A New Old Boat

Nothing on the water turns heads faster than the sight and sound of a gentleman’s
racer - vinfage beauty and performance, and crafismanship at its finest. At one time
or another, every boater dreams of owning a classic wooden speedboal. Few ever do.
For one thing, they are exiremely rare and mosl reguire resforaiion, o feem
EVRCTVRROME WITR fime amd money.

CANADA'S NUMBER 1 SOURCE FOR RECREATIONAL BOATERS
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Those who steam ahead will tell you that breathing life into an old boat is one thing,
kecping it running is another, Unless, of course, you choose a classic beauty like
Thunder, a boat built today using vesterday's desipns.

Michael Thompson, a high-energy Toronto businessman, Muskoka Lakes cottager
and longtime performance enthusiast is Thwnder’s owner. [n 1999, Thompson
commissioned Peter Breen, arguably one of North America’s finest wooden boat
builders, to construct his craft from plans obtained from the family of 1920s Gold Cup
legend Harold Greeming.

It Michael wanted another wooden boat is no mystery. He currently owns a 1955
30-foot Greavette Streamliner powered by a 'S5 Chrysler Hemi, a 1964 ChrisCrafi
Holiday with a 283-cid small-block Chev, and a 1964 Century Arabian - the original
parasal tow boat - coupled with a 390-cid, four-barrel, big-block Ford. Incidentally,
Michael i not just a collector, he uses his boats, Each is meticulously maintained and
waiting to be drven fram its boathouse wet-slhip.

But Thunder is a different breed. With its overall length of 27' 6" and narrow beam of
five-and-a-half feet, this 1923 replica of Greening's famed Gold Cup Rainbow 111
Ditchbumn racer is in many ways a much better boat than the original. It is afier all a
Diichbum engineered for the modem cra. with scveral noncritical design
modificatio
ns made to
make il more
appealing o
115 owWner.,
F 0 r
example,
Michacl felt
Lt h a 1
[Ditchbum's

origing |
deck design,
if raised
slightly,
would be
m O r ¢
practical. Breen worked with him on the change

Thumder iv a modern boat builll 1o a clessie desipn

Last spring, Michael and | traveled to Rockwood, Ont., for g tour of Peter Breen's
shop. With more work than he and his small, talented stafl can handle, Peter explained
his philosophy in building boats like Thunader: “One boat, one ime, one way. [t takes
two years 1o complete a boat and we won't build two of them.” Breen's customers pay
good moncy to own a very special boat.

While restoring onginal boats accounts for 75 percent of Breen's business, replicating
them 18 both a passion and challenge. Every piece of hardware, from cleals to the
engine haich ventlators, needs (o look penod. IT i can't be found, i must be
manufactured, and that means carving wooden molds, sand-casting and coating fine
metals. No minor feature is taken for granted - for example, the nickel-plate, five-
gaupe sterling silver panel on Fhunder's dash, an exact copy of the onginal.

That Breen assigns one person to each customer's project is & both a matter of pride
and accountability. Like Peter Breen himself, cach 18 passionale about their craft.
Waiching one carpenter expertly sand a single gection of hull side for what had o be
I 5 minutes straight, | was reminded that patience is a virtue. Both crafisperson and a
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customer must possess it in order o survive the long build time.

Is Michacl Thompson a patient man”? Well, as it happens, we're old high school
buddics. For owver 30 years, Michael ( or Mike as | call him) has been moving through
life in fast cars and fast boats, and patience is not what I'd call his strong suit. He's a
"now” kind of guy - take action, enjoy it, then carry on. All one can say is, Thunder
must have been worth the wail

Intcrestingly, Mike's first exposure to fast boats came about onc hot, summer
weekend in 1972 It was my second vear of racing and Mike traveled with my father
and I to a regatta i St Jean,
Que. Heing cxtremely
competiive himself, Mike
crawled underneath the
trailer and polished the
battom of the boat. | have
few doubts this was the edge
| necded to win that day.
Mike, with his keen sense of
humour, has reinforced that
point sinee,

In any event, Mike caughi
the bug. Since the carly
1980s, he and his wonderful
family wile Beverly,
daughter Kathleen, sons
Gregory, Stephen, and
Cirnham - have owned a
succession of fiberglass
performance boats including
a Gilastron Aventura, a twin-
engine Four Winns
Liberator, a 33' Scarab for
Poker Runs and a Doral
Pharer.

Fivumder % owner, Michael Thompion, admires hiv wmigiee boat

Today Mike still has a few "plastic® boats tied to the dock, including a Boston Whaler,
Supra ski-boail and a 27-fool Formula. But s Thumder that stands out from the
crowil.

It is also thrilling to drive. Powered by a new B.2-L MerCruiser inboard weighing
close 1o what the oniginal 19208 vintage V-6, 250-hp Packard did, the boat is very
well-balanced, As Peter Breen claims, "It has a trued bottom with lifting strakes, with
the same power-to-weight ratio that it once did, only now it's fine-tuned and rehiable.”

Yes indeed. Atidle, Thunder sounds like a Harley, accelerates from 0 to 30 mph in five
seconds, 0 1o 40 in nine and tops out ol 52 mph. Accelerating to plane, Thunder lexps
oul of the water like a rocket. While the boat is meant for small bursts of speed and not
widc-open mnning, Michael grins with delight every time we hit the Vemier mrcrafi
throttle. It is truly one elegant and extraordinary machine

Let the Thunder Roll
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