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by Doug Hylan
Photographs by Benjamin Mendlowitz

A our planr prepared for takeoff from the small
airstrip at Marsh Harbor on Great Abaco Island,
a voice came over the intercom. *"Welcome to
Bahamas-Air, this is Captain Albury, your pilot for this
flight.” I exchanged a knowing glance with my friends
across the aisle. We had just finished two weeks among
these islands where the name of Albury is synonymous
with vovaging and voyvaging craft. It seemed more than
natural, indeed almost mandatory, that our pilot should
be of the same name.

The reason that 1 had come to the Abacos early in 1995,
apart from the obvious one of escaping a bit of coastal



Maine's dreary Late winter, was to gather the intormarion
needed o prepare a set of plans lor the Albury
Brothers” wooden runabout. This boat has carned
areputation for quality in design and construction
that extends well bevond the Babamas, ot b 19595,
Albury Brothers were no longer bunlding it in wood,
having switched 1o hiberglass a decade ago. Through
mtermedianes, letters, and phone calls, 1 had learned
that Willard Albury, the man maost responsible for
producing the runabout, might be willing to have plans
prepared for use by others. The Albury Brothers” runabonts,
vou see, were all built by eve—no plans were ever used,

an O War Cay s one ol the small "ot ishinds™
that run along the eastern side of Great Abaco
Island and protect it from the Adantic Ocean
Man O War channel is just south of the Cav nsell, one
ol the few navigable channels through which boats can
enter Abaco Sound from oft soundings. When a “rage” is
on, a series of weather events produces sometimes-
spectaculiar conditions that make these channels impassable,
even to large ships. Under less extreme conditions, the
shallow waters, tidal currents, and prevailing winds can
produce a surpnising chop in Abaco Sound iself
Somewhere around the vear 1800, g vessel was wroecked
on the Man O War reel, and her 16vear-old birst mate,
Benjamin Albury, made it ashore. There he met 1 3-vear-
old Eleanor Archer, whose father, a lovalist who had emi-
grated fromn post-revolutionary America, was raising crops
on land he owned on Man O War Cav. Withain a veanr
Benjamin and Eleanor were married, and within another
vear the first of their 13 children was born. The descen-
dants of Pappy Ben and Mammy Nellie prospered. 1o such
an extent that by 1975 all but about five of the 235
Bahamian residents of Man O War could trace then
ancestry to this hardy couple
Wilkard Albury, one of these descendants, is acquiet, hand-
some i with a quick but shy smile and a preference o
going barctootr. Like many Bahamian out-islanders, he is
reserved and hard-working. He started working hard m
age 14, when he built his first boat protessionally. Willard's
father, Maurice Albury, had an order for a 127 sailling
dinghv but had 1o go away tor a couple of weeks, He asked
Willard and Willard's cousin, who had built a tew boars
together tor their own use, il they would hike the joh,
When Maurice returned, the boat was well along, and
Willard has been building boats full-time ever since. In
1960 Willard and his brother Benny took over ther father's
wellrespected operation. At first, Willard and Benny built
the boats together, but Later, as Benny gravitated toward
motor installation and repairs, Wilkard baalt the runabows
with assistance from other brothers, cousins, sons, and
nephews as demand dictated.
In the not very distamt past, the subsistence-farming-
and-hishing economy of the Bahamian out islands emploved
es—small, wholesome

large numbers of sailing dingl
boats used for all manner of hishing and transportation,
and preserved almost unchanged today in the boats of
Winer Malone (see page 36). Willard and Benny Albury
started out building sailing dinghies, but in the carly 19505
saw their first outhoard motors, introduced by some of
Man O War's winter visitors from the States, and it wasnt

Willard Albury linset, facing page) has built hundreds of
runabouts since he and his brother took over the family
business in 1960

long before they were being asked o build ourboard-
powered Boats, At liest these were just sailing dinghies with
a five- or ten-horsepower motor clamped to the transom.
But it soon became obvigus that the increased power
and weights concentrated aft required boats with wider
transoms and sinaghter runming lines. By building hight-
weight boats with nearly flat bottoms, it became possible
tor bunld a bhoat than would |||.|I|1' with the modest power
then avarlable,

Iy the bare "5k, Man O War boatbuilders found them
selves building more and more bowts for foreign residents,
one of whom, a man named Monroe Warren, was to
hecome a great help to the Alburyvs, Mre. Warren first
arhvanced the money lor several power woodworking tools
and the generator necessary to run them. A few vears Later
he provided some more capital, this time o build two
onthoard runabouts, 1 hese Boats both soldd BT klv, and
Albury Brothers Boathanlders have not had toowsat Tor an
orcer since

The runabout design developed rapidly. As Targes
motors became avialable, i was possible (o increase the
deadrise angle (or vee) tor a smoother nide, and 1o
increase scanthngs to produce a more rugged boat. The
carly boais were small, usually about 12 1o 14, but as
the motors grew, so did the boats, evenmallv setding in
the 1910 207 range,

Foslav, Willard cstimates that he has buile over 250
wooden runabouts, cach one ditferent. A large number
went to craviishing operations in Spanish Wells where
they were used in o manner reminscent of Gloucester
dory hishing, with several runabouts caching and bring-
ing fish to a large freczer vessel, As tourism inereased
m tht" H.lhqllﬂﬂ\. maany maore runabouts went imto livery
operations in the northern islinds, And. of course, many
staved in home waters, hishing and carrving people among
the Abacos, Mo matter how they were used, the Albury
Brothers” runabouts soon carned an enviable reputation
as handsome, rugged, seaworthy boats that could handle
a nasty chop with grace

Willard feels that the 1Y%tooters were, i general, his
best boats, and he soon mtroduced me 1o has tavorie,
a boat he built in 1985 for Richard Roberis of Man O
War. Over the next couple ol weeks, [ recorded her lines,
scantlings, and detals, and Willard spent what time he
could spare from lis busy schedule answenng my questions
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I'm sure he had as much trouble _
understanding my New England - -
version of Enghish as 1 did his out- (/7
island version, And sorting out the

Bahamian names ol boat parts

caused a hinle confusion as well,

especially since he seemed intent on

trving to adopt my terminology while

I was intent on ll"llﬂ}:' Loy maasten hl"-

I was struck by the ditference in our wavs
of visualizing a boat's shape. While 1 tend w think
in terms of two-dimensional sections, waterlines and
buttocks, Willard sees a boat in us three-dimensional
wholeness. When 1 wold him that afver 1 got back o Maine
I would send him a copy of the lines plan for him o check,
he replied that he would do his best, but that he had no
notion of how to read a hines plan. He was evidently
cmbarrassed v this confession, but [ have come 1o be
envious ol his ability to see a boat as an entire shape while
my mind seems stuck on orthographic shices. l ended up
sending him a series of three-dimensional perspective
views with station sections coinciding with his frame
spacing, and he had no trouble interpreting them.

Like most wooden boat bulders, Willard has had to
adapt to changes in lumber availability. His carlier boats
were carvel planked, and Abaco pine (a dense, resinous
wood similar to longleaf vellow pine) was used for just
about evervthing except frames. When the local supplies
of pine were cut for paper pulp. junmiper and Philippine
mahogany were imported for planking and Douglas-fir,
also imported, was adopted for transoms, guards, and
deck framing. The dense and durable root knees and
sweeps of madeira were used lor frames, Hloors, and stems.
Fastenings were silicon bronze throughout. In the 19705
Willard switched to strip planking glued with epoxy. Later

hoats emploved a strengthening Llaver of fir phywood glued
tor the planked-up ransom, plywood decks, and pressure-
treated hardd pne keels and keelsons

s a designer and builder, T might just as well step
forward right now and confess myv former
prejudices regarding building by eve. At the
mention of the technique, my mind’s eve once would
have conjured up images of rough and asvmmetrical
hulls, often poorly built and shortlived, with sometimes
beautiful shapes but archaic design qualities. Although 1
s well aware of the fine reputation of the Albury Brothers’
runabouts, these notuons were so firmlv embedded that
I was well into my design study betore 1 fully realized these
were some of the finest-built, longest-lasting, and maost
highly developed boats | had seen. In a climate that could
be described as murderous o wooden boats, it is not atall
uncommaon to see Albury runabouts more than 25 vears
old, vet still looking like voungsters. The hulls are clean-

This Albury runabout, now named
ABACO, is the boat from which Doug
Hylan made the wire-frame perspectives
above. ABACO now operates in Maine
waters and serves photographer
Benjamin Mendlowitz as his photo boat,
having made much of the trip from the
Bahamas on her own bottom
Specifically, last spring Ben and
WoodenBoat Contributing Editor
Maynard Bray made a 1,.200-mile dash
up the Intracoastal Waterway from
Hobe Sound, Florida, to Georgetown,
Maryland, in eight days (61-hours running
time), averaging 20 miles per hour and
burning just 261 gallons of gasoline
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lined and perfectly fair. It is also worth contemplating
that the modern boatbuilding world is just now sceing
that for boats 1o be soft-riding, dry, and well-mannered,
they must be designed with features incorporated in
Albury runabouts for more than a quarter century,

Over the past vear or so | have spent a good deal of
time thinking about the success of these boats, Their
longevity is fairly easily accounted for—high-quality
materials put together with great care, robust scantlings,
clean and thoughtful detailing, all supported by vigi-
lant maintenance from people who have come to value
these fine craft. An exacting builder with a good eve
accounts for the fair and sweetlined hulls. Indeed, it is
not so uncommeon to lind builders who can incorporate
these qualities into their boats. The rightness of the hull’s
design, however, is a more complicated subject.

So, what are the design elements of the Albury model
that make it such a fine mixture of ability, seakindliness,
dryness, economy, and good looksz Well, in my opinion
it is & just-right combination of moderate deadrise angle,
softened chine lines (these boats are actually round bilged
but with virtually straight bottom sections aft), moderate
weight, proper bow profile, good length-to-beam ratio,
and full-length spray rails which become part of the
planing surface aft.

And how did Willard Albury arrive at this serendipi-
tous combination? To be fair, the construction method
contributed to a couple of the elements. The grown knees
that had alwavs been used to frame sailing dinghies and
were naturally carried over into the power skifls have
an inherent tendency to grow as two relatively straight
sections connected by a more or less tight bend in the
middle. This produces straight bottom sections lor an
cfficient planing surface, wgether with tight but definitely
rounded bilges that I helieve contribute 1o the nice motion
of these boats. In addition, the robust construction,
together with relatively heavy matenials, produces a boat

with enough weight to trounce down a
chop without loosening fillings or fastenings.
Also, consider that in the Bahamas, small-boat
propulsion went nearly directly from sail to outhoard
motors, with virtually no inboard-motor stage wo confuse
maltlers.

Nevertheless, the remainder of the design clements, as
well as the appropriate use of those discussed above, lie
solidly with Willard Albury. Without benefit (or perhaps,
handicap) of formal naval-architectural education and
with very little outside influence, he has ransformed
last century's Bahamian sailing dinghy into a very refined
planing powerboat virtually overnight. He was helped in
this feat, I think, by his rack-of-eye method of building.

e development of a new design in the United
States, or for that matter in any of today's indus-
trialized countries, starts with the customer
approaching a designer and stating his requirements for
a4 new boat. The designer then produces a set of scale
drawings which are sent along to the builder. The builder
lofts the lines, builds a set of molds to define the full-size
shape just as the designer intended, and builds the boat
using these molds. After the boat is launched, the designer
uses her performance to update his notion on how boats
of this type should be designed. It is a great method for
refining the design process, for preserving the skills, and
for transferring knowledge gained to future designers
and builders. The precise shape of a boat no longer in
existence can be known and reproduced. Small changes
can be made, their results studied with exactness, and
mathematical descriptions of hull shape and performance
can be postulated. However, a builder, who has invested
a good deal of time in producing a lofted mold, is under-
standably tempted 1o produce a number of identical hulls
regardless of whether or not the design could stand
improvement. And, in the same way, paper plans tend o
beget identical boats well into the future.

Contrast this with what happened when someone came
to Willard Albury for a new runabout. The customer
would state the desired size and then say something along
the lines of, “I'd like a boat like so-and-so’s but with a
little more beam, and I'd like 10 put a bigger motor on
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i Witk wontled then geta Baway Took i his eve while
bis mmomd envstoned the shape of the boat, Then, with ne
lotting on nold buldimg, he would prodoce the shape,
imcorporating his customer s wishes as well as his own
Latesst wedeas om b toonmprese the medel Lo short tine
hiee would be able to test the boat and learn frome s
mehifications. Thos, Wilkord would have spent no time
ar money creating inncate patter nsand molds, so thar,
when the next costomer camwe along, he would not have
been agamst incorporating his newest ideas. Thus, the
hull model conld evolve very rapidv, adapting 1o changes
i customer use and motor technology, while improving
handhng and riding gualities, drvness and appearance,

Sominds great, doesn 't irs The trouble s that the entire
show Ties i the head and bands of one man, And men
likes Willare Albuns wre vers tew and tan between.

n 1955 Albury Brothers switched thew production o

libergehass, For aomaold, they took what they considered

tor b then best allaound boat, and Lored the L
sicles out to the bottom of the spras raal. The resultam
boats are sull just as highh regarded, thewr gualis s
excelent, and o b klog of orders exists that would make
anv bunlder envions, Wikl justifiabily feels char the bBoats
hune reached o state of development that does not require
constant tinkering

SOl ot s bl b fon oo oo understand bow aoman ke
Willard At s could switeh from a method where evers
single ot s dillerent o one where every one s the sanmwe,
When D ashed bt be ever mnsses building boats in
woord, he stoooled and hed. "Nt realls,™ he s, aned then
went o, CHowas vers hard wor k. Toswand the end we huad
tor oot To Abaco and seanch all da to find knees ton
a couple of boats, then dig up the roots, and saw them
I baenned soowe combed carery them hoane. When [the lnmbwer
companies| ot all the pone, we had tooose other woaod
tor plankimg and keels and such, and it was never as good.
I he demaned was there for the boats, bur we couldn’t get
the mmatertals, Teowas vers hard work, and 1 don’t thank |
could ever go bhack”

Fhere s, of conrrse, o lunt of nostalge i these words,
Baar Walbard Albuny ikes 1o produce mombers of hard-
wor kg, pood-lookig boars. He s enpovimg a standard
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Albury Brothers has built fiberglass hulls
since 1985—the move from wood to
‘glass forced upon the yard by a lack of
lumber and a changing economy. Joe
Albury, however (seen left], continues to
build one or two wooden sailing
dinghies sach year.

of lving that was unknown among out-islanders when he
first started boatbwlding. He s avery pracocal man, and
at present, with wood supplies being what they are, he
feels its not practical w ey o build quantities of wooden
bevats i the tradinional Bahaman manner,

Abour 1Y north of the Albury Brothers building
sheds, another descendant of Pappy Ben and Mamom
Nellie s bulding wooden boats i the tradinonal manner.

Joe Albury butlds 14 sailing dinghies, as well as dozens

ol boat models, and his shop s a vertable museam of
out-ishand boatbuilding. He is able wo find sutficiem
materials, and customers, for the one or two boats he
produces each vear. In %M he built the backbone of
a Bahamian dinghyv for displav at the Smithsonian
Institution, representing the Bahamas' boatbuilding
tradition in an exhibit on American Folk Lile.

AMan O W Alburv boatbuilding: in the Abacos,
these three could be part of a word-association game,
In thewr different wavs, Willard and Joe Albury are con-
tinuing . tradition that has made Man O War Cav a
name Funiliar to boatmen throughout the Bahamas and
well bevond, AL

Doug fivlan draun and ks boats on Brooklin, Mame, When this
tastte veatches the nevesstands, he wnfl be washing be aere in the Abacm



