that 
introduced Melanya to the marine trades. Today 
she’s a fi nisher at Port Townsend Shipwrights Co-op 

— painting, varnishing, and metal polishing everything from sailboats 
and cruisers to fi shing and work boats. “Without the marine trades and 
our working waterfront, I wouldn’t have been able to get the training, 
earn the wages, and contribute to the community I grew up in.” What 
she remembers best about Boat School is the positive atmosphere. 
“People really wanted to be there; they wanted to learn. There was a 
lot of laughter as we struggled to master new skills.”

Eric Schow
Class of 2018
Boatbuilder
Haven Boatworks, Port Townsend, Washington
www.havenboatworks.com
Photojournalist and former NWSWB board mem-
ber Elizabeth Becker was shooting photos of the 
105-year-old, 133-foot gaff -rigged schooner Adven-

turess during the historic ship’s restoration, when she noticed a famil-
iar face at the ship saw. It was Eric Schow, class of 2018, who had grad-
uated from Boat School on a Friday in September and started work at 
Haven Boatworks the following Monday. “I feel very lucky to have this 
opportunity,” says Eric. “There aren’t a lot of boats in the country or the 
world going through this level of restoration. Port Townsend is a mecca 
for boatbuilding. Going to Boat School was a great decision.”

Justin Victoria
Class of 2017
Boatbuilder
Rogue Built, Queens, New York
www.roguebuilt.co
Aft er graduation, Justin began working as a boat-
builder at First Light Boatworks, a yard established 
by the Pease Brothers in the 1930s to build, restore, 

and service wooden boats on the Mill Pond in Chatham’s Old Village, 
Cape Cod. “Being around super talented beings every day is the most 
rewarding feeling I’ve ever had,” says Justin. “I could never have ex-
perienced this without the support and knowledge the staff  at NWS-
WB passed on to us.” From his fi rst boatbuilding job, Justin spent a 
year working at Wooden Boatworks in Greenport, New York. Now he’s 
expanding his skills in interior house cabinetry and furniture making 
at Rogue Built. 

David Erickson
Class of 2000 
Retail Lumber Sales
Edensaw Woods, Port Townsend, Washington
www.edensaw.com
Prior to Boat School, David was task manager for 
ground-based remote-access robotic observatories 
at NASA’s jet propulsion lab. These days you can fi nd 

him in retail lumber sales at Edensaw, where he “gets to connect with 
people and enjoy the beauty of wood.” He also has a 300-square-foot 
studio/shop where he has built a few skin-on-frame kayaks and craft s 
ranging from jewelry to furniture. The high point of his time at NWSWB:  
Jeff  Hammond’s lectures on perfecting the craft . 
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SEE YOU NEXT YEAR!
SEPTEMBER 9-11, 2020

WOODENBOAT.ORG
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IMMERSE YOURSELF
in the world of 

WOODEN BOATS

A C C E S S  T O  E X P E R I E N C E
41 WoodenBoat Lane, Brooklin, Maine 04616  ✯  207-359-4651  ✯  www.woodenboat.com

STORE SHOW

www.woodenboatstore.com www.thewoodenboatshow.com

MAGAZINE SCHOOL

www.woodenboat.com www.thewoodenboatschool.com

We stood on a weathered rock slab worn smooth  

 by the river over thousands of years, just a few  

 feet away from the pour-over at Pistol Creek 

Rapid. Pistol, one of the most challenging rides on the 

Middle Fork of the Salmon River in north-central Idaho, 

is tucked down in the heart of the second-deepest can-

yon in North America. It starts at Mile Mark 22, and 

even the �rst 20 miles of this river were a blur. The Mid-

dle Fork, one of the �rst rivers protected under the 

Wild and Scenic Rivers Act, is one of the steepest 

descents I had ever rowed. My arms ached and my legs 

us to the crest of a little ridge where we looked down 

and over the source of the noise, a 10' ledge where the 

river became a waterfall from one bank to the other. 

 I felt small in the shadows of Pistol. Steep canyon 

walls rose up on both sides of the river and blocked the 

midday sun. Remnants of rock slides broken loose and 

brought down by the power of heavy rains and �ash 

�oods littered the river and pinched it down even more 

in this narrow slot in the canyon. For several minutes, I 

stood in silent admiration next to the “River of no 

Return” and let the challenge and vastness of the Middle 

Fork wash over me.

 We studied our options as the water plunged between 

jagged, boat-wrecking rocks. Above the loudness, we 

shouted and pointed at the cleanest line to get six 

wooden drift boats safely over the drop, between the 

rocks, and through the rapid. There weren’t a lot of 

options, so this run would be more about hitting the 

one clean line than choosing the wrong one. 

 One week before our trip, the water level had been a 

foot higher, covering many of the rocks that were now 

exposed and menacing in Pistol. By late summer, the 

snowmelt would dwindle and the seasonal lack of rain 

would make running this rapid all but impossible in a 

wooden boat. That’s the charm and challenge of a river 

without a dam to control the �ow. It is a wild river, sub-

ject to the dynamics of the weather and the conse-

quences that come with it. Deal with it, if you are going 

to run it.

The Middle Fork of the Salmon 

was one of eight original 

Wild and Scenic Rivers cho-

sen for protection by Congress in 

1968. The river runs through 2.3 

million acres of pine trees and for-

ests—an area so vast it includes por-

tions of six national forests, several 

mountain ranges (including the 

Salmon River, Clearwater, and Big-

horn Mountains), and some of the 

most lush and beautiful valleys and 

free-�owing tributaries in America. 

   With a vertical drop of over 3,000' 

in just 100 miles, the Middle Fork is 

one of the steepest of all the Wild 

and Scenic Rivers. By comparison, 

the Colorado River through the 

Grand Canyon drops a little over 

2,000 feet in 285 miles. In total, the 

Middle Fork is the largest protected 

and federally managed contiguous 

wilderness area in the United States outside of Alaska. It 

is spectacular and vast. 

 The Wild and Scenic Rivers Act was written and 

sponsored by U.S. Senator Frank Church of Idaho, 

and it was intended to “protect and preserve certain 

rivers with outstanding natural, cultural, and recre-

ational values in a free-�owing condition for the enjoy-

ment of present and future generations.” There are 

now more than 200 rivers in the United States under 

the protection of this 50-year-old law. 

 These protected rivers �ow down majestic moun-

tains, through deep green forests, through narrow-slot 

canyons, across high deserts and plains, and snake 

their way through lush, marshy meadows in every 

region of the country. The “Wild and Scenic” designa-

tion serves as a trip-wire for the rivers and the areas 

they �ow through when someone poses a threat with an 

initiative to alter the river in some way. It preserves and 

cramped as we threaded our drift boats through Hell’s 

Half Mile, Velvet Falls, Murph’s Hole, and a dozen 

other rapids that had no names. There had been no 

relief and little time to look around at the breathtaking 

scenery until we reached Pistol.

 Several hundred yards upstream of the rapid, we 

had pulled to shore, tied off the boats, and walked the 

dusty dirt path beside the river for a closer look. As we 

picked our way over rocks and boulders to reach the 

scouting point, the roar of the rapid increased until we 

could hardly hear each other talk. Our uphill climb took 

Above—Pistol Rapids is one of the most challenging runs along the Middle Fork of the Salmon River in Idaho. In this 2012 

photo, river-running legend Dave Helfrich, then age 80, ships his right oar while leap-frogging the left oar over a boulder just 

as the boat plunges over a 10’ drop in the Class IV rapid. The blade-forward maneuver can be risky but allows the oar to be 

deployed very quickly for the next maneuver on the best “line” for the rapid.
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A River for the Running

Wooden boats on Idaho’s protected  

Middle Fork of the Salmon River
by Greg Hatten

Author Greg Hatten slides his boat 

through Lake Creek Rapid.

Author Greg Hatten (left) and Ken Helfrich relax before 

dinner on the last evening of a 100-mile trip by six wooden 

drift boats down the Middle Fork of the Salmon River. 

KELSEY HELFRICH
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The Middle Fork of the Salmon 

was one of eight original 

Wild and Scenic Rivers cho-

sen for protection by Congress in 

1968. The river runs through 2.3 

million acres of pine trees and for-
million acres of pine trees and for-
million acres of pine trees and for

ests—an area so vast it includes por-
ests—an area so vast it includes por-
ests—an area so vast it includes por

tions of six national forests, several 

mountain ranges (including the 

Salmon River, Clearwater, and Big-
Salmon River, Clearwater, and Big-
Salmon River, Clearwater, and Big

horn Mountains), and some of the 

most lush and beautiful valleys and 

free-�owing tributaries in America. 

  With a vertical drop of over 3,000'

in just 100 miles, the Middle Fork is 

one of the steepest of all the Wild 

and Scenic Rivers. By comparison, 

the Colorado River through the 

Grand Canyon drops a little over 

2,000 feet in 285 miles. In total, the 

Middle Fork is the largest protected 

and federally managed contiguous 

wilderness area in the United States outside of Alaska. It 

is spectacular and vast. 

The Wild and Scenic Rivers Act was written and 

sponsored by U.S. Senator Frank Church of Idaho, 

and it was intended to “protect and preserve certain 

rivers with outstanding natural, cultural, and recre-

ational values in a free-�owing condition for the enjoy-

ment of present and future generations.” There are 

now more than 200 rivers in the United States under 

the protection of this 50-year-old law. 

These protected rivers �ow down majestic moun-

tains, through deep green forests, through narrow-slot 

canyons, across high deserts and plains, and snake 

their way through lush, marshy meadows in every 

region of the country. The “Wild and Scenic” designa-

tion serves as a trip-wire for the rivers and the areas 

they �ow through when someone poses a threat with an 

initiative to alter the river in some way. It preserves and 
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Author Greg Hatten slides his boat 

through Lake Creek Rapid.
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