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Preface

Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for your interest in my life adventures! People began telling me to write 
a book when I told them how I was invited to move to Sint Maarten, Netherlands Antilles, to build our 
forty-seven-foot catamaran sailboat and how we sailed home with the Tall Ships in Op Sail ’76. As I remem-
bered and recounted the stories of my life, I was shocked at how many and what a great variety there were 
and how much I took for granted or had forgotten. Extensive study has shown that my life began years 
before my birth when my parents found each other and fell in love sometime around high school graduation 
in 1933. They were a darling couple, both from families with an interesting history and background story, 
not like many other people.

Margaret Proctor Rodgers Johnson and Howard Percival Johnson
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My Parents

Her father was Henry Proctor Rodgers. They always stipulated the d because it was different, and they 
were different. Henry was a Baltimore Polytechnic Institute steam engineering professor in the forties and 
fifties. I did not know him when I was young because I was raised by Emma Johnson and Olga Trout for 
six years while I was still learning how to swim. My parents went on the boat most every weekend, and my 
grandmother and her sister loved having a child to play with again. Both lived in row house neighborhoods 
where we visited their friends all the time. So they taught me everything about our families, my parents and 
cousins, and those that they all knew and how to behave—manners, relationships, and being polite. My 
mother sometimes said that they would fight over me, who gets him this weekend, and they tried to outdo 
each other with a big dinner where we would all sit around the huge table in the kitchen and pass the plates 
of delicious food and then go in the living room and watch the Jackie Gleason Show and Ed Sullivan Show, 
applaud the performances, and my mother would smoke. We had wonderful times!
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Mount Washington, 
Baltimore Suburb

By working together, my parents were able to buy a newer home in a cotton milling factory village on the 
outskirts of north Baltimore before the war. Early pictures show them together before any of the trees and 
shrubs have grown. The village was designed in the 1800s outside the city with Jones Falls as the power sup-
ply for the mill in a hilly area with Western Run, a tributary flowing through many of them. When I came 
along, the mill was gone, but most of the original structures of homes, schools, and churches were still there, 
all with distinctive Victorian designs on steep hills with lots of bridges and wooded scenery. All the designs 
were unique, unusual, and unrelated. What a wonderful place to grow up, playing in the stream or under 
bridges and in woods.

I walked to school every day for six years. Sunday, the family walked to church, weather permitting. 
We knew many of the neighbors from card clubs, churches and the Casino, activities. Everyone was friendly 
and safe, so I could just go out at six or so, walk around the neighborhood until I met someone or found 
something to do. The Cross family across the street would invite me in; also Billy and Elwood Glaser, next 
door; and down the street on our side was Peggy (my babysitter), Robert, and Jay Roman, who went to 
the Catholic church. We were Episcopal and went to St. John’s Church near the Casino, and there was a 
Methodist church where we went for Scouting.

I walked down Fairbank Road and turned on Lochlea to cross Kelly Avenue and go up the other side 
to Elementary School #221, made of granite.
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It was two halves of classrooms with halls connecting both halves. Most every building had foundations 
made of stone, the major constituent of the earth everywhere, making gardening a challenge. The teachers 
and principal all were there every day and disciplined and taught us in a very personal way. I was ADHD 
(attention deficit hyperactivity disorder), but in those days, that was not known; so in those days, I was a 
retarded child, good at art and reading but hopeless at math and memorization or holding still. I volunteered 
for Trash Can Patrol because I could get out of class and collect the cans from several classrooms and take 
them down to the basement where I dumped them, became friends with the janitor, saw the furnace for the 
school, and then returned the cans. The teachers told me that they wanted their can, not someone else’s, so I 
had to keep track. I had plenty of friends, and many I knew right up to high school.

Across the street was the Walker’s octagon house, thought to enhance the family’s health by facing all 
directions. Hammy, Priscilla, and Steevie were my friends and went to our church—St. John’s—a block 
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away. Somehow, I found out that Hammy liked model airplanes. My father taught me how to buy and 
assemble balsa airplanes. I became good at flying them on the hill and field belonging to the school and next 
to their house. Gradually, we were allowed to fly the planes from the upper windows of their fourth floor, 
out onto the school field. Then they gave us tables and chairs for the fifth floor where we could make bigger 
planes from kits. You would be amazed at the flights we got and how we became experts at making light, 
strong, neatly built models that flew well. Ham was older, and at sixteen, he would take me to nearby free 
flight and windup rubber band model meets.

All around the neighborhoods were great places to play. Many involved Western Run and the bridges 
over the water. Stones were everywhere, and skipping stones, wading, and hide-and-seek were all popular. 
We could make all sorts of echo noises in the concrete bridge environment. Our activities were not restricted, 
so the whole village was open for exploration and fun. We became known to grown-ups everywhere and 
went in the stores, even bars, for trick-or-treat.

Since I had polio as a child, I had a short foot and leg, was not good at sports, but hills were everywhere, 
and I could fix wagons and bikes, so coasting downhill was a big treat. I even made go-karts out of wagon 
wheels and two-by-fours that were faster and harder to turn over. Back then, it snowed five times a year; we 
got to be out all day, on fabulous hills, getting soaked, and never going home until dark. The Walkers and 
Romans always gave us sandwiches.

All the parents liked going to the Casino across the street from St. John’s Church. They had regular card 
games, women’s club meetings, and orchestra dances. My mother made me take dancing lessons there. My 
father insisted I always introduce myself by saying my name first thing and “Nice to meet you.” We had to 
walk across the dance floor when the music came on and choose a girl, say our name, and “May I have this 
dance?” Mostly, we did the box step, so it was slow dancing with some swing, fun, and there was a break for 
refreshments in the middle. I got so I was good in social situations and the skills have stayed with me all my life.

We knew many of the people who worked in most every store, the A & P, the drugstore, post office, 
the library, and the churches.

“Say your name, say theirs, and shake their hand” was the rule. They kept little treats for the kids.

I particularly liked going to the library because we borrowed books for my parents and me. Mother 
would help me choose them and make sure I was careful with them. We read together, and my mother would 
make me read to her. I particularly liked short stories because I could often read one completely aloud to her 
before bed. I still have a few in our tractor trailer truck body library we built to house our family collection. 
This background made me collect and care for books, all my life, and it is still fun to find one I haven’t read 
or say hello to the ones I have! Details and pictures of Mount Washington, thanks to a 1980 book by Mark 
Miller, published by GBS Publishers, a division of Gordon’s Booksellers, W. R. Grace, MD 21292, ISBN 
0-939928-00-0.

Fairbank Road that we lived on was a dead end, and after our house were huge woods where everyone 
played. I had the Crosses, Johnny and Holly, across the street, with Billy and Elwood next to them, and down 
the street, the Romans with Jay, Robert, and Peggy. So plenty of kids to play in the level end of the street in 
front of our house. Peggy was older and could babysit me along with her neighbor Bonnie Bonnykemper. 
Our property was big enough for great hide-and-seek games, with a steep hill leading to a stream in the back 
where we could wade or skip stones.

It gradually came out that I was ADD or ADHD before those terms were used. They just said that I 
was retarded because I talked all the time, never shut up, and never held still either. My father’s family took 
care of me in their row houses near each other where my father grew up with his parents, Emma and John 
Abrams Johnson. It was the end house, brick with marble steps and railings on the front porch and on the 
alley, so they had windows in the hallway and bedrooms where the others had none.
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My mother grew up in an individual brick home with brother, Buddy, and sister, Mary Jane. They 
each married along the way, so I had four nice cousins. Holly (my age) and Carol and Dale and Scott were 
younger and lived near our summer home, bought in 1954, after they sold the Leda—my grandfather’s 
boat. Where we lived was near where Don and Mary Jane, my aunt, lived. We would stop by and find both 
parents passed out and the children crying with dirty diapers! So, for years, we were regulars at taking care 
of my cousins. Grandfather Henry gave Don a job at HP Rodgers Inc., selling equipment and made him 
stop drinking.

When I was young, I saw little of my mother’s father. There were very few visits to the home where my 
mother grew up because he had married this nasty woman from Germany, and no one in our family could 
stand her and stayed away. She may have been nice at first and gradually became more and more selfish 
and mean. He was always busy before he started H. P. Rodgers Inc., a company selling electrical generation 
equipment.

Later, he had me, at sixteen, organize the brochures, and I had to get to know them all, and I did! So, 
beside his office on Twenty-Fifth Street where I was on his payroll, he had taught mechanical and steam engi-
neering every day when my father was going to Baltimore Polytechnic Institute. In 1933, Henry was the last 
steam engineering teacher in the thirties. He was retired when I was going to Poly in the sixties, but some of 
my teachers remembered him. My father told me that steam engineering had become obsolete by then. Later 
in life, I learned that my father’s grandfather had built a steamboat for the Union Forces in the Civil War!

The City of Baltimore confronted me every day of my life because we had to go in there, every day, all 
the time. We lived in Mount Washington, a small but prestigious Victorian suburb, at the end of the street-
car line, when I was a child, and later the turnaround for the bus was there—the loop. Clustered all around 
were Crawmer’s, the candy store and soda shop, the drugstore, and next to that was the A and P grocery 
store, and down the end of that road, a main line of train tracks that went under the Kelly Avenue Bridge, 
so everything was clustered right around close, and I could easily walk home from there.

Across the street was St. John’s Church and the Casino. Sulgrave Avenue, #221 Mount Washington 
Elementary was my elementary school for six years. Then it was #233 Roland Park, Roland Avenue and 
Deepdene Road; and then Baltimore Polytechnic, North Avenue and Calvert Street, way down Falls Road, 
into the city. So I was no stranger to using city busses to get to school.

Elementary School

I had walked to elementary school at Mount Washington #221 all six years.

Walking through our neighborhood was always an adventure because I knew everyone and they all 
knew me because my parents had lived there all through the forties and were going to church, the club, and 
having parties of all kinds, and played cards with many neighbors. The war effort brought them all together 
by collecting things. They had charity drives of many kinds to help wounded soldiers. One neighbor lady 
liked baking and would come out as I was going by with cookies or a piece of pie wrapped up. On the way 
home, some would call me over with a book for my parents to read. We lived in a wonderful community, 
Mount Washington in North Baltimore. It was generally known as a great place around the city because 
many people ran businesses known around the city and thought we were rich.
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Then in Seventh Grade

I rode the #10 bus to Roland Park Junior High School for three years for seventh, eighth, and ninth grade. 
I had to walk up beautiful residential Deepdene Road to get there. People all along took great pride in their 
older homes with gardens and flowers. I got to walk along these neighborhoods for three years of junior high, 
a super enjoyable part of life. Then to get to Polytechnic, I had to stay on the bus until I got to North Avenue 
and walk eight blocks along North Avenue in front of shops of all kinds. It was about 1958 when they raised 
the price of the bus from a dime to a quarter!

My favorite place was North Avenue Market, a large building where a great variety of vendors had stalls 
all around the inside of the building. If I was early for school, I could walk all around the friendly vendors, 
looking at food, shoes, hardware, and all kinds of flea market items for sale. So I also walked all over the city 
as a kid. I walked to Twenty-Fifth Street, north of Poly to HP Rodgers Inc., even if my grandfather wasn’t 
there. His secretary liked me and would make me a sandwich in their lunch area or tell me about her family; 
she was young and very pretty. They always had work for me to do after school. After two years there, I had 
walked all over Baltimore because sometimes I would walk all the way down to my father’s place in the inner 
harbor and get a ride home with him. I knew his secretaries as well and most all the employees because we 
spent two or three hours there every Friday, waiting for Dad to be able to leave for the boat. Most of all, I 
loved our city!

realizations from 
Writing This Book!

My mother, Margaret Proctor Rodgers Johnson, began taking and mounting pictures for me, long before 
I was born, but her records show the underlying aspects of my life of love and boat adventures that are still 
important to me seventy-seven years later; actually, they were due to years of wonderful family influence 
and training. My parents demanded that I learn everything they knew by doing it with them. We worked 
together daily on a huge variety of projects constantly going on. We maintained the boats and our home and 
the garden. We welded up the iron railing for the patio on top of the two-car garage, painted everything we 
owned together, mixed cement, built walls with block and brick, repaired bicycles, maintained our two cars, 
repaired windows, and on and on until I had assisted them with each and every project that we took on all 
the sixteen years of growing up with them.

So my parents taught me to volunteer with adults in doing things, even if it was sweeping up or mov-
ing the trash cans out. The neighbors all employed me to take care of their animals, when they went away, 
because we had two dogs and hamsters and a parakeet, all well cared for, plus I was responsible, good at using 
the phone, or keeping track of things. I would make money by raking leaves and shoveling snow. If they 
were changing shingles, I would fill and dump the wheelbarrows. I helped my friends’ families with repairing 
things because I had taken so many things apart and put them completely back together again. I was great 
at building things out of Erector Set and was given a huge one in a cardboard box. So I gained many skills 
and enjoyed great TV programs! Two coats of varnish and one of semigloss, and we had a new dining table! 
We glued all six chairs, too, and my mother and I cut and tacked on new upholstery to each seat at age ten!
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So as a kid, my parents taught me furniture restoration, how to care for the books in my parents’ library, 
which I still have! My mother said, “Now that I have taught you to read, I want you to read these books to 
me.” So she picked out Rudyard Kipling and all sorts of other ones that we still have. We discussed each story, 
and my mother said, “Explain what it means!” So I became an avid reader of everything I could get my hands 
on to the point that we built a library into a tractor trailer truck body with lights and music; so we just went 
down and looked everything over again and saw my life in books!

My father’s father was John Abrahams Johnson, and we always had a lithograph of the steam engine 
paddlewheel gunboat, USS Eutaw, built by J. J. Abrahams Shipyard in Baltimore. I looked it up. To my 
amazement, I found several articles and then realized that the book I found in my father’s papers was about 
another Abrahams relative that owned his own ship and loaded it with things to sell in England, many times. 
The book details the story of the time his ship popped a plank and began leaking so badly his men could 
not stay ahead of the leak with pumping, and he prayed to God to be saved when, suddenly, a ship appeared 
on the horizon and altered their direction and picked them up minutes before their whole ship disappeared 
below the waves! See the written story toward the end of this book. How that Abrahams was related to J. 
J. Abrahams that built the gunboat in his shipyard is not clear but perhaps a generation earlier. My father’s 
family had a much more interesting history than I ever knew! But the J. J. Abrahams Shipyard built this 
gunboat in just ninety days for the Civil War!
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Ever since I was a child, this picture was on the dining room wall. My father told me that it was a steam-
ship built by our grandfather’s company, J. J. Abrahams Shipbuilding, for the Civil War in 1863. They used 
it to blockade the Potomac River and helped prevent the destruction of Washington DC. It was involved in 
several other big operations; they helped the North win the War; it was used until 1867. My father said that 
paddlewheel and steam were both obsolete by then because it took so long to build up a head of steam, and 
they were very slow to maneuver because of the paddle wheels being used for steering, perhaps reversing on 
one side. But these ships needed to be built in ninety days because the Civil War was so sudden, and this 
design was available immediately. So shipbuilding is in my family!

Both ladies who took care of me, from one to five years old, were my grandmother, John Abrahams 
Johnson’s wife, and her half-sister, Olga Trout. They both loved little kids and had fun teaching me my early 
lessons. My grandmother loved everyone, and we visited all her neighbors and friends and family. So wel-
come, and thank you for joining me for Howard Johnson, boats in his blood, a wonderful life.

I am writing this book because of several amazing things. My mother, who loved smoking Raleigh cork-
tipped cigarettes, was diagnosed with lymphatic cancer in the summer of ’61 and was taking a treatment on 
December 8, when she died suddenly, and I did not get to say goodbye. Within a few days, I began to think 
that she and God were making all these adventures and opportunities happen for me, all my life!

Childhood

I was born in 1945 because my father’s employment at Edgewood Arsenal ended in February 1945. He told 
my mother that this is a good time to have a child. It turned out that being a war baby, instead of a baby 
boomer, put me in a smaller crowd all my life because I was just slightly older than the larger numbers of 
children right behind me. Kindergarten was fun because they were glad to have children to get started with 
after the war. Soon they were swamped with many children all the soldiers were glad to have with their dar-
ling wives, nine months to years later. The war brought on severe loneliness with most all soldiers all over 
the world. I was lucky that my parents were home and had many friends that did visit in the years while I 
was growing up and told the stories about the War. To this day, seventy-six years later, I am still reading the 
details of the fighting in WWII all over the world.
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Weekend Boating

My parents loved boating, bought used wooden day cruisers in the WWII era, and we would go to the boat-
yard often.

My mother would load all the stuff needed for fishing, swimming, eating, and sleeping on board and 
then drive to my father’s business in Baltimore near the harbor and type letters while waiting for him to 
leave. My first five years, she would drop me off at the house of my grandmother Emma, my father’s moth-
er’s, or my father’s aunt Olga’s place, both fun and wonderful to me while my folks were on the Severn River, 
boating. This is where I played most weekends for the first five years of my life, Chauncey Avenue, where 
my father grew up!

John Abrahams Johnson and Emma Kaufman Johnson, half cousin of Olga Kaufman Trout
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Polio

I learned to swim at five, but in 1951, I was six and came down with infantile paralysis (polio) from the local 
swimming pool. The neighbors usually hardly cared enough about me to say hello! But they visited me to say 
goodbye. When I asked my mother, she told me that they all thought I was going to die. When I recovered, 
I ended up with a short foot and a smaller calf on my right leg and a loss of coordination where I could not 
run, catch, or throw; hence, no sports for me.

Sports

When we would play baseball, the neighborhood children would say, “Ah, Johnson, we don’t want you—
you’re no good!” Boy, that always hurt, but I could never get hits or outrun any other players or throw the 
ball exactly to another player! No matter what it was, I would always miss, despite my desire to be just as 
good as them!
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Bikes

So I would always ride my bike past a game. Sometimes, some of them would wave but not with much 
enthusiasm. My parents had lots of friends, and my father ran a truck repair business. His partner and the 
important workers would come by, and one of them showed me how to clip baseball cards to the fender 
supports on my bike with spring-loaded clothespins. My mother only had the cheap wood clothespins.

Next time, this guy brought me eight spring-loaded clothespins—extra valuable—and they sounded like 
a real motorbike! The next baseball game, I went riding by the playground, and when they heard my bike, 
they all yelled for me to stop and came and gathered around my bike and wanted to fix up their bikes like 
that! Boy, I felt much better after that, and they all wanted to know how I found out! Best of all were long 
balloons, half blown up, so the ends could be tied, and they hit the spokes, sounding like a real motorcycle!

So I was no good at basketball, lacrosse, catch, football, but I lived near large woods in Mount 
Washington, North Baltimore, and we played hide-and-seek, and cowboys and Indians there with roads and 
trails and great hiding places. I was good at lots of other things like painting and carving, working on models, 
putting up trains, and fixing things of all kinds. In an effort to keep me away from his workbench, my father 
gave me my own workbench and some tools, but he had the best tools, so I ignored his warnings to stay away, 
starting a hatred for me that lasted all my life. He used to say, “You little rat!”

Dad

His family was poor when he was a child. He was extremely competent, hardworking, and strong-willed, and 
demanded absolute respect from me, but to me, he was just my father, always demanding and grumpy, so I 
took all he said with a grain of salt, which helped increase his lifelong annoyance with me. He said I was “no 
good,” but he did help me with everything, buying me millions of things, and teaching me everything there 
is. So I am forever thankful for all he did and cry when I see his picture. I miss him so much and think of him 
often. I have his shoebox he made and used to earn money as a child by giving shoeshines. I never thought 
much about it, but my parents always had me shine all their shoes with his shoebox, and then, recently, I 
saw that at some point, he rebuilt the whole thing, and now it had become quite worn again! This was a very 
high mileage shoebox.
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Sled

Winter was often cold, and we had lots of snow. I had a little short sled that I painted red with a brush, but 
I was growing taller at eight. One day, on the way home, I noticed some metal parts sticking out of the dirt 
next to the path. Somehow, by digging and yanking, I pulled it out of the leaves and dirt. A sled, old-style, 
longer, with the center deck rotted away.

At home, I scrubbed it clean under the hose and showed it to my father. That night, he said, “You didn’t 
steal this, did you?” I told him the whole story of being alone and finding it buried in the ditch. He said he 
would get some material—plywood—and help me make the missing parts. Each evening, we worked on 
cutting out the three boards, and me sanding and rounding the edges, and him finding the fasteners to hold 
them on.

Finally, my mother helped me get and mix yellow, red, and black enamel, and I used the project for my 
Cub Scout merit badge. My mother was the den mother for Den Number Five. The sled was an older style, 
and the new boards made it strong, and the paint made it look new. The runners were really rusty, and my 
father got me some coarse sandpaper to sand them off. The center of the runner shape was much rustier, 
and the more I sanded, the faster it would go on snowy hills. We put a rope on the handles, and I was able 

to use it on steep hills six times a year, always trying to be faster than the other guys, so I would always sand 
before going out.

Then my mother showed me to put paraffin from a jelly jar lid on the metal. I started being faster than 
all other guys’ sleds. My runners were wider, and I could not turn as well, but I was always faster! I could 
beat the other guys, and they wanted to know why I was faster! Nothing they could do would make any 
difference—I was always faster than other sleds! So I beat them on every hill, and we had hills everywhere! 
Sledding was always fun for me! And it made up for my failure at many other sports, like baseball and foot-
ball. I developed many other creative skills, was good at drawing, painting, and artwork, so my mother took 
me to a variety of courses at the Maryland Museum of Art.

Where we went sledding—huge hills!
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Dirt Pile

My father planted and raised decorative evergreens in a huge garden he had and liked to have a huge topsoil 
pile. Several neighborhood kids would help me build roads and garages, and we could drive around our toy 
cars and crawl around on the pile, our miniature world, so this is another activity I did to have fun without 
being in baseball games. One of us was a pretend rich guy, and we would always make up stories to tell while 
we would be making the roads or homes and garages for our cars. This and many other experiences led me 
to have a fabulous creative imagination and brain that has led to a wonderful life for seventy-six years!

Edgewood

All the friends Father made at Edgewood decided to help him at Middleton and Meads, when the war was over, 
and they were working there with him while I was growing up. They never said much about Edgewood, and 
later I read that the government told everyone who worked for the war effort not to talk about what you did 
because the war was so horrible. I could tell, as a child, that everyone loved my father and was devoted to him 
and would do anything he said and not complain, which is what he demanded even of me—do not complain!

Then, in February of 1945, he was given notice that his department was shut down because they had 
enough to kill every one of the enemy six times over. He came home and told my mother, and they decided 
that now is a good time to have a baby! So I was born one month after the Japanese surrendered, November 
of ’45. As soon as I opened my eyes, all kinds of friends and coworkers of Dad’s and all people they knew 
came to visit, see me, have a drink, and tell about where they were during the war, so much so that I grew 
up with stories about the war and got maps of the world to see where all these places were. I grew up saying 
to everyone else, “Where were you during the war?”
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Olga and nannie and 
the Geographics

My parents went out on their boat on the weekends, and I could not swim yet, so they left me at Aunt Olga’s 
or Nannie’s house so they didn’t have to worry about me drowning.

Nannie let me do everything and had the run of the house and took me everywhere to show off her 
grandchild. My whole family would come, and we would watch Ed Sullivan and Jackie Gleason. Boy, was 
that fun after dinner, everyone laughing.

Her sister, Aunt Olga, would put me in her club basement with the bar and her National Geographic 
magazine collection. Comic books? No! Just millions of Geographics. I looked at all the pictures and articles 
for hours, when I was just learning to read, held prisoner in my great-aunt’s basement as a child! Somehow, 
this got into my blood, and I just treasure Geographic so much. I have collected several complete sets of 
them back to 1912! Seven hundred and fifty is one set! So much so that I built shelves across the living room 
for them to be available and on display.

Books

Of course, I collect books and subscribed to magazines about WWII, all my life, as well. I just finished 
reading Karen Farrington’s Handbook of World War II, where the names, dates, and locations of every battle 
location were explained, along with eyewitness accounts and maps of all the war zones on the globe. So many 
places and dates, all are so much clearer now, including the six years of war, going back to 1939 in Europe. It 
is so nice to have a more detailed and intimate collection of all the information going back before my birth.
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Proctor/rodgers

As a young child, I realized that my mother was Margaret Proctor Rodgers Johnson, my grandfather was 
Henry Proctor Rodgers, my great-uncle was Proctor Rodgers, and my mother explained that our family was 
all related to the Proctor family of Procter & Gamble, who made all the washing and soap supplies for the 
country. All these stories were repeated many times!

Proctor and Gamble

Everyone on my mother’s side of our family had the middle name Proctor. My great-uncle, my grandfather, 
my mother, and her brother, and sister, my aunt—all were Proctors, a family tradition, to name everyone 
this way.

Many of our first family members to come here were from England. William Proctor, a candlemaker, 
and James Gamble from Ireland was a soap maker. They each married sisters, and their father-in-law urged 
them to become business partners.

They both settled in Cincinnati, Ohio, where there was a large meatpacking industry, so quantities of 
fat used for soap and candles were readily available. The partnership was established in 1837 with $7,192.

By 1890, the business was doing well when James N. Gamble invented Ivory soap.
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repair/refinishing

My mother said we never inherited any money, but they gave us their antique, handmade, mahogany furni-
ture that needed repair. So as a child, my father said, “When I get home, we will copy or repair the legs and 
glue the chairs, table, and other decorative side tables. So he showed me how to copy, cut, and fit, and sand 
parts so the wood matched and each thing was identical to the original parts, no longer loose, and how to 
clean the joints, mix the glue, and clamp the repaired parts with long heavy furniture clamps.

On other evenings, my mother put down papers in front of the TV, and she showed me how to scrape 
and sand the finishes until they looked fresh and even, down to new wood and smooth, until we would 
apply a coat of linseed oil or varnish, then sand again in a few days, and then a semigloss topcoat or rub the 
varnish until dull with four-O-steel wool, and then buff with old towels. She always would smoke Raleigh 
cork-tipped cigarettes while we would work and watch 77 Sunset Strip or Father Knows Best on TV. This early 
suffering and work created in me appreciation and respect for furniture designs and the beauty of mahogany 
wood I would see in other people’s homes.

Family Boats

At other times, my father would show me all the beautiful kinds of wood in our boat, and my mother and I 
would refinish that at the boatyard on the weekends. My parents told me about how they had boats together 
in high school or college. The first was a fifty-dollar canoe with a Caille Redhead engine my father said was 
a piece of junk, but then they got an Elto, and they loved going places together on the river and looking at 
coves, scenery, and other boats. When I was young, they would get a different small cruiser every two years. 
I always remember one where there was a spotlight right above where I sat in the middle. When it rained or 
was wet, there was a hole that would drip on me.

30 31



Pump Out

As soon as we would get there and open up the boat, my job was to pump out the week’s worth of water 
from the bilge.

Hard rains would make for more pumping, and the hand pump would squirt me with leaking water, 
whether it was cold or not. Worse, I was being hit in the face or neck with spray, and my father didn’t want 
to hear any complaining, but, sometimes, he would take pity on me, and we would lube and tighten the 
packing nut and, like magic, for a few weeks, it would not squirt me.

ice

Then the next job was to go get the cakes of ice so we could cool the food in the icebox for the weekend. I 
would borrow the wheelbarrow and ice tongs the yard had and go get two cakes of ice at the boatyard ice-
house. I had to load and push these square-foot blocks through the main part of the yard, up a hill, down 
the other side, across the parking lot, and down the hill to the pier, and then out to our boat, which was near 
the end, then hand them across to Mother on the boat, and then use the tongs to take it down below into 
the icebox, then take the tongs and wheelbarrow back to the icehouse! Two blocks of cakes of ice would last 
all weekend! Dad would use an ice pick to stab off some chips of ice for everyone’s drink and, sometimes, the 
adults would have several drinks!
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Activities

So we would use the boat to explore the Severn River or go to Annapolis, and they would pick out a cove 
to anchor for the evening, swim, and then make dinner, and we would sleep there. We would swim in the 
afternoon and sometimes all day. When we were cruising, sometimes, my father would let me use our wood 
and canvas dinghy with oars, and tow me behind the boat. He liked doing this because he was rid of me 
and wouldn’t have to put up with my incessant talking. They all said, “You talk too much.” But some of my 
friend’s families liked it, and I had lots of friends. After hours of riding behind our boat and steering with an 
oar, I would yell, “Dad, I want to come back!”

He would yell, “No, stay out there!”

Fun

Other times, they would let me bring a friend along for the weekend. Besides great swimming and using 
life preservers or inner tubes, we would explore the woods around the beach or fish, have sunfish for dinner 
or go crabbing. Six or more would make it worthwhile to steam some crabs, and they would have fun with 
other boat owners and beer.
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Overnight

In the evenings, there was always the beauty of the stars, and night swimming off the ladder of the boat 
when we were anchored out. Sometimes, we would tie up at a yacht club where there was dancing with an 
orchestra, and my folks loved to waltz or jitterbug and tango with friends and the open bar. They would say, 
“Can you hear the music? That’s where we will be, and if you need us, just walk up there!”

Sometimes, we would have lunch at the club, so I could see where they would be. My award would be 
being allowed to sleep in the top bunk, and I would have to climb up. You could see out the portholes from 
up there with fresh air. One night, I rolled over while asleep and hit the floor from six feet up and lay there, 
crying to the music that they were dancing to, hundreds of feet away. I patched myself up and climbed into 
the lower bunk I usually used. The next day, they said, “What happened?” I told them, and they said, “Oh, 
isn’t he grown up?”—Probably ten years old.

Adventures

Stopping at the beaches we loved, there were cliffs to climb and paths to follow, where others had campfires 
or slept overnight with views of distant beaches and water off in the distance or sliding down sand hills before 
swimming. Sometimes, their friend Bill Smith would meet us and take us for a ride in his Chris-Craft 47.

We would go zooming along with the wind in our hair and the thunder of the inboard engine. My 
father would like using his Aquaplane Surfboard on a rope behind the boat as we were going along. One 
time, he let Bill try it, and he was good until he fell. He began yelling, “I can’t swim!” Boy, my father got over 
there quick, and we pulled him aboard. They always told that story for years later!
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Mother

My father always told me what a wonderful woman my mother was. She was very talented, and neat, kept a 
beautiful home, and was good at entertaining and socializing.

She sent me to their country club, the Casino, for dancing lessons. They would show off the step, and 
then put on the music. The boys were along one side, and the girls, the other. They had to walk across, pick a 
girl, introduce themselves, and ask for this dance. It was fun. I was good at it and enjoyed dancing all my life.

My parents had fun together from high school on. He went to Baltimore Polytechnic on North 
Avenue and Calvert Street, and she went to Forest Park High School. Her father taught steam engineering 
at Polytechnic. He was the last one to teach steam engineering because the age of steam had passed. My 
father never took that course, but when not teaching, my grandfather, Henry Proctor Rodgers, sold power 
plant equipment at H. P. Rodgers Inc. on Twenty-Fifth Street, part-time, and gradually built a business with 
generators and industrial equipment, including nuclear power.

Casting Patterns

I loved going to Baltimore Polytechnic Institute because we had mechanical drawing classes for use later in 
woodshop and pattern shop, where we had carefully drawn something that would be used in pattern shop, 
made of wood, and A and B side, and then used in metal casting shop to be copied and made a real perma-
nent casting.

When I was a small child, my grandfather had these same casting patterns at his house, the same as we 
did at ours, from my father’s attendance at Baltimore Polytechnic Institute. The skills were all linked, year 
after year, and admired. As a child, I hoped I would be able to go to Polytechnic like all the other family 
members did. My father and Henry had these items on display at home, from their years there, and, some-
times, I saw them at my cousin Jerry and my cousin Frank’s place, and I hoped even more that I could do 
that craftsmanship when I got there. Today, I have my patterns on the shelf in my office.
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Dad’s

When we went to my father’s Middleton and Meads Company to meet him to go down to the boat, he 
would take me around and introduce me to his men. He would make me stick out my hand and say my 
full name so they would know it, and I would say their name aloud so they would know that I knew them. 
I used this technique for introduction to people, all my life! Each time, he would leave me with one of the 
men with instructions for them to “teach him something!” They taught me what they did in truck repair and 
how you do this. Over the years, I learned many things my friends did not know. Welding with a torch or 
stick electric welding, how to cut steel with a torch, grinding, shaping, drilling, alignment, frame straight-
ening, working with men from all walks of life, tools of every kind, cleanup of all kinds, and how trucks are 
repaired. I spent years in the inner city and the Baltimore harbor in an industrial sight, blocks away from 
where they made McCormick spices.

My father was Howard Johnson, and my mother said she didn’t want two Howards in the same house, 
so she called me Johnny, Johnny Johnson, when I was at home and to all my friends. It was a fun name to 
have, J. J., but, at school, when they would call out Howard Johnson the first time, everyone would laugh 
out loud because America was in love with Howard Johnson Restaurants. Because I was given the name 
Howard Percival Johnson Jr., people kidded me about the wonderful orange roof restaurants all around the 
country and on TV. The blessing was that no one ever forgot my name! Then, as I have gotten older, I realize 
that it makes me popular because as soon as I get introduced, most everyone fondly remembers something 
about their restaurant memories, and it’s a great conversation starter.

But looking back at my life from age seventy-seven, I feel like I have always been mildly popular. I 
looked like my mother and was blessed with good looks, everyone said. I liked having fun and saying nice 
things or just being nice, and everyone in my family was nice, except my father who was the boss, (so we all 
had to put up with him), but I had good, kind examples. I don’t know why exactly, but I was good at making 
friends and stayed away from sports because I had polio and wasn’t good at any, so I did all the other stuff 
instead. I was not competitive. They said I was small for my age—still am! But I didn’t get fat. My parents 
were both shapely and fit, worked hard. In fact, I was taught a great work ethic by them. For years, I thought 
that my parents used me as a slave, but as I became an older adult, I realized that they taught me to do every-
thing with them, and I do everything well because of that.

What a blessing! The only thing was when I was young, my friends said, “Johnny Johnson, we are never 
coming over to your house again!”

I asked, “Why?”
And they said, “Your parents made us work!” Then, when they were older, they said, “Every time we 

have to do some work, we think of your parents!”

Work

Sometimes, my father and I would do smaller projects at home or “down the place,” like he always said of 
Middleton and Meads. If we were on the boat, and the engine would not start, he and I would jump down 
into the bilge, clean, and set the points or make sure that the choke was on or the fuel was coming into the 
carburetor. Same for battery maintenance, we did it all. In fact, we did so much I could teach all my friends 
how to do whatever was needed when something didn’t run. My father told me that everyone has to work to 
pay the bills, but it is what you do at home, later, that allows you to get ahead. So we always worked at home!

Then I realized that they were not using me as a slave after all. They were teaching me how to do each 
one of these things so well and completely that I could do it entirely on my own! What a blessing!

He taught me that this is how to build and set up a workbench, and I have made dozens exactly like this, 
even in Sint Maarten, so I could get right in there and repair or build anything with all needed tools at arm’s 
reach. I credit his wonderful design to the fact that I have succeeded in everything I have tried all through my life.
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Middleton and Meads

The building had a block-long, yellow-brick frontpiece on Lee Street that went to the main highway, along 
the waterfront of Baltimore Inner Harbor a block away. The yellow bricks were around the two big truck 
door entrances, the machine shop entrances, and windows, and then the office door entrance and big win-
dows. The name was in huge letters standing above that. The entrances led to many different work areas 
where the floors would become covered with grease, and every five years or so, they would have the grease 
scraped off; grease and oil were used on most everything they did. In the big truck areas, they often used huge 
torches to heat or burn things, and these torches were loud and made a huge red light. There was smoke and 
smell with everything they did too.

In the office was less, but a day working there would make you dirty. At first, we would only go there 
when I was five, on Friday, to wait for him to be able to leave because he was the manager. Sometimes, he 
would have to stay until a deal or procedure was finished or a truck was picked up. Satisfaction and the hap-
piness of the owner and driver were so important that most times, my father talked to one or both about the 
job at the end. Many times, they would make plans at that time because, often, this job would lead to them 
modifying their equipment to this new improvement. So each Friday visit was a little different, and I got to 
know every building and all the men.

They had gradually bought up other buildings and row houses in the neighborhoods behind there and 
hollowed them out as they built other shops for the business. You had to cross alleys to get to the other shops, 
and Arabs would come along with fruit or vegetables off ships that they had for sale off wagons pulled by a 
workhorse, clip-clopping along. The Arabs would yell something that sounded to me, like, “Hey, yeo up!” 
over and over. Just like at home, my father wanted me to learn everything! And starting at five, he would take 
me to a favorite employee and say to me, “Introduce yourself!”

This was something he insisted on that I would say, “I am Howard Johnson Jr.” in a loud voice and 
hold out my hand for them, ready to shake, and they all did!

Then he would say, “I am going to leave him with you,” then yell, “teach him something!” The 
employee was proud to have the boss’s son and went out of his way to treat me well and take care of me, 
like give me two dimes and send me to buy us a Coke out of the red Coke machine, which I loved doing! 
Sometimes, they gave me jobs where I could crawl into a small space like under the dash and find the wire 
they were pulling on or give me the wire and have me string it along through the supports in the whole 
frame, no matter how long the truck was, because they added turn signals to millions of trucks back then.

We would climb around on everything, and I would help install hydraulic dump body pistons or 
work on the front end, including hold and use the grease gun. Sometimes they would bring in a damaged 
garbage truck that could not be emptied until repaired. The stench could be smelled from almost all the 
shops and the office! Some days they all would be scraping the floor because as the grease that was semidried 
built up, lumps would form on the floors, and they had to be scraped off. I would drag the buckets out and 

dump them in the truck that hauled it away. Sometimes, they would give me nice jobs, like put new bulbs 
in burned-out droplights, millions in a big carboard box. I tested each one with the new bulb, replaced 
the socket, and switch or repaired the plug. When I was an employee, my father started me at two dollars 
per hour, fourteen dollars a day when taxes were taken out. The bathrooms were filthy, and they had hand 
cleaner and Lava soap, and you had to use that sandy soap on your face or liquid hand soap that was yellow!

We wore old clothes to work and then wore rented uniforms to work. They were so expensive to rent. I 
almost didn’t make any money. Many things about working there as a teenager made me depressed, includ-
ing riding in with my father who told me how lazy, stupid, and dumb I was and that I never do anything 
right or put things away in the right place. Another thing besides tough jobs were loud noises, many huge 
truck bodies, or steel beams were dropped, and straightening things often involved hitting the steel with 
a sledgehammer, while someone else heated it with a huge torch that made a loud roar, loud noise all day 
because all kinds of jobs would be going on all over—all six of the shops. The spring shop made springs out 
of steel and then put them in a huge furnace and heated them until red hot and then reached in with steel 
tongs and pulled them out and quenched them in a huge tank of black water; steam exploded out in a huge 
cloud.

The first ones were the biggest, and while cherry red hot, an eye was rolled into the end with a machine, 
and they were put back in the furnace and reheated to cherry again. Each one was placed on a table, and a 
curve was bent into it, called an arch. The steel would throw off red hot ash that could burn you. As these 
were stacked together, as many as eight or ten layers were in use everywhere, and there were ships with 
smokestacks all along the harbor, two blocks away. When I would go down there, the garbage on the water 
was so thick according to how large the truck was and the load it would carry. They all were held together by 
U-bolts that were made on different machines including threading the raw steel rods on each end and then 
bending in the U.

I avoided watching these operations because they would make you deaf and burn your eyes. The men 
that worked on them were the toughest, meanest men in the world, heating and quenching steel and bolting 
everything on a clamp table with huge bolts and air wrenches. To mount these rear springs, the entire axle 
of the back end of the truck was unbolted, most had twin rear axles, and the alignment was critical, and the 
driveshaft was taken off. A whole shop was just for driveshaft work, cutting the pipe to the correct length, 
then mounting the universals in the parts after the sawn edges were “cleaned up,” then mounted in a lathe 
that would slowly turn the pipe while the welder would lay a bead along the new edges. All parts were made 
to run true and parallel at this point or the driveshaft would knock, wear, or make noise, which was why 
they were in there in the first place.

Then after all four parts were precisely welded in, they were all assembled with new roller bearings 
pregreased out of boxes that were stacked in huge nearby closets, by the millions, in all sizes for all the sizes of 
universals from import car to mega off-road trucks for quarries and mountain work. Middleton and Meads 
did many jobs that no other company would even undertake, and often, my father would tell stories about 
things they did at the dinner table with my mother. There were six different shops all going at one time with 
different managers and employees in each. They had old-fashioned phones that you just picked up and asked 
the operator in the office for the number, and loud intercoms with speakers around, facing all directions, and 
everything was filthy because the janitors only swept the floor and emptied the trash.

That was it. Even people’s cars were dirty because it was an industrial city, and the air was often gray 
with soot because of coal. I was certain that I could stand on it but never got a chance to try it. Some were 
three feet thick because so much was waterlogged and permanently there. I think I was twenty when I finally 
told my father I was going to get a “regular job” and went to work for Great American Insurance Company 
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in Silver Spring, Maryland, wearing a suit all day and sitting at a desk with a phone and doing small claims 
work, “in” files on one side, and “out” files on the other. I lasted two years.

I worked in my father’s body shop, for Joe Phadenhauer, for years, and painted trucks, did all the steps—
sanding, body work, rust repair, straightening, frame straightening, paint prep, paint priming, and taping 
for a neat job, spray painting, spray gun maintenance, and paint mixing, paint handling skills, cleanup, and 
careful reassembly for happy customers. Then I painted many hundreds of vehicles of all kinds, in my shops, 
all the rest of my life. I loved it and felt blessed to be able to do these things. As the years went by, I came to 
appreciate all I learned and how I was toughened and was able to do and accomplish anything that needed to 
be done. Over the years, I did many things that no one else I knew was able to do or try! Also, I was taught 
the depth of industry in America and what goes on in the cities that many people never see.

At Home

We had a big garden with vegetables, several kinds of bushes, evergreens, plants, flowers, and maintenance of 
all kinds, including lots of shoveling, moving of topsoil, raking, grounds care, and mowing. My father made 
me crawl under the summerhouse with the jacks so we could level the house on blocks. Then they decided 
to gradually dig a basement under the house with wheelbarrows and shovels; a small crew poured footings 
and laid block for the walls as we went. It took two years of working every weekend. Then we had a floor 
poured, and he and I installed a hot-air furnace and all the ducts, including wiring and the thermostat. Of 
course, I crawled through the entire attic and insulated everything! He had pilings driven for the pier, and 
we built the whole thing with boats.

We built all kinds of things of wood and took care of a beagle and setter dogs, hamsters, and rabbits, 
painted the entire interior of the summerhouse after taking the Celotex walls down, hanging insulation, and 
then putting up drywall and tape, and puttying and sanding the whole inside, and then painting. Then, 
years later, I did all this to my several homes and gained money later by selling them. So I have built a septic 
tank out of well rings and installed a toilet and bathroom, several times, a kitchen, re-roofed several places, 
cut down and cut up many trees, and maintained every kind of engine-powered equipment like genera-
tors, lawnmowers, rototillers, and chainsaws. In fact, my friends and neighbors like lending me equipment 
because they know that I will return it in better condition than it was before—another good habit my father 
taught me.

4544

H O W A r D  J O H n S O n



Blair

My father enjoyed hunting, and his partner, Blair Middleton, had several huge farms in Waldorf, Maryland. 
When we would visit, when I was a kid, he would drive us around the miles of fields in his 1950 Lincoln car, 
showing us features of the farm and what they were doing—talk about adventure! He was the only person I 
knew who drove the fields in a car. This used to be way out in the country, so we had fresh meat to clean and 
prepare as well as for good eating. Blair was a big, handsome man with a deep voice and knowledge of most 
anything in the world, a huge family, and very successful mother. Everyone in the family loved her with all 
their heart and bragged about how happy they were growing up together, and here was me, an only child!

Church

On Sunday, my family would walk to St. John’s Episcopal Church in Mount Washington, where we lived, in 
northern Maryland, in our suits and good clothes and say hello to our friends and neighbors on the way to 
services. There, we had Reverend Bass and the choir to sing hymns and give thanks to God for all we are and 
have, said the Lord’s Prayer and the Twenty-Third Psalm, and Sunday school with all our friends. The love 
we shared with all the other members and the value of everything we learned is still with me today, in every 
way. I am still amazed how much we were taught and how much meaning it has to us in our lives. The value 
of believing in God and Jesus Christ enriches our lives and lifts up our spirits.
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CYO

My parents loved listening to show tunes on our 45 RPM record player. They let me change the records each 
time, and I became skilled at working with delicate equipment. On the other side of the neighborhood was 
the Catholic church, Sacred Heart. My neighbors, Peggy, Robert, and Jay went there and babysat me often. 
I was so familiar with the place that when I was a teen, I attended the Friday night dances with Jay, my best 
friend, and because I had been raised with 45 RPM records, I became the DJ for several years for CYO, 
Catholic Youth Organization.

My mother taught me to join everything, and I also went to MYF, Methodist Youth Fellowship, in 
Pimlico, with similar great times and friends, like John Jacobus. He got me to join the Fisher Body Guild 
and use our styling and creation skills that we could enter to the General Motors Fisher Body Competition. 
We ordered the wheels and received our dimensions for our auto body shapes. Both of us received acknowl-
edgment for our cars, but no prizes like the real winners, and we still had the model cars we made.

Scouts

We both were scouts together at Elderslie Methodist Church in nearby Pimlico near the horse-racing track.

My mother ran Den Number Five with seven kids, and my father showed us projects to enter competi-
tions and how to build these things. We were proud to put them out in front of the troop for all to see. Cub 
Scout meetings were every Friday, and my mother always had a plan of what we were doing due to the Cub 
Scout Manual and what we prepared to take to the big meetings to show off. One time, each one of us made 
a railroad boxcar with side doors and wheels left over from some product Middleton and Meads had helped 
make. Everyone like seeing what we had done at our Scout meetings.
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Model Planes

My other friends, the Walkers, Hammy, Priscilla, and Stevie, lived in a huge old five-story, eight-sided, 
Victorian brown shingle house across from my Elementary School #221, designed in the 1800s, to enhance 
the owner and family’s health because each point of the compass was said to bring you good health.

My father taught me to build model airplanes from balsa wood kits. Hammy and I would fly planes 
out the windows, up on the fourth floor, out onto the playground of the school, big enough to land without 
crashing (sometimes).

His parents let us set up a build-and-repair station on the fourth floor, and when he began to drive, they 
let us go to places where you can fly planes with rubber bands or tiny gas engines. We saw fabulous radio 
control and free flight planes flown by others with great skill. In fact, we began using gas engines on boats in 
the summertime, sensational fun, because, often, the models were faster than our real boats! We would use 
model airplane engines .049 that faced aft with the airplane propeller, and often they would hit a wave and 
take off fifteen feet high or go right up on the beach.

Day after summer day, Rick Mayers and I would be out there watching them zoom along and then 
go chasing after them with our boats. I had a flat-bottom, plywood rowboat with stain and varnished sides, 
green interior, and 5 hp engine that was light and fast.

Rick had a fourteen-foot 3/8 plywood V-bottom that had a 7.5 hp Mercury engine, faster than mine 
but harder to start.

We would spill oily model airplane fuel in there and require good cleanup when we got home.

Leda

In 1952, my parents, Micky and Howard, bought my grandfather Henry Proctor Rodger’s thirty-two-foot 
1929 American Car and Foundry double-cabin yacht so he could get a forty-two-foot Richardson. We kept 
it on the same pier at Sappingtons Yacht Yard in Severna Park where we kept the previous one, the Nona. 
The rules were the same. I did all the same jobs, but the boat was larger, and I had my own aft cabin with 
three portholes in the stern so my parents had some privacy. I had two bunks, room for toys, and a friend 
could go along. Oh, it was a wonderful boat! A wooden cruiser, just like the seven we have on display now 
at oldtimeworld.com.
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Lakeland

In 1954, my parents decided to sell the boat and get a summer cottage on the Severn River, with a beach.

Well, in fact, it didn’t have a beach but a low area where you could build one. The job was shoveling 
sand from near the water, and later, the tide would fill it back in. We shoveled sand every weekend and after 
school for two years. This is how I got my allowance. We also had to build a walking path on the hill, down 
to the beach, and we used logs we held in place with used or damaged U-bolts from Middleton and Meads 
to make steps up the huge hill that took ten minutes, just going up to the tiny summerhouse. But it had a 
great view because it was built out onto the cliff where they mined the sand for the Naval Academy, in the 
teens. We got to climb those cliffs to see the whole river or row over to the islands out in the river or millions 

of other great summer fun things. My father found a local guy building twelve-foot, 3/8 plywood rowboats 
with oars and seats. I stained it mahogany and varnished the exterior like my mother taught me years ago.

The interior I did in light green, and it would go like hell with a 5 hp engine. My father used to tell me 
that I was spoiled rotten. Maybe I was! So we got to explore the river and got to know other kids with boats. 
A summerhouse with a fabulous view, a beach, and great neighborhood of dead-end roads ending at other 
beaches with nice kids and happy families. After my father built the new larger house, the Troja family of 
seven lived with him the rest of his life until age ninety-two.
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Severn river

So summers were great growing up on the Severn River in the fifties. Rick’s boat was nicer than mine with a 
Mercury 7.5 hp engine. We could use water skis behind it as long as only one person was in the boat. When 
I would visit Rick, several houses down the beach from ours, I noticed that next door was a similar boat, 
always covered. One day, they pointed out where that person lived, and months later, I asked my mother to 
stop there when we were on the way to the store.

Mr. Kittenger/rick

I introduced myself to Mr. Kittinger and told him how I was friends with Rick, next door to his beach 
property, and his boat looked like Rick’s. He said it was, and I told him how my father taught me about 
engines, and I could get it running for him. He said that would be great because he was always too busy to 
get it together, and he would pay any expenses. “And please let me know how it goes,” he said and gave me 
his phone number.

The next week, Rick and I uncovered it and made some lists of stuff needed: 15 hp, electric starting. 
This was deluxe, and I cleaned and painted the inside with the same leftover paint I used on my boat. When 
Mr. Kittinger saw the boat, ready to use and the new green paint, his eyes got bigger, and we went cruising all 
over the river near home. I think he took me home to his house for a sandwich and gave me fifteen dollars. 
He was so happy! From then on, I kept his boat ready to use, and mine started collecting dust. It was the 
same speed as Rick’s and could pull skis. This led to lots of fun outings and further exploration of the river. 
This experience and the blessings we enjoyed led me to volunteer to work on other people’s boats, numerous 
times, in later years.
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Driving

Right around that time, one of our family friends, the Kneips, invited us to come down to Ocean City for an 
overnight stay and fun on the beach; my father had to work. Mother was still driving the ’51 Buick I loved, 
and we both enjoyed going to Ocean City. We had a fabulous time swimming with Phillip and his sister, and 
the mothers had beer and, later, scotch and water.

Well, next day, we had to head home, and on the way to Salisbury, my mother was lighting a Raleigh 
cork-tipped cigarette with a match, the tip of which popped off and hit her in the eye. She was in such pain 
and tears she got the car going and said, “Here, you steer.”

I was twelve or thirteen, and, at first, she held the wheel, and I did so well that she gave up steering and 
sat there with her eyes shut, and we could see that I could drive!

’56 Ford

Of course, after she healed, Mother kept us fed and fixed up with clothes and rides everywhere in her new 
’56 Ford, which I cleaned and waxed.

The medium green was beautiful with that new car shine. I waxed it after washing, shined all the win-
dows, and vacuumed it out regularly. It was a Customline, so it had a rubber front mat and a V-8 engine. 
When Mom would step on it, we would shoot by everyone else. Thunderbird V8. She showed me a hundred 
on the way to OC once! I loved that car. In 1961, after Mother’s funeral, my father tossed me the keys, and 
the car became a regular part of my high school experiences.
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Lionels

We went to Annapolis when it rained in summers, and they had a wonderful hobby shop, Hack’s, on West 
Street. When we went down there, it was a dream come true. My parents let me have Lionel trains on a Ping-
Pong table in our basement. I made mountains out of screen wire and plaster of Paris, painted all different 
colors of green, and train, garden trees, and bushes, and tracks going through the mountain tunnels.

I had cardboard houses with lights and Matchbox cars on the roads made of black paint and sand. 
When my parents had friends over, they would take them down into the basement, and once I had every-
thing going, my mother turned off the overhead lights, and we could see by the houselights on the platform 
and the trains going along—our whole miniature world. They loved it! I was a hero. My baseball friends 
loved it, too, and they saw me flying planes as well, but they couldn’t do any of that stuff.

Motorbike

After the flapping baseball card bicycle incident, I started wanting a real motorbike. A neighbor gave us a 
worn REO Reel Lawn Mower, which we got running. Then I found an English bike frame with seat and 
handlebars, no wheels. My father gave me an old hand truck with nice ball bearing wheels. I put a one-and-
a-half-foot bar across the front vertical bar near the bottom for feet with a small U-bolt and a plywood plate 
across the rear wheel horizontal members with small U-bolts for the engine.

Then I drilled the rear wheel and drilled the large sprocket off the pedals to bolt onto the rear wheel with 
one-fourth-inch long bolts and mounted the 
small sprocket off the rear wheel of the regu-
lar bike to a pulley that fit the engine shaft, so 
there was direct drive, no clutch—all this with 
my father’s tools and supplies. No wonder he 
didn’t want me using his tools! I had to drill 
mounting holes in hardened steel sprockets. 
You should see those drill bits smoke! He did 
teach me how to sharpen drill bits, so I learned 
that skill too! The gas tank was mounted on the 
engine, four-cycle, so a few pushes, it would 
start, and go like hell! No gears, so it would slow 
down really quick too—no brakes. But now I 
had a motorbike, and I went driving all over the 
place with no driver’s license and no tags!

Months later, I got stopped by the police, 
and I told him all about how I built it myself 
out of a lawn mower, and he said, “Okay, just 
be careful!” A nice policeman! I was eleven in 
1956! When I went past the baseball game 
this time, they all surrounded me, begging 
to try it, and I told them, “I will help you 
build one!” You guessed it—no takers! My 
father gets credit for this one. You should have 
seen how many drill bits I burned up drill-
ing those sprockets. My father taught me how 
to sharpen drill bits! See my story near the 
end—“Sharpening.”
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Mother Sick

Then mother started feeling sick in several ways. During the summer, my father met with the doctor and 
said, “What is it?”

He just made the sign of a “C” with his finger in the air. No other information, but that she would need 
treatments every month. So she started going in and made good progress for a while, and then in September, 
began going downhill again. They had been making huge changes in our summer cottage on the Severn so 
it could be a winter home. My father paid Mr. Rembold extra money to add workers so she could enjoy the 
new place for a while. Things were looking great in October, and we made frequent visits. My father got the 
moving company to pack us at home so we would be ready to go. November, she was weak most of the time.

Death

December 8, she went in for a treatment; later that day, I was surprised to see Dad at school. “How,” he 
said, “Mother died today.” Then he began to weep, took my hand, and we walked down the halls of Poly, 
weeping, side by side. The other students knew that something horrible was wrong. We had a big funeral. 
Mother had many friends from the Mount Washington Junior Women’s Club, the card games, the Casino, 
our community club where I took dancing, and our church, St. John’s Episcopal, and Cub Scouts, and our 
neighborhood. Days of sadness and visiting friends followed.

Days later, after the burial, to my complete surprise, Dad called me to the steps to my room and tossed 
my mother’s car keys up to me. I just said, “Thanks, How!”

Later, he said, “I got the new place all fixed up for your mother, but she didn’t make it. So we are going 
to move anyway.”

December 8, 1961. So sixteen years of living in Mount Washington, North Baltimore, Fairbank Road, 
ended, and we moved to the new empty house in Severna Park without mother. It was rough. He was mis-
erable and sick at heart every day. I had to do everything she taught me, to make every meal, and do the 
laundry, which he never had to do, shop, clean, deal with all our friends and families, and clean our cars and 
vacuum, take care of the dogs, and our new place without Mother.
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Mother’s Love

Somehow, to my surprise, I found out that she was still there, watching over me, doing things for me that can 
only come from a mother’s and God’s love. Kids in Severna Park High School were overheard saying, “Hey, 
who is the new kid with the blue Poly jacket?” I didn’t know what to say.

Colleen

It was embarrassing, and I didn’t know what to do, and then this cute blonde, Colleen Colona, came up to 
me, and said, “Hello. Would you be willing to take me to the basketball game on Friday?”

I said, “Well, sure!” She gave me her number, and I got the directions.
Days later, when I was there, in Mother’s ’56 Ford, she said, “Would you be willing to pick up my 

girlfriend, Kevin Brooks?”
I said, “Sure,” and we drove over there. At the game, we were late, and both stands were full. When 

we walked in, every eye in the place was on us! We sat down, had a great time, and the next Monday, every 
person in the school knew my name! They all said, “Hey, Johnny Johnson!” Wow! I just knew my mother 
did that! Now at seventy-seven, I have counted forty wonderful favors like that my mother has done for me 
with God from heaven!
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Dad

Meanwhile, at home, in December and January 1961, things were tough. I made my father sick. He said 
that I was no good, and I reminded him of my mother. Our relationship was rough. I had become best 
friends with some cool guys that saw me with the most beautiful blonde girls in the school. They liked my 
’56 Ford too. We began to do things like go waterskiing in their boats, after school. We went to frequent 
dancing events, and I was good at that too. I was able to get dates with good-looking girls. In fact, Severna 
Park had many educated and beautiful girls. My father had taken an interest in my mother’s friend, Virginia 
Troja, down Fairbank Road from us on the turn. She had lost her husband, Dick Troja, to a heart attack a 
year before we lost mother, and they had six nice children, well-behaved and good students. They dated, and 
Virginia knew all my mother’s friends, too, so it was a good fit. The children were all well-behaved and good 
students the way he wished his child had been. So sometime around ’65, we could see the writing on the wall.

He had our summer cottage in Lakeland at the end of the road with the gorgeous view of the head of the 
Severn River and the islands where we had always gone boating so that Mr. Rembold and his crew could build a 
huge house with larger rooms. Now he added bedrooms to the basement so that everyone had a bedroom, seven of 
his children, all under one roof. I still had my larger room above the garage with double beds. Too bad the down-
stairs was not heated. It was colder than the other rooms, but they became used to it, I guess. The oldest was Sharon, 
a year older than me; Rick, who was six months younger than me; Michael, a year younger; Roger, a year younger 
than Mike; then Mary Jo; and the youngest was Barbie, my father’s favorite, who sat in his lap and admired him. 
Gradually, they took over his life, and I moved along. Five decades later, they inherited the majority of his estate.

Me, Barb, Mike, Roger, Mary Jo, and Rick. Sharon is missing.

Washburn’s

Chris Washburn had this MG TD his father bought from Road & Track magazine, with a Volvo engine, 
powerful, and was built for speed. I was good at fixing things, and now, my cousin Edith gave me her ’54 
MG TF, so I helped Chris keep his going.

We had every kind of unique wonderful experience with these darling cars that everyone loved driving 
around Severna Park and Annapolis, Maryland. Next door, Mr. Steele was someone who lived in Baltimore, 
like I did growing up. I introduced myself and stuck my hand out like I had been taught. We hit it off. I told 
him I admired the siding on his house, Formstone, and that I would rake his leaves if he was not there. Was 
there any chance we could ever use his empty one-car garage? “Sure!” he said. “I never use it!”

So now we had a place right next door to Chris Washburn’s house. Mrs. Washburn always told me, “We 
enjoy your visit. Don’t worry about calling. Just come on down if you can.”

And now I had a home away from home. So we had wonderful meals with Chris and Dubby and Mr. 
Washburn, and he invited me to ride in his Rolls-Royce up to the car show in Hershey, Pennsylvania, to show 
the car in ’64! What a great family!
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Stude

Years before, at Baltimore Polytechnic High School, I became friends with John Stude from church. One 
day, he told me that they had a motorcycle in their basement that his brother wanted to sell, one hundred 
dollars. I went over there with Mother’s 1956 Ford. He, Eddie, Roddy, and I carried it up the basement 
steps through the house, down the front steps, and put it in the trunk, and tied down the lid. I had never 
heard of the name, ever. Velocette, made in England. One cylinder, 250 cc. I didn’t know how to repair it, 
so it gathered dust for some weeks, but when I got us Mr. Steel’s garage, I took it down there, and we began 
getting motorcycle magazines, and one day, I found out about cleaning and setting the points. At first, it 
would only pop, but, gradually, I got the gas tank clean and found out the full name was Velocette Venom 
Clubman Veeline.

We would push it to get it to start sometimes. Then I came up with another cheapie called a Victoria 
Bergmeister from Germany. A V-twin, but cylinders sticking out the side. Sometimes, we could get that one 
going by pushing, too, but sometimes, both would just make us tired, and we began calling our garage the 
Push a Motorcycle a Day Club! We had fun, and all our friends enjoyed coming over there, and no one ever 
complained. We shared L&M, Winston, and Marlboro cigarettes too.

Mrs. Washburn

This was a life-shaping experience for me. One night, Mrs. Washburn, who treated me like one of hers, 
showed me how her sons had wrecked her furniture, rocking back and forth, at meals, for years. I told her, 
“Mrs. Washburn, I can glue these chairs for you!”

“What?” she said, unbelieving. “Okay, just take one to try.”
So I did. The chair was like new. She was so impressed that a week later, she let me do all the rest and 

paid $25 each to a high school kid! She told her neighbor, and she invited me to look at her loose furniture 
too. She said, “I volunteer at Historic Annapolis, the Hammond Harwood House, and the Chase Lloyd 
Wright House. They need furniture repairs too. Would you be willing to try those too?”

So I drove down there with my Volkswagen bus and met the lady who she recommended and got to 
work. Now I had more jobs, one after the other. I generally made friends with the new customer and then, 
at home, I marked and scraped every joint like my father showed me and glued them with his clamps. He 
didn’t even know. Thanks to the kindness of all these people, the phone was ringing on a regular basis, and I 
had a small, steady supply of money. As the years went by, I kept buying tools of every kind and working on 
more and more customer’s projects with satisfaction. For forty years, I was self-employed!
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OC Summer of  ’62

Yet, repair jobs or not, my father, for the summer, told me that he wanted me to work at Middleton and 
Meads. I rode in with him and worked for Joe Phadenhauer in the body shop which I had done off and on 
for years. I figured he needed me to work with Joe steadily and yet treated me cruelly; and after two weeks, 
I finally told him that I would like to get my own job. He said, “Okay, find yourself a job.”

So I spent the whole next day going to small businesses along Ritchie Highway and telling them I could 
do auto detailing or that I was looking for a job, on foot, and no one seemed to want a kid like me. By four-
thirty, I was tired, out of money, and dragging. I started looking to hitchhike home. A car stopped. It was 
my friend Mike Jones, from school, and his friend Bo Quick, and brother, Pete Quick, saying that they were 
headed to Ocean City. “Want to come?”

I thought for a minute. “Yes! Please stop at my house to get some clothes and money.” I only had one 
hundred cents, gave that to Bo for the bridge, and we took off in his white ’57 Ford. What a nice ride! When 
we got there, they said, “Where do you want to go?” I had no plan but knew that my girlfriend’s sorority 
was at the Ambassador Hotel on Sixth Street. So we went there, and they dropped me off. Everybody was 
glad to see me, and after I told about looking for a job, the sorority mother said I could sleep on the floor.

Diamond ring

The next day, we had a nice breakfast and helped her daughter to load her car because she was starting a new 
job at home. After she left, we all went out on the beach and had a great time. Around four, the daughter 
called her mom, saying that she had lost the stone out of her grandmother’s diamond heirloom ring, perhaps 
by hitting it on the opening for the trunk. So all of us walked around in the parking lot for an hour, look-
ing—nothing! Sadly, we went back on the beach for a while, and later, they started up card games, got some 
beer, and we were allowed to smoke cigarettes.

As the sun had set, I had too much smoke or beer and had to step outside for some fresh air. Looking 
out over the parking lot in the dark, I saw something glinting. As I walked toward it, I had to duck down, 
lower, and lower to keep my eye on the glint. Finally, nearly crawling, I picked it up in the near dark. A 
stone all right. I felt sure I had found something big. I went around the back and up the stairs, waited, not 
to interrupt the card game, and went to her mother and said, “Is this it?” and showed it to her.

She screamed, and I dropped it into her palm, and she grabbed me and hugged me, and everyone was 
excited, jumping up and down. She said she would help me with whatever I needed this week to help me 
find a job. This was another example of my mother and God looking after me.
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Sadicks

They fed me and let me sleep on the floor, and soon I found a great job at Corner News and Variety, working 
with Maurice and Mrs. Sadick on Dorchester Street, taking care of the store’s front porch. I inflated all the 
balloons and beach toys at 6:00 a.m., hung them up, and organized the entire newsstand, all the newspapers 
and magazines that were put away inside each night, and swept the whole front area, floors, and entrance. 
She made me a sandwich for lunch, and they told me many stories and gave me little treats and leftovers 
from other days. One day, to my surprise, I saw my father drive by and look at me. I guess he was satisfied, 
never stopped or said anything—that was my father.

ryan’s Gifts

After two months, I got to know their friend, Mrs. Ryan from Ryan’s Gifts. She was young and beautiful. 
Their store was up on the boardwalk, next to Thrashers French Fries. Then, one day, I was out on the beach 
and saw her. She asked me to sit down and told me that they had a spot for me if I wanted to join her group. 
I did and asked her if she would ask Mrs. Sadick. She did, and I got a job for more money, a day off every 
other day and evening, and working with zillions of great gifts. I liked it all and met happy kids and girls 
enjoying french fries, and us getting free plates of leftover french fries from Thrashers, next door, very often.

During the day, so many were dropped that since I worked in my bare feet, gradually, I would have 
soles on my feet made out of dried french fries! Mrs. Ryan was so nice and trusted me, and she often asked 
me to take the store paperwork up to their other store in Rehoboth in her ’57 Cadillac! She kept my money 
for me, and when September came, I hitchhiked home to my father’s with $400 cash. I laid it on the table, 
and he never said a word, but I knew he was impressed! That summer was unforgettable all the rest of my 
life. Another gift from Mom and God.
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Mahani Kai

So I met Bill Dyson, Chris Washburn’s friend, and he and I became closer each year. One day, on the way to 
his house in Linstead, we passed a home with part of a boat showing out back. We decided to turn around 
and see. They had some sort of catamaran back there. We knocked on the door—no luck. But we decided to 
return another time, and next time, we met this retired military guy who was once stationed in Hawaii. He 
said, “After my years of service there, they said you can get your boat shipped home, and that is how I got 
this one here named Mahani Kai.”

He continued, “Unfortunately, there was some damage, and I am too busy to work on it.”
We said that we had lots of boat repair experience. He said he would pay any expenses and that he 

would like to get her sailing again. All the sails and lines were in the basement, and he took us down there to 
get all the bags. Worse yet, a tree had fallen and holed the deck. We made a regular habit of working there, 
making the parts, and fitting them with Epoxy glue. Gradually, we tested out erecting the mast.

Then he helped us tow it down to the beach. In two weeks, we had it going and took him out. The next 
time, he was busy, but three of us were out there when we saw another catamaran going along—a rare thing 
in those days. It was a Chessie Cat—new and exciting. We headed over there and began to catch up. They 
saw us coming and trimmed their sails. We did also and caught up, and they were trimming, and so were we, 
but we were passing by them when, all of a sudden, there was an explosion! Our mast came crashing down 
when we were noticeably ahead, barely missing our friend, Steve Singer. They came over, no injuries, but 
we were extremely upset after being so excited moments before! They towed us in the Chessie Cat, a new 
and very special boat, when catamarans were new on the Chesapeake Bay. They were expensive, and we had 
passed her. Too bad that bulkhead member had pulled up through the deck. Back to work again!
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Phil Link

At home, same old thing! My Father, finally, at breakfast one day in 1965, said, “You make me sick. I can’t 
stand the sight of you. Find yourself a place to stay.”

I was eighteen and not sure what to do, but I went down to Mr. Steel’s garage next door to Washburn’s 
and went to work on something. A little while later, a stranger showed up and said, “I am Phil Link. Bill 
Dyson told me to stop over here.”

I told him that I went to church with Donny Link at St Martin’s-in-the-Field! I told him that my father 
threw me out of home today. He said that he and his wife broke up, and then she didn’t pay her bills and 
had to move to Pennsylvania, so they abandoned their house. He was having to drive up to Glen Burnie. 
“Want to go see it?”

I said, “Yes” and rode up there with him. We had fun talking. The place was fixable and at $90 per 
month, $45 per person, which I could afford. So we made a plan to meet and start cleaning, painting on the 
place the next day. How is that for a quick solution?

We were doing the living room next day when the phone rang. His wife said in a loud voice, “Come 
get this child or I will kill her!”

Have you ever heard something like that in your life? His child—Cindy! So next day, Phil drives to 
Pennsylvania, and now we have a two-year-old girl to take care of—our family! We fixed up a tiny room for 
her in the kitchen pantry, a big closet, and bought all kinds of food. Now we have his daughter, Cindy, to 
raise! How could all this be possible? My mother and God, taking care of me, of course! Each time I took 
our rent money over there, I hit it off more with John Barnes! We would always talk, and he would like what 
I said. Finally, a year later, I said, “Can we ever buy the place?”

And he said, “Yes!” In spite of me not believing it, we made a deal for $6,500 for the house and property, 
so here my mother was doing another thing like Mister Steele. God is helping me! What a blessing!

Meanwhile, Dyson, friends, and I went hiking on the Appalachian Trail, and while going along, we 
found a cabin just off the trail, and while they were looking in the windows, I found the key in the mailbox! 
So later we decided that all we needed was food. During the winter, he said, “Hey, let’s go up there and see 
if we can find it by car.”

Sure enough, with maps, we did! We were nervous, but by dark, we figured that no one was coming 
and built a fire in the fireplace and put music on our tape player and opened some wine, sat around the fire, 
telling stories, used our sleeping bags. Next day, after breakfast, cleaned up really well, locked up, and put 
the key back in the box! Wow! Great time! What an amazing experience!

VW Camper

Donna and I bought a ’61 VW Westfalia Camper with a real wooden interior, medium green, and after some 
rocker repair and serious prep work, I painted it yellow at Middleton and Meads. Then we took a fall trip to 
New England to work things out in the VW. We had fun and began to talk about doing a tour of the USA 
in the summer. I installed three five-gallon water jugs, hooked together to a water spigot and hand-pumped 
shower so we could stand outside on a plastic mat and wash in a bathing suit. I had repaired the rust holes 
and sanded it in the garage at Faubert Road. We traveled on weekends and became comfortable camping 
out. We studied maps of the states and our nation. We realized it would be difficult to see so many states, so 
we decided to get started in her last day of teaching English at Glen Burnie High School.
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USA Trip

We left on June 30 and headed South, through Virginia, North Carolina, South Carolina, and over to 
Alabama, then along the Gulf Coast, stopping in small restaurants and cafés in each town we found. At 
twenty-five, we were still kids, and people would say, “Aw…look at these cute kids traveling the country.” 
Some would say, “Come on over to my farm, and we will show you around.” Then they would say, “You can 
stay on an island in our lake.”

One adventure after another in every state—hiking, camping, and sightseeing. We went down through 
Texas and into Mexico for the day. Guadalajara—there was never a dull moment. We drove up and through 

the Rocky Mountains with our 40 hp engine, twenty miles an hour for miles, but everyone was patient with 
us. We enjoyed Salt Lake City so much we decided to go through it again in the other direction. We visited 
Chris and Kevin Washburn when we got to Washington State where Chris was working for a lumber com-
pany. We stayed with him and Kevin in a cabin they rented in Snoqualmie National Park. A bear came to 
visit while we were there. We admired Washington State, Seattle, then down to Oregon, where we followed 
the coastline, always stopping in cafés and restaurants in the towns.

California countryside was spellbinding, but we avoided the big cities and headed back through Nevada 
and back through Salt Lake, Utah, known for setting high-speed records on the Great Salt Lake. Up into 
Montana, Wyoming, and Illinois, there were so many things to see and do. We stopped in every state park 
along the way, and we saw that we were starting to fall behind because Donna had to be back for her job 
teaching English at Glen Burnie High School on September first. We barely made it but were thrilled to see 
Phil and Gabe and shared endless stories for the rest of the year! Right away, we saw we had problems. They 
bought so much stuff, and so did we, that the house was out of closets and storage space. They barely made 
it, but I saw that I needed a storage space of my own.
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Smith Farm/Hamilton

While Donna went back to work, I set out to find a place.

I drove around in the bus, looking at driveways leading onto farms, and I decided to try this one, off 
Old Telegraph Road. The driveway was very long, natural sand, and it led to a big old farmhouse in the 
center of the farm. As I drove in, it ended in a circle in front of the farmhouse.

A guy was sitting on the porch with his dog. He waved. I got out and walked over, stuck out my hand, 
and said my name. We shook, and I told him I was from Severna Park and Glen Burnie, and he offered me 
a seat. I petted his dog, Jerry. We found out that we knew some folks in common. I told him about coming 
home from our trip and that I needed storage space. Earlier, I had already looked up garage rental in the 
newspaper, $30 a month. I couldn’t afford that. He said they had a potato house they weren’t using. “How 
much?” I wondered aloud.

“Thirty dollars,” he said, “a year!”
I was so relieved. I could afford that, so he took me over to look at the potato house—perfect. So, 

gradually, we made friends. I went there, more and more, and took Donna over. We swept and cleaned and 
met his Uncle John, Aunt Ora, and later, his Uncle Rupert. For years, Hamilton’s father ran the farm with 
his two brothers, all kinds of crops on 125 acres, but when Hamilton’s father died, they decided to retire, 
so they had three huge barns and two tractor sheds that weren’t being used. Looking back, I always used to 
wonder, How did I find Smith Farm? My mother and God showed me where to go!

So, gradually, I became a regular visitor to put something in the potato building I had rented. Gradually, 
I looked at the other unused buildings—three huge barns, thirty-by-thirty-by-ninety, and two tractor sheds, 
quite large. Hamilton did not use these, and they sat empty. Any communication we had would be mini-
mal. He was not a talker, but, again and again, he was willing to rent me his buildings until I had the whole 
potato building, two barns, and two tractor sheds. Years later, Bob McCarthy and I built a nice home into 
the potato house. I added on four inside parking spaces to the tractor shed where I stored the school bus 
workshop I had built for my return from the Caribbean in ’76. I used and lived at Smith Farm for ten years!
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Dyson/Owens

Meanwhile, while we were away on the trip around the country, June to September 1969, during that time, 
Bill Dyson got a job working on Charles Owen’s, of Owens Yacht Corporation’s, personal yacht, the fif-
ty-foot yawl, Oceanus. It had been neglected, and right away, when we had returned from our trip, he called 
and said, “JJ, you are the only one I know that can help me deal with this.”

We had worked together on several big jobs and had established a great rapport, going all the way back 
to the motorcycles. Then, days later, we cleaned the entire bilge, then we shined and polished everything 
else on the boat—talk about a project! I got to spend hours with Chuck and Marge Owens. They were 
friendly and easygoing. Bill’s job would include being skipper for the family, and in the fall, moving the 
boat down the East Coast of the USA and across the open ocean to Christiansted, Saint Croix, to its winter 
slip at Chandler’s Marine. Not long after that huge trip and their arrival, he called me and said that Chuck 
and Marge were going to go to Italy and spend a month touring Europe, and why don’t I fly down and stay 
aboard for January 1970.

Meanwhile, Donna was working and taking care of her parents, so she said, “Go ahead and go!”
So I booked a flight on Eastern, “The Wings of Man,” and went over to Friendship Airport with car-

ry-on luggage for the flight. Being there was summer weather in winter and like having the world at your 
fingertips. We rented scooters (mopeds) and toured the island with all the scenic beaches and hotels, restau-
rants, and fabulous homes. Everywhere we went, we were welcomed and had just turned twenty-five.

Christiansted/
Three Cheers

Several partners, including Dick Newick and Jim Brown, were building Three Cheers in the yard there, a 
trimaran for the Single-handed Trans-Atlantic Race. We had followed their success years ago with Cheers, a 
proa, and now we met them in person and volunteered to work with them on the boat. They trusted us, and 
we did everything exactly as they said, with them. Meanwhile, Oceanus had its own Dyer sailing dinghy, and 
Dyson suggested that I use it to teach myself to sail. I did and had a blast. Twice a day, a beautiful Catalina 
flying boat would land and drop off passengers from other islands. I stopped what I was doing to watch every 
landing or takeoff. Flying boats—sensational! Still my favorite!

Then we noticed an overgrown twenty-one-foot ocean-going Olympic catamaran at the Hotel on the 
Key, across from our slip. We went up there and spoke to the manager. He said that he would love to get it 
going and would pay for any supplies we needed. We scrubbed the whole thing and got new lines for the 
main and lubed all the blocks, pulleys, and other moving parts, and within days, we were going twenty knots 
at times and made a new friend of the manager. Everything was so beautiful and refreshing. At the same time, 
we made such progress with Three Cheers they took us for their first sail. Everything about it was exciting 
and, of course, later, they won the race! You could say, “Who made all this happen?”

“God and my mother, naturally!”
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Dyson and Spronk

Back home, we kept in touch, and soon they brought Oceanus home and tied up at Port Owens. Charles 
Owens bought the Yacht Yard! Dyson enjoyed staying with us at Faubert Road and told this story. After I 
left, he had the opportunity to go to Sint Maarten, Netherlands Antilles, one hundred miles to the north of 
Saint Croix. As they approached the island from the south, the first thing they saw were these four hulls lying 
on the Simpson Bay Beach like huge brown cigars. He had never seen anything like it, went over there right 
away, and introduced himself around. They were surprised at his knowledge and interest in catamarans, 
invited him to come back often. He bought a loose-leaf notebook, changed his plans, wrote down the stories 
they told him, and took pictures.

After a while, many pages were filled with notes from the great designer, Peter Spronk. These hulls were 
made of molded veneer, light and strong. The newest 
design was going to be of lapstrake waterproof plywood. 
He had prices, amounts, drawings, and pictures, and had 
made new friends with them. At the same time, I had 
studied Whirlwind boats they made near here to the point 
I had enough for an article—“Wild About Whirlwinds”!

When he got back, he showed me everything, and 
I told him I wasn’t interested in doing all that because, 
after all, I had the house, garage, and all the 356 Porsche 
projects going. But he would not stop talking about it 
and, gradually, over a month, convinced me that it was 
the opportunity of a lifetime for us to build a fast cata-
maran and sail it all over the Caribbean. After the month 
of steady repetition, I was gradually sold on the idea and 
gave in! We had to figure out how to rent a big build-
ing and commute to Baltimore for all the construction. 
Suddenly, we received a letter from Peter inviting us to 
move to Sint Maarten and live on his new land, use his 
old building, right next door to their new building. We 
could be nearby and copy everything for our forty-sev-
en-footer while they built a sixty-footer! Another dream 
of a lifetime. We were so excited we ran screaming up 
and down the hallway, just trying to imagine how we 
could be so lucky all day! We were changed forever! 
Who did this? Another from my mother and God!

Catamaran/Big Trip

Now I would have to divide everything. We packed up twenty-one-foot lockers of tools and equipment 
and took them to a freight-forwarding company in Baltimore. Very soon, Bill and girlfriend Evelyn and my 
stepbrother Michael got packed up and flew down there with tents.
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School Bus

I was left home by myself to divide my possessions, build a school bus workshop, storage place for returning, 
with workbench and clothes, camping gear and a stove and sink, including tools for a complete place to be to 
work and make money with a desk, tax records, and a place to start over five years from now, whenever this 
was over. I found a Bingo place in Dundalk selling used school buses for $50. The guy was so nice. He said 
I could have as many parts as I wanted off the other buses. I got everything I needed to get mine going, plus 
extras, and he said for five dollars additional, his friend would tow the bus to my house! We left at midnight.

He warned me that we would be stopping now and then for a pint! I paid for those too! His truck 
couldn’t lift the front off the ground, so I had to steer. The bus had no windshield, and it was raining lightly, 
but I was in a tight spot, so I gradually became soaked. But we made it at four in the morning! Now I had 
my new school bus in the driveway at Faubert Road! Wow! Very exciting to have been able to make such a 
big step for so cheap. Another magic thank you to you know who!

While I worked on the school bus, I made sure I told all my furniture customers about the auction I 
was looking forward to having and all the treasure opportunities for them. I was surprised that so many were 
coming.

House Sale and Auction

Meanwhile, I told real estate friends about my house being for sale, and soon they took a look and told me 
$22,500! I was in shock. I only paid $6,500 for it a few years before! So I went ahead and had the auction 
for all my possessions. I was surprised at how many friends and customers showed up and how they outbid 
each other all day. Gradually, we kept going until there was nothing left, and I thanked them all for coming 
and their generosity. What a great time! A big pile of dollars in one day! $17,404.59—I counted while sitting 
on the bare, empty floor!
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Money for Taruma

I made a pile of all the money and checks, and as the sun went down, I counted $17,404.59 for my bank 
account! A few weeks later, they put the house on the market, and it brought $22,222, so my hope could be 
that I wouldn’t run out of money in the upcoming years. I threw myself full into the project of the school 
bus and getting everything ready to store it on Smith Farm, right by a heavy-duty outlet and spigot inside 
the tractor shed. I even made the outdoor doors fit so things would stay clean.

My family told me that I was out of my mind. No one does anything like this, and they were worried 
that I would disappear and that they would never find me or hear from me again! I promised my father, face-
to-face, that I would write a letter to him every month, from the time I got there, and I did! To my surprise, 
I found all twenty-two letters from then, fifty years ago, in my father’s papers. What a treasure! Another gift 
from him! I assured them that I was going to take a Panasonic tape recorder and keep them up-to-date on 
everything we did. I did, plus I took hundreds of tapes of favorite music to keep us entertained while we 
worked.

Peter’s Shed

Dyson and the others got down there months ahead of me and moved Peter’s old building over from 
Simpson Bay to the new property on Simpson Bay Lagoon where everything was new. The Dutch were good 
at dredging swamps and making usable land. This area was sitting five years before it was legal to go there 
without getting stuck.
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Construction

The building they moved was about fifteen-by-fifty, made of used galvanized corrugated sheet metal, all 
piled on the roof of our Volkswagen car and hauled over there a little at a time. You have to understand that 
it was the islands in the seventies; everything was in short supply and more expensive because it had to be 
brought in by ship! I wired the building for lights and outlets. We laid Peter’s old pressure-treated railway; 
we were to use it as a guide for us to bolt together all the frames of the hulls. So everything was made level, 
true, and straight as it went together by us with plywood walkways the whole length, just the way they had 
them. We did everything as they had previously, and they told us all the steps, then built one frame after 
another until we made and installed the stem and transom and then the planks, one at a time, on either side, 
staggered, lapstrake glue joints with resorcinol glue, and then carefully aligned and bolted together until dry, 
then bolts removed and replaced with glued dowels.

Everything was stiff and straight on each side with the parts for the other hull made and marked for 
later assembly and put aside. We laid quarter-inch walkways along both sides and ends. We were walking 
around the construction area so much the wood showed wear from our feet from the whole project. Behind 
us was Peter’s new huge building with concrete floor, ready to keep the seventy-by-thirty-foot boat under a 
roof. They also built a huge concrete box to be a cistern to store water off the roof with a pump for dishes 
and showers after every day of hard work. We copied everything they did in our smaller sizes, forty-seven-
by-twenty-foot. My father’s letters, copied at the end of this chapter, will tell more details.

Louis St. Bernard

Peter would occasionally visit us and look things over along with his partner, Malcom Maidwell, from 
England, and long-term assistant, Louis St. Bernard, from Grenada, farther south, but English educated, 
kind, and charming—our great friend—and Paul Paressi, lifelong islander, made a whole family of catama-
ran enthusiasts, along with regular visitors from other islands where catamarans were new, lightweight, and 
the fastest of all sailing craft.
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Land

So I was able to buy a one-fourth acre across the road. Soon I had my tent up there instead of behind Peter’s 
place. There was an old concrete cistern there to catch water, mostly a big hill, but good views and a road. 
A start. Jeff and Ann let me use their bathroom, and I taught their children hundreds of things, read stories 
to them, toured the island, and went boating together. Soon I built a twenty-foot-wide workshop across the 
back of their house and could do boat maintenance work there.

Bill Dyson’s wife, Evelyn, had benefitted for years by being married to him and also by everything I had 
donated, thousands of dollars, and the Treaddle Zig-Zag Singer sewing machine she used that I found and 
restored. Still she decided that she could not stand me and insisted constantly to Bill that he would have to 
buy me out. Between he and Hugh, they were able to come up with ten thousand dollars that they could 
offer to compensate me for leaving our effort. I told Jeff and Ann what was going on, and after a few days, 
they explained that they were also out of money and struggling to pay for everything. Also, they came to 
understand how little they knew about sailing a large catamaran and taking care of guests on the open ocean 
and invited me to join their effort to own and use Maho. I thought about it for a few days and decided that 
I would much rather join them and their wonderful charter business than going home with ten thousand 
dollars to the school bus on Smith Farm.

This I later regretted, but too late. So I said goodbye to Hugh, Bill, and Taruma and spent the most time 
with Jeff and Anne and Peter’s crew. It 
was amazing because I fit right in, had 
my own tools, and was skilled in all the 
same things necessary on their boat as I 
was formerly doing construction on 
Taruma that once was mine. I spent 
more time skin and scuba diving and 
teaching Ann’s children, Jordy, Kate, and 
Reid. We had great diving experiences 
because my friend, Jeff Jeffcoat from 
Severna Park, and I had enjoyed scuba 
diving together years before, and I 
learned many of the techniques and was 
an excellent swimmer. Here, a great more 
detail about the whole complicated part-
nership needs to be added from the 
thirty detailed letters I sent home to my 
father who kept them all for fifty years!

Hobie

Bill brought his sixteen-foot, orange Hobie Cat, and Jeff and Ann had their fourteen-foot Cats that Peter 
had already built for their water sports business they had at Mullett Bay Beach Hotel on the other side of the 
island where we had some fun recreational time when not working. Our project with Peter brought us many 
new and interesting connections in ways we never imagined possible.
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Camping/Meal Boat

We brought with us our cabin camper tents, nine-by-twelve, from H and H Camper Surplus in Baltimore 
and set them up in the woods on the other side of the road behind Lanseair so that all we had to do is walk 
home in the evening. Before long, an American couple approached us about anchoring their boat in front 
of Lanseair for storage while they had to fly home due to a family emergency. They gave us keys and phone 
numbers, and we began keeping food aboard so we could use their refrigerator to cool food from our weekly 
shopping and for daily meals.

I decided to swim out each evening for an easy cleanup after a day of sawing and sanding, and I decided 
to see if it would be possible to swim out every day for a year! And I did! We had a pump of our own, bucket 
shower, and toilet out front of the boatbuilding shed too. We enjoyed feeling clean. The sun was hot there, 
and many times, the shower was very welcome!

island

Little by little, we explored Sint Maarten, half-Dutch and half-French, some thirty-five square miles, with 
two-thousand-foot mountains in the middle, many small towns, and great views. We gradually explored 
many places but fell in love with Pic Paradis, a park up on top of the spine of mountains with views of both 
sides of the island from one spot. There was a huge radio tower at the end of the road, and no one there, so 
we got to climb up to perilous two-thousand-foot heights with no one stopping us. Many exciting opportu-
nities. One led to a park where we found rocky tunnels with dark areas leading all the way back down to the 
ground, Currosol, a tiny dead-end road to a few homes surrounded by small scenic mountains.
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roland

Another time we visited Grand Case, the French side, near the northwestern part of the island, and admired 
all the cute shops and places like we had never been before. With my art background, I led my friends into an 
art studio and met the owner, Roland Richardson, who had created color combinations and techniques that 
could capture the beauty and unique feelings like the Caribbean as we saw it. We as newcomers suddenly felt 
at home. He took an interest in us, and we told him about our Caribbean boatbuilding project at Lanseair. 
He said that he would stop in sometime.

roland’s Party with 
Champagne and Caviar

To our surprise, he came by a week later, enjoyed our tour, and told us that he was having a party in two weeks, 
champagne and caviar! Wow! None of us had ever gone to anything like that! We cleaned up and put our best 
clothes on. It was a New Orleans-style home. We had never been to France. Full porch across both floors of the 
home with private countryside views, a large crowd of all his admirers and family, mostly French, welcomed us and 
put up with the new goofy Americans. Waiters with trays walked among us, offering only caviar or champagne! 
A small combo walked among us with charming music. We felt that we had never had a more wonderful time.
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Dungeon

Next day, I told my friends that I needed to look at the VW bus I had noticed the day before while driving to 
Roland’s party, but they had obligations. So I retraced our trip from yesterday and took a flashlight to have a 
look at the underside of the bus. Mine needed a transmission. It looked good, and almost immediately, here 
came the polished boots of a gendarme I saw coming my way from under there. “Bonjour,” he said as I slid 
out. “You are under arrest for suspicion of auto parts theft!”

His assistant walked me to the back seat, and they explained in French-English mix that they do not 
tolerate auto parts theft on the French side, like the Dutch do. That I may have to go to the main prison on 
Guadeloupe! We went through the main entrance of La Gendarmerie and into the courtyard where I saw 
with horror a turtle upside down on a stump post, held by a knife through its body but still alive—sickening!

Jail

They locked me in a nearby stone dungeon with a thick iron door, holes across the top and bottom, and bent 
from hundreds of human impacts from prisoners. An hour or so later, they took me out. I said that I needed 
to “go,” and they showed me the steps up to the latrine, and I noticed that this could be a way to jump over 
the wall. We went in the office and began to fill out the papers. Suddenly, the phone rang, and it turned 
out that the other police car had broken down in Phillipsburg on the Dutch side. They left me to sit with 
the office telephone operator. His phone was on the other side where he was briefly out of sight. I measured 
with my mind how long his calls took. The car repair issues were repeated, and I beat it, out the back, to the 
latrine steps. At the top of the wall, I jumped, and I was surprised to land in the middle of a children’s marble 
game. I said, “Shush!” and put my finger to my lips and ran like hell through the back streets of Marigot and 
toward the Dutch side, into the woods down by the water until I was safely hidden, then rested and kept a 
careful eye out for police, later going by on the main road with sirens wailing.

Finally, it began to get dark. In full darkness, I made my way down to the water and swam home 
with just nose and eyes above the water’s edge. It took hours. Sometimes, I walked in the shallows but still 
submerged and keeping a careful lookout. About 10:00 p.m., I came quietly up the beach of Simpson Bay 
Lagoon to the boatbuilding shed. They all almost screamed. They were so surprised to see me and made a 
circle around me. “What happened?”

I told the whole sordid tale. They all agreed that we needed to tell Roland.
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roland Helps

The next morning, Bill and Hugh went over and told him the whole story. When he arrived, he had already 
decided what to do. He made me memorize “Ja’i peur comme une bete.” (I had the fear of a beast that is why 
I “left early.” I am sorry.)

The Gendarmes accepted Roland’s explanation, and we were free to leave. I was in a state of shock. He 
told me, “Maintenant be careful!”

I vowed to never look at any potential parts car on the French side! I felt like he saved my life.

As the years went by, I felt like he created and captured how I felt about the colors and simple images 
of the Caribbean and all the islands, and every time I have seen his work, from then on, it all came back to 
me, just like I was again twenty-five. What a treasure!

Peter Spronk/Assembly

So on with the boat work, actually with several years of continuous work punctuated with wonderful 
Caribbean experiences and island memories.

Peter Spronk was very generous to us. Along with his old building, which we moved and rebuilt, he 
gave us his old construction railway of long stringers and cross bars where the sixteen or so frames were 
mounted in order, along with the stem and stern and then the laminated keel the whole length, joining them 
all together. When all were bolted and glued together in place, were now sturdy and secure, we began feeling 
like we had a boat going instead of just piles of parts waiting. Over there at Peter’s, they were building a six-
ty-footer and both hulls at the same time, under roof, whereas we were building ours one hull at a time, and 
later we would sew a huge tarp to cover us while we joined both together with the bridge deck. So the whole 
first year was us cutting and marking the planks and connecting the planks, two at a time, so both sides were 
supported the same, ten to twelve planks, and finally, the many fasteners were all done.

When the first hull was finished, we decided to have all our friends over for a hull-carrying party. We 
called Heineken, and they knew we were building the boat—small world. We were surprised how many 
showed up and how easy it was to put it outside, out of the way. Free beer, right? One of the things that was 
nice was that our location was near the main road and lots of local people liked checking on our progress, 
and we made many friends. So after seven months, we were starting in on the second hull assembly. It went 
faster than the first because we had already done all the steps before. We often worked an extra hour or more 
because we were afraid that Peter’s team would get ahead of us, and we would fall behind, and then we would 
miss the steps that they were doing. We were blessed that they wanted us to succeed and often checked on 
us to make sure we were doing everything right.

The second year was coming to an end as we were finishing the second hull. As I promised my family, 
every month, I recorded the progress on a cassette audio tape and sent it home to my father and stepmother, 
Virginia Johnson, to share with her six children, Michael Troja, who was living and working with us, and 
my uncle and aunt, Lloyd and Eileen, and other family members, Olga, Jerry, and cousins, Edith and Jerry 
Trout Jr. They said, “We became closer because we had to share your tapes and visited them and talked about 
all you were doing with them.”
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Maho

Of course we were doing all sorts of other things at the same time. I made friends with the people who 
owned the sixty-foot Maho that Peter and his crew were building. Jeff and Ann from Savannah, Georgia, 
were running Maho Water Sports at Mullet Bay Beach Hotel on another side of Sint Maarten, the Dutch 
side, at a very beautiful beach and waterfront area. I went scuba diving with them and their guests, several 
times, on the other end of the island. They showed me their property with two homes and beautiful views 
on the hill nearby Simpson Bay, across from Peter’s Lanseair location.

Taruma

After owning Faubert Road for a year, my friend Bill Dyson got a job working for Chuck Owens of Owens 
Yacht Corporation on Owen’s personal yacht. I helped him clean the entire vessel, and two months later, he 
delivered it down to Saint Croix, US Virgin Islands, to its winter berth at Chandler’s Yacht Yard. So Dyson 
called me, saying they were going to Italy for a month and to come down and stay on the boat with them. 
We had a fabulous time, and months later, he went to Sint Maarten, one hundred miles north and saw men 
building catamaran hulls near the beach. He was impressed. They were friendly. He bought a notebook and 
began writing down everything they told him, and when he returned to stay with me, he talked nonstop for 
a month, about building a forty-seven-foot catamaran sailboat, until I decided to join him in the project.

Then, suddenly, I would need to sell Faubert Road, and the great designer Peter Spronk invited us to 
move to Sint Maarten, Netherlands Antilles, and use his old building on his new property on the Pond 
Fill land by Simpson Bay Lagoon. Bill, Evelyn, and my stepbrother, Mike, went down there to get started, 
summer of 1970, while I made auction and home sale plans. Suddenly, way more storage was needed on 
Smith Farm because I was moving out of Faubert Road. Now I was up to $100 per year rent. By December, 
the house was sold and everything newly stored on Smith Farm and the family brought up-to-date on the 
changes. Because I had to plan for my return, I found school busses for sale for $50 at a closed bingo hall on 
Eastern Avenue in Baltimore. The guy was very generous. For another $20, he let me take extra generators, 
starters, and carburetors off the other buses and called a friend to tow it home for me for $5! It took us until 
4:00 a.m. to get home, and I was steering my bus in the rain due to no windshield.

Months later, with it all running and driving, I put in a toilet, water supply, bathroom, kitchen, bed, 
closet, storage food, and everything I would need to camp out in there on my return. Luckily, my parking 
place on Smith Farm had both electric and water supply, which I hooked up but did not turn on. I figured it 
might be there five or six years! And it was! I even hung the big doors on the tractor shed and sent the Smiths 
all letters and picture postcards from the island, just like family.
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Load of  Luggage

I flew from Friendship Airport near the farm to Saint Thomas and then took an island hopper to Sint 
Maarten, hitchhiking to Lanseair; the first person who stopped knew where it was and asked about the 
catamarans.

Work

I put my tent up on the property behind Peter’s property and went to work on finishing the cutting out of 
the frames for Taruma the next day and then bolting them to the frame supports on the building jig that 
came with Peter’s old building where they made one hull at a time. His new building was four times as wide, 
and the whole sixty-foot Maho would be built all at one time.

Three months later, we invited neighbors and friends to help carry out the first hull and have a Heineken 
beer or two. The planks were easier to make because we paid extra for sixteen-foot sheets on waterproof 
marine plywood by Brunzeel, Dutch, made just for boat construction, five layers and marine glue. So every 
full-length plank required three six-inch tapered glue joints. Glad I brought all my C-clamps.

There were five lots parallel to Peter’s on Simpson Bay Lagoon. One belonged to Frank Mundus, a 
shark fisherman from Montauk, New York. I got to know him well and dated his daughter, Patty, for years. 
He was known for the inspiration for Jaws, a book and movie about sharks. Wikipedia has a long biography 
of Frank who created quite a character. The last lot at the end was a marine store, Island Water World, and 
they carried many products for boatbuilding that we used.
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Boatbuilding

Boatbuilding became a full-time part of my life for four years, and two years being skipper and maintenance 
technician for Maho, ’70 to ’76. Adventures of every kind came our way. Lots of people stopped by to look 
and ask questions, and the locals introduced us to others who were interested in what we were doing and 
had built boats. We traveled to nearby islands to visit tour boats and boats for hire and visited stores from 
different countries with unusual products for sale. Luckily, Peter advised us well about what we would need, 
and Dyson and I went to Baltimore and bought twenty-one footlockers for everything. We took it all to a 
freight-forwarding company, and to our shock, they were six months longer getting it to us! We ended up 
going out and buying much of the supplies we needed that were now duplicated, and our old ones were now 
stuck in our trunks at the other end of the island chain.

Sleeping in our cabin camper tents was nice because, in the evening, it was cool and often a gentle 
breeze since the water was nearby. We each had a private location with a path to follow to our tent. We all 
agreed—no food at the tents. That worked well. No bugs or mice. We built a nice cooking area next to the 
stern of our hulls under construction with a bottle gas stove and the 12-volt, 110 fridge for our boat. We 
made a table and chairs out of scrap plywood and had a nice routine of daily life.

Nearby were islands belonging to other countries like Saint Barts, France, and Saint Thomas, and Saint 
Croix where Chuck Owens had his Oceanous yacht berthed at Chandlers Yacht Yard, where I stayed the 
whole month of January the previous year, swimming, sailing, and exploring. When we had time, we visited 
most of the nearby islands, like Saint Kitts, St. Barts, Anguilla, and Saba, all from different countries and 
available for nice day charter trips where we took our guests. Half of Saint Martin was also French and scenic, 
all were beautiful in hundreds of ways, but I had to be careful going to the French side after my run-in with 
French police, looking at the abandoned Volkswagen the day after Roland Richardson’s party. I did have a 
pink Volkswagen bus with seats and used it to gather supplies and take friends to sightsee when they visited.

Ten members of my family came for a week, twice, and loved all the details of touring the islands. It is 
so easy to get to know tourists and locals there. My daughter’s roommate told me yesterday, Christmas Eve 
2022, that she enjoyed two weeks in Sint Maarten last month, and it is still nice to go there and be there. 
That is good news because she said that many other places now have crime problems. I was there forty-six 
years ago and still need to write the story of the rest of my life since then!

What it came down to was that after six years, nothing was bringing me much success. All was still 
a daily struggle. Being skipper or first mate on Maho was fun and exciting, but we weren’t making much 
money and seriously needed maintenance and repairs were always making demands on what there was finan-
cially. Hugh and Bill were no longer friends or partners after I was thrown out by Evelyn, Bill’s wife, who 
contributed very little, whereas we did most everything. I was using the land on Billey Folley, across from 
my partners, Jeff and Ann Klein, to have my nice tent and their bathroom for a shower each night, and their 

workshop I built on the back of their house with tools. My place had no water or septic, and I was not getting 
the final ownership papers I was promised. The owner’s health was in decline.

For whatever reason, I was no longer welcome at Landseair, one less place to go. I could hear the 
whispered advice—time to go home. I was thinking of the flight and the short hitchhike from Friendship 
Airport to Smith Farm, my locked buildings, and the thirty-three-seat school bus with all the conveniences 
of a motor home that I had built in there six years before leaving. It is dry indoors with water and electricity 
and lights ready to turn on. How can you beat that? What happened is that my family told me that there was 
going to be a big celebration for my beloved Great Aunt Olga’s seventy-fifth birthday. And I was a hero for 
having them visit twice, five members, each family for a week, so they invited me to come, and I didn’t want 
to miss it. Great excuse to go home.
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Tall Ships

Then, on top of that, Bill and Hugh invited me to accompany them to St. George, Bermuda, to anchor out 
in the harbor and wait for the tall ships to arrive. Bill told us that theirs is an old tradition that when any of 
them arrive, if there are ships previously at anchor, already there, they get invited aboard as guests for a wel-
come tour. So I loaded my stuff on board Taruma and told them all about Aunt Olga’s seventy-fifth birthday 
and how I would fly from Bermuda to BWI, Baltimore Washington, Friendship International Airport. I took 
a cab to the Bermuda Airport and made my arrangements for the flight. Sure enough, the first tall ship from 
Genoa, Italy, arrived and, an hour later, sent a sailor over to invite us aboard for a tour. Some had us climb 
in with them, and others invited us to use our boat. We made sure it was ready to use.

Once aboard, we were welcomed by several other sailors in uniform, and conducted through quarters, 
shown the captain’s stateroom, and allowed to climb the rigging. Hugh and Bill climbed to the tops of their 
masts as a challenge, and I climbed the ratlines to the crow’s nest, safe and comfortable, watching them, and 
when back down, they showed us to a table with sweet biscuits and drinks. Then our welcome crew returned, 
and we thanked them for their hospitality and departed on the stern boarding planks. What better way to 
spend part of an afternoon? The images would stand out in our minds all the rest of our lives; one by one, 
all the famous tall ships from the well-known cities all over Europe and Russia.

A week later, every ship was astir with activity, and Hugh rowed me to town to get a cab to the airport. 
I said goodbye and good luck as we parted ways for a good while now. It seemed like I saw some of the ships 
moving west, away from the island, perhaps from the air flight. It was all like a dream to be remembered 
forever. The flight was comfortable and smooth and several hours long. I retrieved my luggage and walked 
out to Route 175 and got picked up right away, me, a twenty-five-year-old with suitcases. The driver was 
surprised when we passed Dorsey Road, and I had to get out—short ride. “Yes, sir, and many thanks.” Now 
the long walk to Old Telegraph Road and the sand driveway past two huge fields with the suitcases in hand, 
but I made myself keep going, in the now dark, arriving unannounced, and not disturbing Hamilton’s dog, 
Jerry, and quietly snuck in, lay down, falling asleep in the bus bed without any fanfare.

Next day, I let him know that I was back with a big box of printed books and pictures from the 
Caribbean (I sent him stuff all along) and then got to work getting my VW bus to run. Six years is a long 
time, but not so much when you are still feeling young.

Olga’s party was a huge success; everyone had a wonderful time doing all the mega celebration tradi-
tional things like cake and ice cream and keepsake mementos and pictures. I called my friend Larry Smith 
and told him I was home, and he told me that he had begun getting Honda Civic autos to repair at his 
workplace, Honda City in Glen Burnie, Maryland. I knew nothing about these compact four-cylinder cars 
with transverse engine and four-speed front-wheel drive, tight bodies, and low fuel consumption, and fast 
as well! A little ugly, but so what—new! He brought one over needing body work and repair that night! We 

got to sawing and banging on it right away and soon installed the new fender, hood, and did the primer! He 
got paid for that, and we split that.

Back to work right away. Of course, I had to open everything up and charge all batteries and get new 
batteries, but while we worked, I was able to get everything back to the way things were six years ago—visit 
my folks, have meals, and keep myself clean and comfortable. I had a nice laundromat nearby where the 
watch lady would do the laundry for you, for a small fee, like $15, and fold and fill the duffel bag! Wow! I 
had that at Potomac State College in Keyser, West Virginia, too, right out of high school. Very handy if you 
can find it. The ladies are taking care of you!
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Passing Away

I decided to keep a list of friends that have passed because there are so many, and I lost track of why and 
when they died, up to fifty friends now. Hard to believe. I never had any children with Donna. And after 
that, I began taking care of my friend’s children. I took them sledding, ice-skating, hiking in the woods, 
camping, reading, and making things like Erector Set and craftwork of all kinds, twelve or fourteen kids over 
the years, and have watched them all grow up. I enjoyed every one. Many have become my friends now and 
help me do things!

Dancing

My mother sent me to the Casino, our community center, when I was seven or eight, and they taught polite, 
slow dancing to music with new young friends that I picked out from the row of girls on the other side of 
the room, opposite the boys’ side! Dancing, music, and refreshments was a community group sensation! 
Pretty girls serving lunch! So I have been a socializer and dancer all my life. What happened was that I spent 
five years in the Caribbean, building the catamaran sailboat, and when I returned home, all my friends were 
married with children. I needed girls to date right away!

So I went to a ballroom dancing studio in Severna Park and took waltz, cha-cha, jitterbug, and tango 
lessons for two years. Within minutes of walking in the door, I had my arm around a lady! I enjoyed every-
thing they did until I decided I had enough paying for it after two years, but they called me for a new owner 
party, so I attended that event and met Valerie Yarashus. I told her about my lifetime of furniture repair. She 
said that she had a table that needed repair. It had a big scratch. When I went to our appointment, she apol-
ogized. She had a meeting at her church, so she left her son to watch my repair techniques. We looked at his 
.22 rifle and talked guns and ammo.

The next day, he said to his mother, “Why don’t you date someone like that!”
She called me and said she could not tell where the scratch was. So I owed my new relationship with her 

to him. We enjoyed dating and then married for ten years! Starting in 1983, we did everything imaginable 
together, including church. For two years, we went to Boston twice a month to be with her daughter, Valerie 
Ann, attending Harvard Law School with Obama in her class. But even though we had bought a beautiful 
home in the country, Valerie felt for years that she needed to move to Boston, Massachusetts, to take care 
of her daughter, Valerie Ann, who went to Harvard and became a judge but still needed her mother’s love.

She moved up there, and my stepdaughter is doing well now. Valerie spent happy years up there, plus 
led to me finding my present wife, Cheryl Beveridge Johnson. She and I go to live music events and dance 
regularly. Recently, I went to a music event, and Cheryl and I started dancing with the first song. Soon 
everyone was dancing! One of the amazing blessings of my life is to always be able to get up and dance and 
entertain others with graceful moves and encourage them to dance.
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D’Vibe and Conga

Recently, we met our friends at the nine-person band, D’Vibe and Conga, getting ready for a show, and 
the guitar player, Jeff, motioned to me. “Howard, come up here. I want you to know that the band recently 
voted you and Cheryl their favorite couple because you guys dance, and then everyone dances, and so then 
we all have more fun! So we will play for free at your house.”

So now we are having a spring and fall party at our place, oldtimeworld.com! Check it out! Music 
makes the world go round! Our lives have been enriched by the fact that every music event we go to see, 
we try to be the ones that dance. They always welcome us to get things going, then, minutes later, hesitant 
couples join us, and the whole thing turns into a real party.

Then, another thing happened. Dave Yarashus, my stepson, called me in 2020. “How, I have not seen 
you for so long.”

“Come on over, Dave, and visit,” I said, and he drove over, and we shared all the treasured memories we 
loved and started doing work together, all the great things about work I taught him years ago, just like my 
father taught me! Wow, what a blessing! So now we are getting together every weekend!

Medical Examination

I recently had a full medical examination. My doctor said, “Howard, you are my only patient that is seven-
ty-six and looks forty-five!”

I was shocked. No other doctor ever told me that, but I have been blessed with happiness all my life. 
Maybe it is keeping me young! What is happiness anyway? Where does it come from? Well, it surely is the 
from the parents and the example they set. My mother loved me very much and said so often. The same for 
Dad, and we had many activities aboard wooden boats and the weekends on the river. Mother liked people 
and had many friends. From the time I was born, they had a different boat every two years, lots of swimming 
and picnics and sleeping at different anchorages for the night. Adventure!
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Values

The quality of my life has come from many things like a belief in God, self-discipline, honesty, consideration 
for others, kindness, generosity, thoughtfulness, presence of mind, wisdom, learning from others, respect, 
and all these values may be what brings about happiness and success. Cheryl and I have looked up values, 
and the list includes

1. Faith—including belief, trust, fidelity, loyalty, and conviction. I went to church and Sunday school 
every year with my parents, and many years, thereafter, all throughout my life.

2. Hope—desire, belief, reliance, expectation. Close family ties, belief in others, confidence in them.
3. Charity—generosity, mercy, benevolence, helpfulness. Giving fills one’s heart with joy and lifts 

their spirits.
4. Fortitude—strength, courage, endurance, resoluteness. We had many times we were ready to give 

up, but we didn’t!
5. Justice—fairness, equity, rightness, impartiality. People can tell when you are fair or stingy.
6. Temperance—moderation, restraint, self-mastery, frugality, sobriety. Loss of self-control can end a 

valuable relationship.
7. Prudence—wisdom, discretion, vigilance, carefulness, thoughtfulness.
8. Integrity—responsibility for self, family, and friends, completeness, soundness, probity. Adherence 

to a code of behavior.

Things that money can’t buy: manners, respect, common sense, patience, integrity, morals, character, 
trust, class, love, generosity, devotion, and motivation. Valuable advice to keep in mind. Amazing to think 
how many good traits one must have to get the best out of life.

Seven Deadly Sins

Avoiding the bad traits or ensuring that the good ones will be outstanding!

1. Pride—vanity, thinking one’s self is above God.
2. Envy—desire for another’s traits, status, abilities, situation.
3. Gluttony—inordinate desire to consume more than one needs.
4. Lust—craving the pleasures of the body.
5. Anger—wrath spurning love in favor of fury.
6. Greed—avarice, covetousness, desire for wealth or gain above God or faith.
7. Sloth—avoidance of work, both spiritual and physical.
8. Narcissism—excessive or erotic interest in oneself and one’s physical appearance.
9. Vanity—self-love, conceit, egotism, selfish pride.

These last we avoid. The others, we believe, make for happiness and good relations with others all 
throughout life. On a recent thorough examination consultation, my doctor said that I am young for my age 
of seventy-six, maybe more like forty-five! I was shocked. All I can do is watch my diet, avoid overweight, 
and stay active as I have been all my life. My father told me that everybody has to work all day to make a 
living, but it is the work you do at home that helps you get ahead and take care of your home and family. He 
left them twenty million and lived to be ninety-two. Pretty great performance!

So here I sit, telling stories at seventy-seven, yet I have a list of seventy friends who have passed away. 
Nothing to do but regret that they are gone. After repeated reviews, I realize that I am guilty of greed. All my 
life, I wanted everything I ever saw and collected 135 boats, thirty-seven antique cars, endless tools, hun-
dreds of every kind of powered machinery, models of everything, and treasures from the past, of all kinds, all 
on display now in four buildings on our seven-acre farm, oldtimeworld.com!
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My Father Said

My father said many times that in February of 1945, his department was shut down because they had 
enough weapons and ammunition to kill every one of the enemy six times over. He came home and told my 
mother, and they decided that now is a good time to have a baby! So I was born one month after the Japanese 
surrender, November of ’45. As soon as I opened my eyes, all kinds of friends and coworkers of Dad’s and all 
people they knew came to visit, see me, have a drink, and tell about where you were during the war, so much 
so that I grew up with stories about the war and got maps of the world to see where all these places were. I 
now have a vast collection of books about WWII!

return to Smith Farm

So the tall ships, Operation Sail 1976, and the bicentennial year went on by, and I was back to work with 
surprisingly steady supply of Honda Civics that customers would wreck as fast as we could fix them back 
up. My old furniture customers found out I was home, began calling, and I had evenings to pick up or do 
more work and further get things going. I gradually opened up and got going lights and heat and electricity 
for several work areas. Larry was glad to have a place to work. He could drag something in any time, no 
complaints, and call me from work with what was next.

Just like Bill Dyson, I was always honest, and it helped us in every way possible, and we enjoyed the 
results. As a matter of fact, forty-six years ago, we were doing this and are now still friends and helping each 
other today! Still driving and repairing Honda cars too. Hamilton Smith always seemed to be slightly inter-
ested or ignoring what we were doing but glad to have us around and not worried about the money.

I began to realize that I needed some outside entertainment and decided to sign up for dance lessons 
in a private Severna Park studio where I could learn dancing once a week and meet some ladies. This story is 
a repeat of page 104, but it was a very special experience and another gift from my mother in that dancing 
leads to a wonderful marriage. I attended for a year and never met anyone I wanted to date but got better at 
waltz, cha-cha, tango, rumba as well as swing, my favorite. I finally had to acknowledge the expense and said 
thank-you to all. Months later, they called me and said that they had sold out to Arthur Murray and would 
like me to attend the event to celebrate the sale. Sounded like a big crowd, so I dressed well, and orchestras 
were playing. It was crowded. I danced with and sat with this nice lady, Valerie, and when she heard that I 
touched up furniture all my life, she said, “I need your phone number. I have a scratch in my dining table.”

Later that week, I went over Friday evening, and she apologized vigorously that she forgot a church 
meeting and would leave her son, Dave, fifteen, to sit with me while I worked on it. As I laid on the color 
coats and lacquer finish, he asked if I could look at his .22 rifle from his father that he had never fired. Safe? 
Yes. So we looked it over together, and I promised him we could go shooting soon. She invited me over 
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again, and she told me that her son liked me, and we sat and watched a program together, and suddenly, she 
began to kiss me. I was shocked but kissed back.

When her son got home, I gave him boxes of ammunition. We went to a museum together and a library. 
We were a nice compatible three. She liked to dance, and her older daughter was going to go to Harvard, a 
straight-A student, Valerie Ann. One thing led to another. We attended her church together many times, and 
the pastor said he would marry us! Seems like one blessing follows another! Marriage! Not only did we enjoy 
ten years together, but when she needed to move to Boston, she made a plan where I could buy the farm in 
Upper Marlboro from her. She said, “I bought that farm for you anyway.”

I was on Smith Farm, and this single guy came walking down the road. Who is that? I wondered. It was 
the son of Bob of Bob’s Bottle Gas, Bob McCarthy Jr. Ever since Faubert Road where we had that house 
with the car and half garage, I had Bob bring me gas bottles for this wonderful instant heat stove that Phil 
found. Bob would hook them up fast, without waiting, and tell us some funny stories, and his service was 
not too expensive. One day, he brought his son, but I had forgotten about him. When I saw it was Bob Jr., 
I said, “Where have you been?”

“In jail,” he said, “and I don’t want to talk about it.”
So I never did ask any questions after that. I asked if he wanted to work and have a place to stay. “Yes,” 

he said.
So we put up one of my tents on pallets and plywood in the barn and covered it with a tarp. He liked 

it, and we ate together and started fixing up the potato house I rented from Hamilton, the first building, I 
think. Now I was up to $100 a year for four buildings. Ham said it was all right, so we cleared it out and 
insulated the walls, built a stairway up into the half attic, and hung drywall panels neatly on every wall. 
Valerie and Dave would visit. Then we installed this fifties metal kitchen cabinetry from tract homes where 
my aunt and uncle lived, only now they were upgrading, and this all was like new, just old-fashioned. We laid 
a linoleum floor and then carpeted everything else and the upstairs. It was tight and brown shingle. Valerie 
and Dave enjoyed every visit and helped get the place ready to use. Gradually, Bob made some contacts and 
found a roommate, visited less often, but we worked on his car so he was having fun too.

Valerie’s son, David, treasured his years on Smith Farm and Upper Marlboro and, four years ago, called. 
I said, “Davey! Come over right away!” Now he comes every Sunday and helps us on the farm and helps with 
this book! Another wonderful treasure from our past!

Synopsis

As a child, my parents had raised me with the broken mahogany handmade furniture from my mother’s 
Proctor family of Proctor and Gamble. My father said, “They never gave us any money, but instead this 
beautiful furniture, which I will show you how to glue, repair, and make replacement matching parts for the 
missing ones,” and he did, too, starting at age five or six. He said, “You can’t go out and play. You have to 
help me work!” And my mother showed me how to sand and apply coats of varnish to make it like off the 
showroom floor while watching 77 Sunset Strip and other great fifties TV shows like The Ed Sullivan Show. 
I was used to my mother showing me refinishing on our Chris-Craft boat in the boatyard on the weekends.

My parents met in high school and bought a canoe for fifty dollars and owned all kinds of mahogany 
boats together ever since then. Gradually, it became clear that they intended that I learn every talent and skill 
they had. Both were very talented in all educated fields, mechanics, industry, gardening, farming, animal 
care, family care, music creation, and talent-related skills. My father had attended Baltimore Polytechnic 
Institute in downtown, North Avenue, Baltimore, Maryland, and my mother’s father had taught steam 
engineering there, the last one. All the men in my family went there and learned mechanical drawing and 
then patternmaking for casting.

117116

H O W A r D  J O H n S O n



When I went there, I had to stay after school until I cast two of my own patterns and then welded up 
decorative bookends of thin steel, painted them flat black, and mounted my patterns for display! It was an 
experience of a lifetime, and I rode the bus every day for four years and walked across eight blocks to school 
to have the pleasure.

In 1961, my mother had been sick and treated for cancer, often, for most of the school year. December 
eighth, my father suddenly appeared at my English class. I was called, and he said, “How, Mother died 
today.”

We both stood and wept, tears poured from our eyes while we walked through the halls. My friends all 
knew that something horrible happened.

Days later, he told me that he had paid the builder, Mr. Rembold, extra, to finish our house faster, but 
she hadn’t made it, so we had to move anyway, from Baltimore and the bus for attending school, to Severna 
Park. “And you have to drive your mother’s car to school.”

Well, that was good news! He threw me the keys. Gradually, all my early years, I realized that my par-
ents were teaching me their skills every day! And, surprisingly, I learned many of them well! Very many to the 
point that I have been self-employed at furniture refinishing and boat care all my life. I made money from 
sixteen years old to seventy-six years old—sixty years!

So Valerie Yarashus (Rollin) and I were married fifteen years until she needed to move to Boston to 
be with Valerie Ann and her grandchildren. I was left with the seven-acre place (no complaints) and kept 
her posted on what I was doing and shared with her stories of Boston adventures. We stayed friends, and so 
did Dave and I. It was a wonderful time of life, the late eighties. So then I decided to plant many nursery 
plants on the farm to get my farm tax base. So I bought 120 small Kousa Chinese dogwoods from Japan, a 
treasured beautiful miniature decorative species that blooms for three months in late spring, covered with 
white blossoms, all measured and spaced exactly in rows with rich soil. I dug every hole and tamped every 
planting, months of devoted effort here. All seemed to flourish well, and soon I had two huge blossoming 
fields with more hoped for the next year.
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Gift from God

This one year, my resources were depleted and nothing coming in. Bone-dry account. I decided that against 
my will about money, I would pray to the Lord for help! I told God that I had done everything but failed to 
cover my bills and needed his help and went to bed in despair. Nine o’clock the next morning, I was awoken 
by the phone. “Mr. Johnson, this is Russell Watson. Years ago, you told me that you have hundreds of Kousa 
Chinese dogwood trees that you have raised. Can I come look at them?”

“Sure, sir,” I said.
He came in fifteen minutes. I barely had my clothes on. He said, “Can I put tags on the ones I want?”
“Yes, sure, sir.”
God and my mother, again!
So while I watched and ate, he looked and tagged and then said, “Can I have my men come dig these?”
“Yes, sir!”
Then he said, “When you are ready, follow me to the office, and I will cut you a check.”
So by 11:30 a.m., he cut me a check, and by noon, I made a deposit in my account! God answered my 

prayers, and I have never had to ask him again! Every imaginable improvement was made on the farm build-
ings, roads, grading, grass, and tree trimming.

Arena

My friend Jackson called. “We are on a job and taking down a huge warehouse for a much larger one. Do 
you want the trusses?”

“Why sure, Mike! How many?”
“I’m not sure.”
Later I found it was thirty-seven sixty-foot-bar trusses! It took the neighbor and I with his flatbed all 

day to bring them to my house and stack them outside the huge level site I had chosen. Later, as I did grading 
to level the area, I realized it would be 160 feet!

Months later, just by luck, I stopped to watch Wilson Sexton and his men putting up poles along 
my road, and at lunch, they invited me to sit with them. I told them about my project; they said, “Sounds 
interesting” and later came down here to see the site. They said, “We can do it!” and charged me $700 for 
each Saturday of work to do it, a whole year of $700 
Saturdays. They first dug and stood fifteen poles on 
each side in perfect alignment. Then they told me to 
buy oak, eight-by-eights, and I did, from the Amish, 
and they cut them, put them up, and anchored them 
with huge telephone pole lag screws!

The next weekend, they put up the trusses, one 
at a time, held them down to the oak eight-by-eights 
with lag bolts as well. Then they told me that I had to 
buy five hundred feet of square tubing and weld all the 
trusses to each other. Then I spent the whole winter 
welding. Lucky I grew up at Middleton and Meads. I 
am a good welder! Now the whole thing is rigid in both 
directions. Then I joined sixteen-foot two-by-fours 
together to make eleven lengths of material in a row 
the 150 feet of the shed. I bolted those down, as I went, 
to the steel girders so there would be strong material to 
hold the roofing. I had prepared this whole huge stack 
of corrugated, galvanized sheet metal for the roof. I was 
lucky to secure with the aid of five helpers, and I spent 
an entire day handing up and screwing down all the 
sheet metal. It took us all day to do the entire job, and 
all at once, I had this huge empty building! Or actually 
roof, not closed in yet.
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1940 Chris-Craft

Monday morning, the phone rang. “Mr. Johnson, this is the Alexandria Seaport Society. You helped us put 
on a fundraiser a few years ago, and today, a member has contributed to us their 1940 Chris-Craft thirty-
four-foot cruiser. We have no way, currently, to use it here. Can you use this boat somehow?”

“Yes, sir. I think I can,” I said.
“Well, the truck is here now with the boat on the trailer. Can we send it over with a set of jack stands 

right now?”
“Yes, sir,” I answered, and in a half hour, the truck drove in with a complete and beautiful Chris-Craft 

cruiser, parked it on the corner of the new building, and by noon or so, it was blocked and on display in the 
new building! A fantastic treasure!

Arnie’s Boat

When I was at the University of Baltimore in about 1966, I had an apartment on 1621 Calvert Street in 
Baltimore and could walk over to the college each day for classes. Another student had an apartment nearby, 
and we found we had many interests in common, growing up on the Severn River and around Severna Park, 
so we would get together often.

One weekend, I went home with him, and he showed me the boat that he and his father built together 
that just needed finishing. A few years later, when Phil Link and I rented Phil’s wife’s home on Faubert Road 
in Glen Burnie, we began to have room for projects like this, 1968 or so.

Arnie and I would work on the boat and got five or more smooth varnish coats on his deck and interior. 
He gradually fell in love and started to have a family. He said, “Johnny, take the boat and bring it back when 
we can use it,” and I did; inside storage over the winter.
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ACBS

During the summer, we kept it on the mooring in front of his house until ’92, when I was out on the Severn 
one day. There appeared a small group of other boaters waving me to come over and introduced themselves. 
The Antique and Classic Boat Society, Chesapeake Bay Chapter. They asked me all about my boats while 
sitting in their Chris-Craft and Centuries. They told me that they were planning a trip up north to the 
Antique Boat Museum in Clayton, New York, for the Antique Boat Show on the St. Lawrence River that 
separates us from Canada and connects the Atlantic Ocean to the Great Lakes. They had rented a cottage 
on Grindstone Island, the biggest of 1,850 islands in that area called the Thousand Islands and planned to 
commute to the show with their boats for ten days; would I be interested in going? I think that my mother 
sent this opportunity to me from heaven.

Valerie was busy taking care of H. T. Brown’s Century 21 real estate office and said, “Go ahead!”
So soon I was meeting with Chuck Warner, Jim Holler, Tab Miller, and Herb Zorn to plan the trip and 

make lists. Months later, off we went, and, of course, Arnie approved using his boat! He was always glad that 
someone was getting meaningful use out of it. But this was a big deal, and towing it all the way up there, 
following each other, and no cell phones! Somehow we made it with gas stops and all the challenges of a 
seven-hour tow, all the way up to the top of the nation.

Bench repair

When we got there, right away I noticed that the benches in the yard were damaged with holes in the tops of 
the arms and backrests, right where you might lean. Ugly problem, and luckily, months before, I had been 
trying new kinds of polyester body putty fiberglass strand reinforced, and this one, a new brand I had been 
working with at home, was the same color! I had developed an auto body repair technique where you prepare 
the rust hole by sanding and rust removal around the hole, then the patch is marked and a stiff, semitrans-
parent shrink-wrap plastic is marked to match on the other side and the two-part repair material mixed and 
spread on the flex sheet and slapped on the job, smoothed out around the edges and held in place without 
wrinkles for the ten minutes until firm, then the backing sheet carefully peeled off, leaving the repaired area 
ready to use!

So as we met our hosts, I told the manager that I could easily and inexpensively repair their benches. 
They began to question me about how I could do this. While we talked, my friends signed up for the river 
tour that was soon to leave. I explained everything to the head of maintenance, and they said, “We will get 
a quart of the fiberglass reinforced body putty and try it.” Fifteen minutes later, I showed the maintenance 
man the process. He was so amazed. They said, “Go back and get a gallon!”

So I busied myself repairing ten benches in the shady beauty of the museum grounds, sanding around 
the edges with real coarse paper, and marking the patch on the shrink-wrap plastic, and then mixing the 
polyester and hardener on the other side, and then slapping the patch neatly on, and holding it across the 
opening, while keeping it shaped and free of wrinkles until it firmed up in ten minutes or less, and then 
gently and carefully peeling the white plastic patch support off, leaving a matching repair in place. Ironically, 
the patch material was the same color as the bench plastic, so no painting was required. Sometimes, I had to 
make a small addition in case of a gap or air hole, but once we got going, it was twenty arms and backs that I 
fixed, and after a while, the maintenance man brought the manager and staff out to see the repaired benches 
and gave me a ring of keys to all the doors of the museum, and my tired friends all came in from the freshly 
docked river tour and saw the ring of keys and said, “We take a tour, and now you work here!”

After that, I was a hero, and we had the time of our lives exploring everywhere we went and enjoying 
everything; none of it ever running out. Suddenly, every brand of pleasure boat was more interesting, and I 
realized that there was a story in every direction I looked because my father allowed me to read his boating 
magazines since I was an only child, from the time I could look at the pictures.
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Antique and Classic 
Boat Society

So summer of 1992 brought into my life a gradual interest in collecting more boats and visiting other muse-
ums. The ACBS Chesapeake Chapter had a yearly show in St. Michaels, Maryland, on the eastern shore, and 
the museum did everything to make us feel at home, including meetings throughout the year to plan for new 
activities, for lectures, group needs, and meals—a huge variety. I learned many things from every visit and 
came up with the idea of half man and half outboard motor for a show, so I built my outboard man costume, 
wore it all around during the show, and it was a 
huge hit.

I gradually got to know wooden boat enthu-
siasts locally and nationally—a gold mine. I got 
to know Ginger Marshall Martus, a local writer 
who shared her articles with me, and we decided 
to write a newsletter for the ACBS group called 
the Stuffing Box, tried a few copies, it was well 
received, so we were a team for eight years, mak-
ing a well-rounded newsletter and sharing with 
other groups around the country, our twenty-five 
issues. I still have all the files with each better 
quality computer I bought; my writing and files 
have grown to where we have difficulty manag-
ing everything. Ginger introduced me to every-
one she knew, it seemed like, and my knowledge 
of wooden boats became ever more broad; I gave 
lectures on every aspect of restoration, history, or 
problems of boat ownership every year. Ginger 
introduced me to Earl Brannock, a fabulous 
author and storyteller. We became great friends. 
I bought a stack of his books and gave them to 
my friends. His life story was so fascinating. It 
helped me to decide to write my own life story.
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Library

We decided to build a library into a tractor trailer truck body with metal shelves bolted in down one entire 
side, my entire collection of books in some usable order, with seating, workspace, and friendly decorations, a 
library full of familiar books, many still unread but appealing, from a lifetime of gifts or hoped for read time. 
At seventy-seven, I do not take in outside shows but instead use the books waiting for me down there. I quit 
TV and movies in 1966. All my early years included visits and stories from family and friends, just home 
from the war, so I still collect and read books of every battle of WWII.

Upper Marlboro

So when we bought this place in 1985, another gift from my mother, I had to restore every building, one 
at a time. Every square inch of the house first. We removed the living room and dining room wall, put up a 
beam and posts, varnished that, refinished all the floors, and then putty and painted everything. When one 
of Hamilton’s big barns went down in a storm, we spent years taking things apart and making piles of similar 
sizes in the next barn so we had plenty of unused wood organized for every need. We spent two years going 
back and forth because we continued living there for a year before everything was ready to move in down 
here. We replaced the well pump, septic tank and pump, oil furnace, and had air-conditioning put in. The 
windows, storms, and original doors are all still in use.
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Toolshed

There was a dog kennel for eight hunting dogs next to the house where they raised them from puppies and 
later trained them as hunting guides. A mess then and not useful for much for me, except outdoor main-
tenance equipment like hedge trimmers, tree trimmers, rakes, chainsaws, and a huge collection of shovels, 
rakes, and hoes of every kind, including snow shovels, crosscut saws, push mowers, and power mowers, fun-
nels, and gasoline cans. You can see that the place became useful and crowded, keeping all this in order right 
from the very start. I had to recover the roof with roll roofing and drill hundreds of holes for large nails that 
were close together and up high to allow many similar tools to be on each pair, together, extremely handy 
and under a huge old elm tree that gave delightful shade in the summer, close to the house hose and great 
for washing cars.

We were blessed to have this as well and still in use for all the same things now, although I have added 
another storage building and workshop onto the front and side so we have big workbenches and hand tool 
storage benches, workspace, more concrete floors, lights, and indoor storage for three or more cars with used 
carpeting everywhere. I find it is easily available, makes for cozy comfortable in the cold, oil furnace and fan 
in the overhead for winter. Now that we had a strong repair and maintenance area going, we could throw 
ourselves into restoring the giant tobacco barn, three-story, full of eight-year-old tobacco!

Barn restoration

First I used neighborhood kids to climb up in there and throw piles of dirty stale tobacco, bleached out with 
age, down to be hauled away for disposal. We were doing this for months when we were surprised to be 
notified that we were being sued by the former owners! We went to the local settlement attorney we used, 
and he said, “Yes! There is an unused allowance for previous owners to continue to store their tobacco in your 
barn without rent for some vague time. Just pay the bill!”

So we had to pay $800 to former owner jerks for garbage that they had abandoned. Seemed very unfair, 
but we finally got control of our barn after years of monkey business from them!

The barn was dirt floor with posts down the entire middle. So the first project was the floor for the 
whole forty-by-ninety length of the building. Luckily, I was able to find an Amish team to grade and contrib-
ute labor to the concrete company so that in a day of hard work, we had a nice, thick, level floor with aprons 
for the doors on both sides. Having the slab made it possible for me to build trusses across the fifty feet with 
two-by-sixes from the Smith Farm Barn that fell, and we cleaned and saved from that loss but kept ready to 
use. I always asked Hamilton about everything, and he mostly always said that he didn’t care, “Go ahead.”

So the help we had from my great friend happened over eighteen years and was immeasurable in every 
way, including keeping the school bus inside there so I could get started again with no problems upon return 
from Sint Maarten. Looking back, I say to myself, “How could this have been possible?” But I always come 
to the conclusion that my mother did that!
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So the barn project was huge! I had never built a three-story stairway, and my first one was so steep I 
could see that I had to tear it down and build landings and turns so we could carry things up. So a second 
one was designed and built—two separate stairways with a landing and handrails, all steps the same size. 
There is a lot to know to do something like this. Soon I cut all the oak posts off even, with the floor and 
trusses, so we had a full span. The neighborhood kids helped me insulate every square inch of the downstairs 
and ceiling with batts of pink insulation, and then we hung drywall all throughout every square inch of the 
downstairs and, later that year, built in a huge overhead oil furnace pouring heat into the downstairs only, 
automatically, with a 250-gallon tank right outside, ready to fill, on automatic delivery so all three tanks we 
could have regularly filled! Soon there was nothing that we could not do. Welders were hooked up, all sorts of 
wood cutting and shaping equipment were moved in and permanently hooked up so things could be built 
everywhere. Any kind of job, farm, or moneymaking could be taken on or gotten going with future accom-
plishment brought on for success.

Gradually, the remainder of Smith Farm materials arrived, and we emptied that place out, and we hav-
en’t been back for years. Never to stop being thankful for my mother’s help finding it and Hamilton’s lifetime 
of generosity, we are forever thankful to my mother and God!

Valerie Yarashus

By 1985, Valerie and I and Dave had a lot going on in Upper Marlboro, and we were busy doing restoration 
on boats, furniture, and cars in every imaginable way. When I look at all the leftover equipment sitting 
around here, I realize that I was willing to do any project if I could buy the correct equipment to get it done, 
and I did! David went on to college and then his life. Then his mother needed to get up to Boston and help 
nourish everything in her daughter’s life. I gradually came to understand that the problems of getting along 
with Ray (her ex) cut into her care for her daughter who was ignored to some extent, leaving a lasting feeling 
of obligation. Valerie felt that the struggle with Ray caused her to ignore Valerie Ann in her formative growth 
years, and she got stuck there, so we began going to Boston every week for a year or more, and Valerie said 
she wanted to move up there! So we started working another year together to make that happen. She could 
always come back here, too, I felt, over the years!

So, gradually, I saw that she was happy up there and that we would just have visits. Soon I was single 
down here on the farm with endless boat and car work in the several shops we kept going, year after year, 
just like Smith Farm.
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Smith Farm

For fifteen or so years, he let me use the wonderful tractor shed concrete block cement floor, and I lived 
in the upstairs. Suddenly, one day in 1978, it caught on fire while I was away, and I came home, and the 
whole thing had burned down. The local volunteer fire department called to apologize. They had been called 
several times, but they were already at a fire, so couldn’t come to ours, so I lost everything I had in the bus 
and everything else and had to start over with nothing, all my picture collection, clothes, dishes, desk, and 
paperwork, personal records, and shoes. I shoveled the ashes up into piles with snow shovels, and we buried 
the piles on the edges of the farm.

A giant storm hit one summer, and one of the barns fell. It took me years with crowbars to disassemble 
and move barn number three into barn number two, stack it by size, but we had plenty of lumber, and huge 
amounts are still there to this day, I am sure. Larry and I repaired and painted Honda cars of every kind and 
maintained every imaginable kind of cars and trucks and helped our friends with their projects. Nothing 
beats being able to do whatever you want. I had constant furniture repair and refinishing going on, and 
starting in ’68, with Arnie’s boat, added boat work to my regular projects.

We built a replacement metal building over the slab where the tractor shed burned, and I increased the 
size of the other one by double with all the wood from the barn. I have always blocked out of memory all 
the bummers so I have forgotten what all I lost! So now, all these years have gone by with dozens of great 
stories to share. My father’s papers had the twenty-two letters from Sint Maarten, fifty years ago, 1972 to 
1976 or later 2002—I kept writing after that! I felt that I always owed my father an explanation of what I 
was doing! Not wasting my time but actually always being productive! Many different things good for power 
production and organization, year after year. So I have been thinking of all these things and writing for a year 
because everyone kept telling me to write a book! I was surprised how many things I remembered that I had 
forgotten. Now I am working on pictures and stories (eighteen) I already have written to add on at the end.
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neighborhood Children

My first wife was Donna Sopchick in 1969. We never had children because she needed to move back to 
Johnnstown, Pennsylvania, and take care of her parents, leaving me at Faubert Road by myself. Across the 
way was the Hernandez family, and we began having fun and making things in that little garage we had. In 
Sint Maarten, my partner, Ann, had Jordie, Kate, and Reid, and we found all kinds of things to do like work-
ing on boats and using them, swimming, and bicycle riding. They loved riding in my green dune buggy, and 
there were many places to visit or explore. I found that when we moved to Croom, there were about five boys 
of similar ages living up and down our street. Chris and Patrick Curry, the LaRoques, and the McKenzies. I 
liked taking them on hikes in the woods, boat rides on the Patuxent River Park, and camping out in tents. 
Valerie called this Camp Johnny, and we found all kinds of great things to do over the years.

They are men now but still help us with plumbing, heating, and air-conditioning, thanks to their 
father teaching them practical skills with McKenzie and Sons, working with tools, and having two younger 
ones for later. One day, they stopped by with someone from school saying that they think that I would like 
him. Laszlo was from Romania and had no family, and I invited him to stay in the basement bed I fixed up 
for Dave. I fed him, took him to school; we knocked out all kinds of interior paint jobs, digging, and farm 
maintenance. It was very helpful to have a young handyman on call 24-7. After a year or so, one day, right 

out of the blue, came a phone call. “Hello, Mr. Johnson. You don’t know me, but I am Arpad Kovacs, Laszlo’s 
uncle, and I called to thank you for taking care of him. He said that you fed him, took him to school, taught 
him all kinds of things, and were friends with his friends. We had difficulties in our family, and I want to 
make a website for your business as a thank you for your year of care.”

“Are you the antique doctor? Furniture touch-up and repair?”
“Yes, sir.”
Well, Arpad built us an amazing website we named oldtimeworld.com, which is now six movies and 

seventy-five great stories available to the entire world! Another fabulous blessing from my mother and God! 
We have become great friends, and I pay his reasonable bills whenever they come. Oldtimeworld.com—just 
type it in on Google or any search engine. Another fabulous reward for taking care of children from one’s 
heart.

He decided, out of the goodness of his heart, to make us a fabulous website! He seems to enjoy all 
I send, very much, and take pride in it just like he wrote it. Every writer needs someone who will put up 
everything you create! I always come up with the fabulous ideas right out of nowhere or the blue! What is 
this? Advanced brain power!
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Then years later…

Valerie’s Family

When I returned from Sint Maarten in ’76, I had been away for five years and had lost touch with many 
people, in spite of still having the school bus workshop still safe and sound on Smith Farm. I wondered what 
to do. I decided that if I took dancing lessons, at least I could hold some of their students in my arms. So I 
signed up at a place in Severna Park and began enjoying waltz, tango, cha-cha, and swing lessons. I enjoyed 
a steady year but didn’t hit it off with any of their students. Finally, I had enough and quit, but weeks later, 
they called, saying that they had made a deal to sell out to Arthur Murray, and that they would like me to 
attend the transfer of ownership party.

When I went, everyone who had attended Arthur Murray was there, and I met a lady, just the right size, 
shape, age, and enthusiasm. She wanted me to touch up her dining table. I met her son, and we hit it off; 
the table repair went well, and she told me that her son said, “Mom, why don’t you date someone like that?”

So she invited me over. As soon as we got settled down with snacks and drinks, by surprise, she began 
to kiss me. All I could do was kiss back! Then we were a lot closer and started having all kinds of great dates 
and spending time with her children, and we asked Hamilton if we could fix up the potato house into a 
place to live, and he said, “Yes!”

So Bob’s Bottle Gas Son and I worked for two years on making a nice comfortable place across from the 
tractor shed where the school bus workshop was stored for five years. Here is Dave in his Fishburne Military 
School uniform, and Valerie Ann after she was invited to go to Harvard after her all-A successes in college.
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We All Had a Great Time!

For a few months and moved to Smith Farm, into the potato house, Bob and I fixed up with Dave’s help. 
We had two great years there—Valerie, Dave, and I. When Hamilton said he needed a place for his mother-
in-law, we began looking for a place. In 1985, New Year’s Day, we went to look at three places. The first two 
were right on the street, Third look great just driving in Small house, bug barn, 2 plots of land totaling 7 
acres. We decided to go sign the papers. Another couple followed us in, and they appeared at the real estate 
office while we were signing—$120,000. She had money.

Later, she told me she bought the place for me. I sure have flourished here. Now we have Old Time 
World, three big buildings full of boats and other treasures, and love showing everything to folks daily. Now 
that I have turned seventy-seven, I am starting to want to make something permanent out of OTW, for our 
nation and its citizens.

We visited Valerie Ann many times in Boston. Gradually, I could tell that Valerie’s interests included 
helping raising Valerie Ann’s children. She was going up there more and more often, and, finally, we decided 
that she would gradually stay. That’s when she told me that she really bought the farm for me. Now, years 
later, Dave comes for dinner every Sunday and sometimes brings some of his children with Heather—Zac, 
twenty-four; Havalah, twenty-two; Sam, twenty; Zeke, eighteen; Phoebe, sixteen; Mathias, thirteen; and 
Joelle, ten. What a gang! Now we need to help them all find productive things to do!

Their grandfather has found all kinds of extra tools and collectable items that they could use in their 
own lives and save money! Why do we have seven acres and all these buildings anyway? Scott Ouderkirk 
showed drone views of the property, and Cheryl counted twenty-two storage areas, total, on the buildings. I 
looked in each and saw that I had collected so much that I started to make a movie of each area so we have an 
inventory of all we have; way too much, to write everything down, but amazing to see all and try to describe, 
all extremely useful stuff, too, that could be sold.

We need more income now that $10,000 per month is used up, paying for all our bills. February 2023 
is a new challenge for everyone we know!

Another strange thing is that the weather has changed all winter, so it is sixty degrees most every day, 
and we sleep with the windows open at night and no screens in the winter! What in hell is this? Now we are 
moving all our boats for this big party, forty-five or more and two bands. Everybody had a great time, but 
nobody even said thanks! So we know we need to stop!
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Letters

So here are few of the twenty-two letters I wrote to my father from 1972 to 1976. I was delighted to see 
that he kept them. They tell the details of many things I did in Sint Maarten, building the boats. I had to 
transcribe them from my handwriting. I hope to copy on in my handwriting as well.

Edith and Jerry were my cousins who have now passed but were a wonderful help and support to me 
and twice brough five members of our family for a week of visiting down there. After the letters are eigh-
teen stories I have written, and after that, many stories from the Stuffing Box, our Antique and Classic Boat 
Society newsletter.

Simpson Bay Lagoon
January 12, 1973

Dear Edith and Jerry,

I hope you had a great time in Saint Thomas. I spent ten minutes there on my way 
here and was sorry I couldn’t spend some time at your house before I left. I stayed home 
an extra week, just to visit everyone and still didn’t make it. Now I write letters.

I am having a ball getting used to this new home. Everything is beautiful and 
unique. This island, half-Dutch and half-French, is linguistically as well as socially dif-
ferent. It seems like everyone speaks three or four languages or dialects. I am beginning 
to be able to understand the natives through my dealings with them and several of the 
friendships I have made. The natives live simply but comfortably. They are not neat or 
tidy around their homes, and they enjoy breaking bottles, but they are very friendly and 
good-natured. There is no race problems or discrimination. They share local problems 
and care for each other’s children, have good habits of personal hygiene. Many are very 
handsome. I like them.

The island itself is still impressively beautiful to me, and I have been looking at 
it for a month and a week. I am still exploring, and every new bumpy road I find has 
delightful surprises around every tight curve. Sentry Hill (right behind my tent) rises 
1,200 feet above sea level, and many of the hundreds of peaks on Saint Martin are nearly 
as high, so everywhere you go are friendly people and good views. We live on the edge 
of a five-mile-long lagoon, separated from the sea by peninsulas and mountains, a huge 
ring of them, some French, we are Dutch. The land our shed is on was dredged up out 
of the lagoon some years ago and is made up only of white crushed seashells. Grass and 
some palm trees grow outside the fifty-by-twelve wide galvanized, corrugated metal shed, 
which we disassembled and moved from its old home in Simpson Bay Village nearby.

This shed was used by Peter Spronk and his men last year to build the two cata-
marans that Bill saw when he came here in early May. They constructed one hull at a 
time and then joined them outside. We will follow this procedure, and right now, the 
bulkheads are made out of four-by-by-one-half Douglas fir plywood. After the two hulls 
are parallel and right side up outside, we will join them with a bridge deck which will 
have the navigator’s cockpit, a stooping deckhouse, and the mast mounted on it. The 
mast and rigging will go on very near the end of the job. Peter says we may be done next 
September. There is so much more I could say that I’ll continue about the boat as the 
work progresses.

Peter Spronk is a charming, witty engineer, designer, craftsman, artist who lives 
aboard Blue Crane, his original ’47 catamaran, with his wife and three delightful chil-
dren. Blue Crane is anchored out in the lagoon in front of our building shed. As we reas-
sembled his old building shed on his new land here, he and his men were busy building 
a new shed about five times as large as ours, right behind ours. It is the new home of 
the Lanseair, the Caribbean Catamaran Center. Since I arrived December 9, they have 
worked one-thirty to five every day, and this Friday is the grand opening.

We are completely organized and ready to begin making the bulkheads, which form 
the basic shape of the hull. We have leveled the dirt floor of our shed and built a jig into 
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the ground, which will hold the bulkheads upside down in the correct relationship to 
each other. Once we are satisfied that each one is correctly positioned, we will put on 
the keel, then parallel to it an eight-inch inside strake of wood as long as the boat. We 
will join sixteen-foot sheets of plywood for these strakes. One after the other, they will 
be cut, joined, shaped, and placed. After the special resorcinol glue has dried, the heavy 
fasteners are removed, and wooden pegs driven in their place. When all the strakes are in 
position, the hulls will be taken off the jig and placed on a cradle outside. Then we will 
make a second one opposite to the first (mirror image). Bear in mind that they’re only 
four feet wide.

This big shed has a large plywood storage area, power tool, and workbench area, 
a small kitchen, an office for paperwork and model displays, a drafting room for plans, 
and room enough to construct a sixty-foot catamaran and a sixteen-foot one at the same 
time. What a place. Tomorrow, I am going to finish the wiring for them because the 
electrician is so undependable. They can’t trust him to get it done by Friday, the big day.

Peter is well-known by all here. The last two catamarans were very spectacular, and 
nearly the whole island turned out for the launching. A speech was given by RWO Van 
Delden, the lieutenant governor, and he and everyone else associated with boats will be 
here. I am so excited I can’t sleep. Movies will be shown of the catamarans after they were 
launched racing together in sailing down islands. These boats are graceful, eye-catching, 
and exceptionally fast. We think ours will be even better. Peter has come up with many 
improvements on them since last year as well as ways to save money. With Bill’s knowl-
edge of boatbuilding obtained from five years at the Coast Guard Yard as a shipfitter. I 
have become acquainted with the many facets of boat design, and we have managed to 
stay in step with Peter’s development work on the new lapstrake planking method. This 
project is so exciting and daring I am often euphoric. Of course, being in such a perfect 
place has a great deal to do with it.

We collect rainwater off the shed roof in fifty-five-gallon drums, and each night, 
I put on my bathing suit and stand out back next to one and dump wash pans full on 
myself, lather up, and rinse off. Each day, I swim in the lagoon out to one boat, over to 
Blue Crane where I again appreciate her beauty, and then back to our neatly organized 
work shed and cooking area. We take turns with the cooking. We shipped down many of 
our favorite grains and health foods. I sprout all kinds of good lentils, mung beans, and 
azuki beans, alfalfa, loengeck seed, and more.

Bill, Ev, Mike, and I all have tents in the woods behind Peter’s land. My tent is the 
most far away, a three-minute walk on a pleasant path near an ancient wall; on the other 
side of it is my nine-by-twelve Eureka cabin tent with an army poncho on each end for 
awnings overlooking a private field of silvery golden grass, trees, and mountains, with 
not a single house or light in sight anywhere. At night, it is completely silent when the 
wind stops. Each morning, the goats romp and play outside, the roosters of the people of 
the nearby town of Koolbaai wake us up. It is common to have to chase cows or donkeys 
away from the palm trees we’ve planted. They must be very tasty. I often arise at dawn 
to see the mountains shrouded in a pink glow. The clouds make constantly changing 
patterns against the crystal blue sky. I’ve never seen clouds like this before.

If it rains, often there will be a rainbow over the lagoon. The entire bow will go 
from one end to the other. What a sight. On the way to town, you can see Saba and Sint 

Eustatius and sometimes Saint Kitts in the distance. Of course, all kinds of gorgeous 
sailing ships visit here from all over the world. A friend of a friend invited us aboard the 
seventy-foot So Fong (Fragrance), a 1930s gaff-rigged cutter. Made entirely of now unob-
tainable teakwood, this outstanding boat is a monument to craftsmanship and attention 
to detail from the past. She has two staterooms, three heads, a large main saloon, com-
fortable galley, and so spacious at forecastle you could live there entirely (was for the crew 
when the owners were aboard). It’s like living on an inside of the most magnificent solid 
teakwood working antique imaginable. We were served a magnificent meal for eight with 
a flaming Spanish coffee. What a delight.

It seems like every event here has the magnitude of the above one. I skin dive and 
made a surfboard behind Bill’s Hobie Cat, and we sail and hike, and I have fixed up a 
nice VW beetle with yellow wheels, and we have made many wonderful friends. I hate 
to brag so, but things couldn’t be better. I hope they are so good for you both and Sally, 
Jerry, and the tailless wonder. Say to everyone you meet who would care, “Hello!”

Love and sunshine,
Johnny
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Simpson Bay Lagoon
June 29, 1973

Dear How,

I really appreciate your letters. Each day, I regret dozing off before being able to 
reply (at this time we were living in private tents in the woods behind the boatbuilding 
sheds). The letter said that we are having a difficult time keeping our hull progress one 
step behind theirs. As a result, we have been having to put in twelve to sixteen-hour days 
all month long. Bill and I are pleased with our progress as a result of the more urgent 
schedule. We have fully planked the hull and filled the holes with the fastenings used 
to hold each until the glue dries. We used two-part resorcinol glue, a big reusable sheet 
metal screws, removed when dry, then drilled out the holes, glued in dowels, and sand 
these smooth on both sides. The fine silicon bronze plates you sent are handsomely fin-
ished and neatly set into the stem, bedded in Epoxy, and fastened with twelve two-inch 
anchorfast nails.

This week, we plan to make the stempiece to cover the ends of the planks and the 
chainplate, then it will continue along the keel in a Douglas fir shoe. Then we will round 
all the edges of the planks to half-inch radius. This will make it much easier to get the 
Dynel cloth to lay over the lands. The cloth and Epoxy will make a fillet in each joint.

Hugh McCoy, our partner, has just arrived after taking a nightmarish sail to Jamaica 
and back. The home-built Piver trimaran he was sailing here suffered one serious gear 
failure after another. They lost the boom and rudder, and after repairs in Jamaica, the 
boat started to break up; it was so poorly built. They motored back to Florida, and he 
arrived here by plane this week. Now he says he knows what not to do!

I was deeply pleased by your offer to build our rudders. Bill and I appreciate your 
generosity. It makes us happy to have your support. We will see what we can find before 
we accept. Although I think your offer will be hard to beat. We have been studying ways 
to simplify the design with Pete. We are waiting for replies from some Dutch firms Peter 
has dealt with before. At this time, we have ordered all the parts to build the boat—nuts, 
bolts, hardware, masts, booms, and sails. Bill and I each have added an additional $1,000 
into our boat account. We hope that this, plus the additional money from Hugh for not 
working for eight months, will carry us through. All the parts for the second hull have 
been made, so it will be a simple assembly process. It takes an amazing amount of labor.

I have paid the final taxes and transfer fees for the land I bought. I am sorry some-
times that I jumped in and made the purchase because sometimes now my funds are 
dangerously low, and sometimes I feel that I wouldn’t want to live on such a small island 
anyway. I hope it will sell easily if the time comes.

(It never did! So perhaps I still own a quarter acre down there.)
Hello to all the family!

How
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Simpson Bay Lagoon
August 1, 1973

Dear Family,

The summer seems to pass more rapidly than any one before this. Working long 
hours, six days a week, hastens the passage of time. Perhaps if I were cruising and relaxing 
down islands, I would not be so concerned. Only misery slows the passage of time.

We had a big party on July 21, invited all our friends, and carried out the first hull, 
all smooth with Dynel cloth and three coats of Epoxy resin and two white prime coats of 
Epoxy paint. It looks like nothing I have ever seen before, lying out there in front of our 
shed, forty-seven-foot long and only four feet wide, with all fifteen strake lines accentu-
ating the length. It is beautiful and quite impressive, even from across the lagoon on the 
road from the airport, so our quota of curiosity seekers has increased. It was a pleasure to 
have thirty friends together. We had a washtub full of Heineken beer and a cookout with 
hot dogs and salads. It reminded me of corn roasts and crab feasts growing up.

Peter was genuinely happy with our work and said it was lighter than he expected. 
There is no unnecessary wood in it anywhere. The Epoxy coating added measurably to 
the strength of the hull. On the day after cure, it was sand able, but two days later, not 
even 50 grit belts can abrade it. The stuff is so thick we spread it on like putty with our 
gloved hands on the lands that had been radiused to one-half inch.

Now we are rapidly assembling the second hull. Put the first plank on today and the 
second on tomorrow—both sides. Again, we had to set up all the frames and level them 
with our water hose, assemble the stem and stern webs, then install the daggerboard box 
between five and five A, ten in all, laminate the keel out of three laminations, four-inch-
wide, three-quarter-inch-thick spruce, ends scarf glued to forty-five-foot, then cut out 
and fit six gunwale sections, joining all the frames along the rub rail at the deck. We will 
be doing the planking in two weeks. That’s progress.

Peter, Malcom, and crew are working on other projects, mostly a floating pier for 
Island Water World, a marine supply place right down the beach from us.

Their two sixty-foot hulls are sitting there, waiting. Maybe we can catch up yet. Our 
sails and spars are confirmed by Gowen & Sparlight of England. Island Water World is 
supplying all paint and hardware as well as an attractive white rubber inflatable dinghy. 
Only rudder and deckhouse are undecided at this time. We are making good progress, 
all are happy, and the money is holding out. So far, so good!

Hugh didn’t arrive until July first. He had taken a position with some young trima-
ran owners as outfitter and skipper. He re-rigged the boat and equipped her for the trip 
to Saint Thomas and then down islands. His crew was inexperienced, the boat not so 
well built. The sea was rough.

The first day out, all the slides that hold the mainsail to the mast failed (probably 
sun-damaged plastic), making sounds just like gunshots, and so now the mainsail was 
no longer attached to the mast! The boat stopped dead in the water, and sail flapping 
out of control. There were numerous gear failures, a shroud pulled up through the deck, 
two lower stay eye bolts failed. Then the rudder broke off! They couldn’t sail at all. They 
made a jury rudder, but it failed too.
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Finally, they drifted two days and sighted Kingston, Jamaica, in the distance, then 
were able to get towed in, in heavy seas. They stayed three weeks, made repairs, and 
struck out again, hitting heavy seas. Two days later, the deck and cabin top began to pull 
away from the hull sides. They began taking on water. Everything got soaked. They all 
were miserable but managed to limp back to Florida where they came from! What a trip!

He was wet and worried most of the time and really appreciates the lightness, flex-
ibility, and strength of our boat. He likes Peter’s watertight hatch design that can be 
dogged down and locked eighteen-by-twenty-four inches, two on each hull. Every effort 
has been made to use a minimum of hardware.

The boat will have continuous flow through ventilation via a large scoop in the 
leading edge of the bridge deck. We doubted that we would be spending much time tied 
up at piers. Probably most swinging at anchor or a mooring, facing the wind for airflow 
in the bridge deck and water drainage holes in the bottom. Air will flow out the mush-
room ventilators in the aft deck of the hulls, so it should be cool and dry in the hulls that 
are so slim and fair it should cut through the water instead of pound, and steer well. We 
found that the design employs many great ideas.

Suddenly, it is August 27. We have been working sixteen hours a day for seven days 
a week. The second hull is almost ready for paint. She’ll be moved out and set parallel 
to our port hull at a big party here on Sunday, September 2. Peter told us around plank 
ten that we could all have our hull turnover party together and that they would wait an 
extra week for us. We were so pleased with this we have worked full-time to help make 
it happen.

Now we will be joining the hulls under a huge tarp next to the shed blocking Peter’s 
access to the water, so we can hope to be launching first. The shed will hold the tarp and 
block the wind. We are going to have to share the cost of a big crane for raising the masts, 
and look forward to a big launch day together for the big Maho Cat and the forty-sev-
en-foot (no name yet). We are looking forward to a launch event in November and hope 
interested members of my family can attend. It would be very expensive to come for a 
group, but this may be the biggest accomplishment in my life!

You would be welcome to use my clean, bug-free tent at Fort Johnson. I had to add 
one-hundred-foot of barbed wire to keep out the cows! A cow knocked down my tent 
fly and ridgepole, causing a five-foot rip in the material that took two days to repair and 
reerect.

Tomorrow, we want to put on a coat of Epoxy and microbaloons on one side and 
the bottom, sand one side, and put a cap strip of Dynel and resin, so I must say goodbye 
for now.

Saturday, September 8, 1973

This past week was so busy that I was not able to complete this letter. There were 
warnings about tropical storm Christine. We made every conceivable preparation for her 
coming. We took down our tents and lashed them to the ground and packed all our tools 
in footlockers placed up inside the overturned hulls. Extra bracing was added to the shed 
and sandbags placed on the roof. The port hull outside was guyed to the ground, and 
two-by-twelve legs clamped on to keep it from blowing over. Our head and shower were 
tied down, and extra covers and lashings were put on all tables and chairs and all that 
could float or blow away. We rescheduled the turnover party. The storm hit but wasn’t 
much more than forty-mile-an-hour winds.

We used this downtime to make plans for the turnover party. We will have eight 
hamburgers and two washtubs of Skol beer on ice.

We have put two coats of white Epoxy primer on the second hull and a first coat of 
dark green bottom paint on both at $68 a gallon. They look longer than ever and will be 
improved by two coats of dark green Epoxy topside paint, if it ever comes. The Boot Top 
Stripe will be white as well as the tumblehome plank and decks. Now we are working 
on making two fifteen-by-thirty-foot covers of white nylon reinforced vinyl; tarps under 
which we will work joining the hulls and building the rest of the boat.

Sometime under this final stage of construction, Peter will fly to Puerto Rico, pre-
pared to design rudders using available materials. He feels that he can pick and choose 
the necessary parts, labor, and shipping in person most efficiently. We have our fingers 
crossed.

In our spare time, we have visited with Jonathan and Pam aboard the Baltic Trader 
Ship, Evelyn. She is seventy feet long and built in 1898 and rebuilt in 1938. Her planks 
are three-inch thick on four-inch ribs that are four inches apart, planked inside and out 
all the way up to the deck. She’s a traditional-looking boat with a gaff main and mizzen, 
topmasts, and topsails, and three jibs running out onto a thirty-foot bowsprit. It’s a thrill 
to climb up the ratlines and sit in the rigging, a great view, and to feel the gentle roll of 
a hundred tons beneath you. He has worked on it for five years and is day-chartering for 
the Concord Hotel near the airport.

Everyone on the island hopes that this will be a good tourist season; last year was 
not, and everyone has been struggling to hold on for this year. Big hotels and small shops 
all depend on tourists, and since it’s the only industry here, everyone feels the pinch.

If there were ever any major failure of the American economy, this would be an 
unpleasant place to be.

Here we depend on ships for everything. When you are hungry, and there’s no food, 
money is useless. Recent Time magazine articles point out so many dangerous problems. 
I feel like I would rather have tillable land than a nice view. We hope to travel on the boat 
and find a place where land is cheap. I have heard wonderful stories about the beauty and 
richness of Costa Rica. We are all looking forward to the launch!

I am always thinking of my family.

Love,
Johnny
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Simpson Bay Lagoon
October 30, 1973

The pace of life has increased another few increments since October first. I am so 
excited I could pop. I sure appreciate that birthday present. We are down to our last few 
dollars, and every penny counts. I’m down to $300 here and am debating whether to sell 
my Volkswagen bus now or wait until after the launch. I might add that both Bill and 
Hugh had to borrow heavily from their parents because everything we have bought has 
doubled in price since we started. How long will it last? We feel that we will be barely 
able to finish with the dwindling accounts. Beans and rice have sustained us for a long 
time. We fish and pick local fruit. I am as healthy as I ever have been, so don’t worry. I 
am sorry to hear about the lost film. I’m going to ask at the post office what to do. It’s the 
second lost roll. Please send the finished photos because I want to put them in a book for 
launch day, which we hope will be December ninth. That may change but looks definite 
now. I know it’s soon, but we are really working hard, making excellent progress, and 
have all our gear in storage, waiting to be put on.

Each day here, everything costs more. I’m excited about having you here, and I 
want to show you many important things, like my land. Our catamaran may be named 
trauma, Taruma, an Arawak Caribbean Indian tribe name, and the sixty-foot, Maho, 
which Lanseair has been building and will be launched the same day. It will be a big 
event! Oh, Bill’s and Hugh’s parents will be coming too. I suggest you contact them 
about coming down if not just to get to know them. I especially want my father to be 
here; in all my life, his business has kept him from coming along, and now I hope he has 
that in hand enough to take time out. He would enjoy Mr. McCoy very much; I wish he 
would call him up, and here’s the phone number. Mr. McCoy may have us build him a 
boat like ours in the future. He is an exceptional person and worth a phone call. At least 
we know a couple who own Lagoon Inn, near here, and we will ask them about a group 
rate for all the visitors. They have very nice apartments close by. I will confirm this later.

Now for the big news. I have not spent much time telling you all about the difficulties 
we have experienced in getting along. Personal relationships on this intense level are com-
plicated, and I have filled a book with my observations about our behavior. I’ve not enjoyed 
living with Bill’s wife and have been at odds with her, no matter how I have treated her. 
Nothing I do is right with her, and I believe it stems from jealousy over Bill and my intimate 
and long relationship. She felt that she could not stand to live with me, and every day, she 
lets everyone know in one hundred small ways that she didn’t intend to put up with me any 
longer. I have suffered deeply under her suppression and belittling and have tried everything 
from hating her in return to turning the other cheek. The pressure has been hard on all of 
us, particularly Bill who doesn’t want to lose either of us but cannot change Evelyn’s mind.

She is stubborn and selfish and feel that I stand in the way of their lives and their 
every plan. She likes Hugh, so he’s okay as long as he does not disagree with her too 
much. He has not lived with her as long as I have and is easygoing and affable, more than 
I am. We spent many hours discussing the problem and concluded that things would 
be better, and we could salvage our most valuable friendships if I was not an owner. We 
agreed that Evelyn would like me more if I was not in the way and the boat will always 
be mine to sail and live aboard. Bill went home last week. After many hours of painful 
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bargaining, I agreed to sell my share for a low $10,000, even after Peter told me it was 
worth $16,000. I felt that Bill would not be expected to get together more money than 
that. It gives me my original investment, plus $4,000; the education I have gotten, one 
could never get a more intensive course in high-quality light displacement sailing craft 
construction. I have learned an exceptional amount, and my career is just beginning.

I felt that if I could have my cake and eat it too, it would be best. I knew I could 
hold out and ring more money out of Bill, but he would hate me for the rest of my life. I 
agreed to $10,000 cash, hardly believing he could raise it. He went home, and his family 
lent him $9,000; exactly two weeks later, he was back with that and all the additional 
equipment we needed. The tension is gone, and our friendship will continue. I’ll sail 
on the boat whenever I want, will enjoy our lives, and I’m sure I made the best possible 
decision that has ensured the success of the project. Without me, it could not have been 
done. I don’t want this change to alter your enthusiasm for it because it was necessary and 
does not make a real difference in what I have done.

Hopefully, it will improve what I will do now with the owners of the Maho, who were 
being forced into a nasty relationship with a group of people who would lend them the nec-
essary funds to finish their craft, which you will sail aboard, if it is possible, as well as ours, 
of course. They offered me 20 percent ownership in the $60,000 boat, which will be one 
of the fastest in the world. It is a unique opportunity. I have become friends of theirs; they 
own the land across from mine and run the water sports at Mullet Bay Beach Hotel, which 
you will see. They’re extremely competent, and along with Peter Spronk and his partner 
Malcolm Maidwell, who you’ll meet, along with the directors of Mullet Bay, have deter-
mined that the boat will earn enough in its first season, beginning December, to pay for 
itself in the first season. It will carry a maximum of twenty people, and two half-day trips 
around the island for $15 per person. It will be the most exciting boat ride in the world 
with the best scenery available, and the boat will definitely be able to go twenty-two knots.

Under racing conditions, we hope to race her in the offseason. It may hit twenty-six 
to twenty-eight knots and gain great recognition. It will be featured in a magazine for 
sure. It’s the most exciting business deal I have ever known. Jeff Klein and I have spent 
several days discussing his books, incorporation, and the many aspects of running the 
boat. His uncle is a bookkeeper, and tonight we discussed how to set up the corporation 
taxes and insurance. We already have the insurance man from a Tortola-based British 
firm who was so impressed with the boat he said he wanted to handle it at 2 percent. 
That includes $60,000 hull insurance and liability up to $100,000. Mullet Bay also cov-
ers all guests, and that will be included in the Maho agreement.

It looks like my future will be interesting. I am positive of not losing the $10,000. I 
have the land, the school bus workshop on Smith Farm, two matching Volkswagen buses 
in new condition, the antique 1954 MG TF from Edith, a Renault, and a VW bus here, 
my backpack, camping gear, ten-speed bike, skiing and diving equipment, a loving family 
with many loving friends. I have good health and an interesting, active, fulfilling life ahead.

How can I possibly be any better off? Am I happy? You bet!
Many thanks for all your love and support.

See you soon,
Johnny

Well, I decided to show you what they actually looked like. So now here are copies 
of how they actually looked in 1974.

Thanks to everyone who share my many stories, and don’t forget that I hope that 
there will be a part 2, starting with more letters telling the details of 1975 and 1976 and 
my return to the USA and the adventure of all the years from then on.

Love,
Howard and Cheryl Johnson
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April 19, 1974
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Howard Johnson, Ann Klein, and Doug Brooks sailing Maho about 1975. Ann tried to employ Douggie 
as skipper, but he was not willing to make as much effort to learn and improve everything as needed, and we 
saw that. He did not engage the guests in a charming way. Our day charter business needed devoted efforts, 
and I was put in charge. Two years revealed repetitive daily experiences, uncooperative weather, economic 
decline, physical breakdowns, too many expenses, and in spite of the beauty and glamor, I decided it was 
time to return to the USA and give up all of Sint Maarten and my possessions, land, and friends, and fly 
home! Along with some fabulous memories, this picture above and the one to the right is most of what is 
left of my ten thousand dollars! I guarantee, personally, that we did all this stuff, and we took these pictures.

For years, working together in underwater conditions, we helped each other gain confidence in our 
consideration and skills.
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The Taruma: A Big 
Cat Built to Prowl 
the West indies

By: Jack Dawson

In its short life, the Taruma, of St. Martin in the Dutch West Indies, has won two international yacht races, 
sailed 900 miles in four days to eclipse sailing records between its home port and Bermuda, and outdis-
tanced numerous tropical storms. It has even pulled water skiers, accelerating “like a sports car,” on the blue 
Caribbean. It can usually out-run any other sailboat, including millionaires’,” said Howard (John) Johnson, 
Jr., of Annapolis, a former co-owner and one of the builders.

Speed and comfort

Co-owner Hugh McCoy, 29, of Severna Park, added, “It came out better than we could have imagined. 
It has speed and comfort and is completely seaworthy.”

The Polynesians used catamarans thousands of years ago. Probably because the islands were so far apart 
and speed was necessary to outrun storms. The twin-hulled construction of the first “cats” were no doubt 
formed by lashing two logs together and setting up a crude sail.

The 47-foot-long Taruma incorporates those principles but in such a sophisticated way that much of 
its design is still considered revolutionary. McCoy observed that most catamarans are built for a consumer 
market with an emphasis on comfort and convenience whereas the Taruma was built for racing. Johnson, 
an antique restorer, noted that its twin hulls are aerodynamically designed to “cut through the water like 
a knife.” Its hull speed would theoretically allow the craft to sail at over 30 knots in optimum conditions, 
although its top speed thus far about 25 knots.

“You’d need shrieking winds on calm water but that’s not unusual on the lee side of the islands,” 
Johnson said. “When the wind comes whistling around the island or down out of the mountains it’s the 
thrill of a lifetime.”

The designer has coined the expression, sea kindly, to describe it,” he added of the craft’s sailing char-
acteristics. While keel boats roll from side to side as well as forward, Johnson described Taruma’s motion as 

more like that of a train, lurching forward but not sideways through the waves. The designer, a Dutchman, 
named Peter Spronk, launched his first catamaran 13 years ago and is now building a 75 footer.

Taruma was built by Johnson, McCoy and Bill Dyson, a Coast Guard ship fitter, who discovered Spronk 
building two 47-footers simultaneously. It took two years of exhausting labor and about $20,000 before it 
was ready for launching in March, 1974. The sleek vessel will be exhibited at the upcoming Annapolis 
Sailboat Show before returning to St. Martin for chartering.

“The name is a story in itself,” said McCoy, a former Navy pilot. “I wrote to National Geographic for 
a Arawak or Carib name [Indian tribes indigenous to the islands] for strong and fast in keeping with the 
boat’s character. The research department sent back the words dumi and quaiki but they sounded awkward. 
Both words came from the Taruma tribe. That was more pleasing and powerful sounding so that’s what we 
called her.”

The idea of building such an unconventional craft was Dyson’s, who met Spronk in 1970 and was so 
impressed that he made drawings and studied building techniques used by the Dutchman.

After returning to Annapolis as Johnson’s house guest, Dyson talked each day “about costs, material, 
availability, tools required, construction methods and Mr. Spronk’s outstanding design,” Johnson recalled. 
“I was secure in my home and small business restoring antiques so I was not easily convinced that we could 
afford to build the boat, much less do all the labor ourselves.” It took a month of convincing but Johnson 
entered the pact with the feeling that the project needed a third partner. They chose McCoy, who knew 
sailing, had family financial backing and was dependable.

“Sailing requires harmonious temperaments,” Johnson said. “The three of us had been boyhood friends 
and we knew we could get along together.”

Thus, “without as much as a contract between us and only a preliminary drawing from Spronk,” the trio 
packed up 17 footlockers of tools and equipment and left for St. Maarten. The idea was that while Spronk 
was working on a 61-foot boat, Maho, the “amateurs” would work alongside him and copy and consult.

Ribs and frames

In December, of 1972, they explored and built their shed. From January to March they set up the 
building jig and made ribs and frames. During the long hours for the dusty sawing and planning under the 
hot, tropical sun they came to know the designer and his family and the greater St. Martin community. They 
lived frugally in tents near the boat shed.

Johnson recalled many 12-hour days in an attempt to keep up with the progress of Spronk’s “profes-
sional” crew “we would watch them work and then go imitate what they did. If it didn’t work, we would ask 
questions and learn from their mistakes, or make mistakes of our own,” he noted. In July they had a party 
and friends helped carry their first hull out of the shed. Two months later they had finished the second hull 
and had another party.

By October of 1973, they had set up a giant tent over the two hulls and began to join them together. 
“The work went on into Christmas and we thought we could soon launch but the more we did the more we 
found to do,” McCoy continued. The project had become a cause célèbre on both Dutch and French sides 
of the island and some days it was difficult to accomplish much with all the visitors.

Finally, on March 10, 1974, everyone was ready for an island-style launch. Stretchers were laid out 
under the hulls of the boats, a combination of pipes and ropes organized in such a way that people standing 
in a line could lift and carry the boats into the water 175 feet away. Four hundred persons gathered as Spronk 
organized the launching crews.
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“Never was the air so filled with harmonious emotion as Taruma was slowly, gently lifted and carried 
down to the waterfront,” Johnson continued. “No backs were strained; everyone thought it was a miracle 
that it could be so large and yet so light.”

After Maho was similarly placed, each boat was christened with a brief speech and bottle of champagne, 
leis of flowers were placed on the bows, and the boats were lifted into the water. “Moments later the boats 
ere floating as they were intended amid the cheers and tears of all,” Johnson added. “Then the beer flowed.”

Better workmanship

Although they were amateurs, Johnson feels Taruma’s workmanship is superior to Spronk’s boats. 
“We’re perfectionists,” he reasoned. “If something wasn’t perfect we’d do it over even though it meant staying 
up late many nights.” Although Spronk has trained native laborers in construction methods, Johnson said 
they present some tricky problems.

“They’re friendly people and I love them all,” he said. “But they’re uneducated and the tool concepts we 
used were beyond their comprehension.” Much of the construction involved fine scarfing so that the shape 
of the boat developed as they progressed.

“I was exposed to tools as a child,” Johnson said of this craftsmanship. “My father did everything 
around the house and I was his slave. I couldn’t help but learn.” Dyson is also a skilled craftsman while 
McCoy, who works as a shipwright in Florida during the off-season, is quite handy.

The craft’s vital statistics make it ideal for island hopping. The overall construction is of half-inch, 
lapstraked (overlapping) Dutch plywood swathed in Dynel and Epoxy resin to deep the wood dry. It has 
a 20-foot beam, 46-foot gold anodized aluminum mast with a capacity of over 800 square feet of working 
dacron sail, and a 2-foot draft which allows it to enter harbor areas that are inaccessible to single-hulled boats 
her size.

Cutter rigged, Taruma normally cruises with main and double jibs. “We usually start to reef when the 
winds hit 15 to 18 knots,” McCoy said.

There are bunks for 10, with visitors in one hull and crew and galley facilities in the other. The hulls 
resemble the interior of an aircraft fuselage. Because there is no pollution problem in the Caribbean, there 
is no need for chemical toilets. Showers are taken in the cockpit area next to the deck house. Fresh water is 
warmed in the sun and used for a final washdown.

McCoy and Dyson alternate taking charters during the busy winter season. McCoy sails with his com-
panion, Sharon Greene, a former secretary with extensive sailing experience including a trans-Atlantic trip. 
“She’s a great first mate,” McCoy said. “We sailed the West Indies for four months and there were never any 
orders. She takes full watches and can take the helm at any time.”

Additionally, Miss Greene is a gourmet cook although charter guests are encouraged to eat on the vari-
ous islands instead of the Taruma. Rates are $40 per person a day without meals and $50 with meals. Visitors 
must supply their own liquor and other refreshments.

Experienced sailors

“We cater mostly to experienced sailors,” McCoy said. “There’s nothing more disappointing than some-
body getting seasick the first day out.”

During a cruise, everyone spends most of his time on the spacious decks in front of the surrounding 
the deck house. “Taruma was designed for the tropics so we spend a lot of time outside,” McCoy said. “The 
deckhouse is our main dining and inside recreational area.” Passengers and crew spend their time snorkeling, 
spearfishing for their evening meal, reading and drinking, making love… “We don’t have any tennis courts 
or anything,” he quipped.

Because of the coral reefs, uncharted coastlines and darkness (there are no lights, buoys or other mark-
ers), there is little night sailing except on long open runs. The passenger either spend evenings on the island 
or inside playing cards, listening to the stereo-tape deck, building models (ships naturally), or watching the 
stars.
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Boats in My Blood
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So I got to help others and to ride in their boats! This one old Chris-Craft had a modern engine in there, an 
Olds V8 with a leaking transmission with a pan and a power-steering pump rigged to put the leaking oil back 
in the reservoir. It worked so well that the leaking trans seal never had to be fixed. Years later, I came upon 
the now derelict boat in a junk boatyard and saw it all—now old and filthy. We had moments of thrill and 
excitement in that old thing. Somehow, the wood aspect of it all made it unique and special to us and also 
somehow more fun! We had to deal with our cranky old boats, but they made heaven when going right. You 
see the joy and all the treasures of Mother Nature and God. Nothing could explain how it all could be pos-
sible, God and nature making millions of miles of earth that men can love and enjoy, and no other planets 
have it. These are all the blessings we found, and now, years later, they are all still out there, the beauty, the 
sounds, the scenery, sweet air, rich aroma of the wooden hull, and power of buoyant water, on each outing, 
all enrich our heart, soul, and mind, until the next time.

The Antique Doctor
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A Deal with God

185184

H O W A r D  J O H n S O n



Howard Johnson’s 
Special Collection
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My Mother
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newlywed Game
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Prop Talk Person
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Hang Those Tools
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name That Boat Prop Talk Hurry Home

198 199



Chesapeake Classic
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CBM: Oldtimeworld
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rudder: Oldtimeworld 1&2
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Grand Girls raceboat
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Old-Time Fishing Trip

221220

H O W A r D  J O H n S O n



222 223

H O W A r D  J O H n S O n B O A T S  i n  M Y  B L O O D !



Abraham’s Family Story
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Stuffing Box Stories
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Fish Love My Boat
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Sharpening
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Gas Tank restoration Varnishing Secrets
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The Hickman Sea Sleds
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Trailer Tips
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Fall run Cruiser Crazy
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Classic Flying Boats
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