
Sitting in my driveway on its weathered rusty trailer 
with the treadless tires, Speedliner No. 226 looked 
a little different from the one I saw through rose-

colored glasses in Steve Schomburg’s boatshop only a 
few hours earlier. The mahogany boat I had initially 
seen was a classic wooden runabout straight out of the 
1950s. I’d imagined myself sitting behind the red steer-
ing wheel wearing black Wayfarers as my grandkids 
scrambled around on the red-and-white seat cushions 
beside me. The wind and spray blew in our hair as we 
cruised the lake on a warm summer weekend waving to 
friends and fellow boaters. 
 It seemed the farther I got from the shop, pulling 
the Speedliner carefully down the side streets and 
backroads of our little river town of St. Joseph, Mis-
souri, the worse the boat looked in the rearview mirror. 
Even the trailer looked rattier when I finally pulled into 
my home on Lovers Lane and rehearsed again in my 
head how I would explain this boat project to my wife. 
 As I surveyed the bottomless runabout with the 
mostly missing top deck, and with the cracked and yel-
lowed windshield lying across the front seat tied down 
with bungee cords to the oak battens, I dreaded the 

into water with the impact of concrete—it caught the 
attention of Carl Kiekhaefer, owner of Mercury Motors. 
It didn’t take long for Speedliner boats, powered by 
Mercury outboards, to be featured at Cypress Gardens 
Water Shows in Florida and the Tommy Bartlett Shows 
at Wisconsin Dells, where the Speedliner Jump Boat 
and its driver would perform that feat eight times a day, 
seven days a week for nearly eight months of the year in 
front of more than a million people per season. 
Bartlett’s road show traveled all over the United States 
for three months out of the year. Bartlett was quoted in 
the 1957 Speedliner catalog as saying, “These boats get 
more wear in our shows in a week than the average shell 
gets in a lifetime…. We have used these Speedliners 
with batten-frame construction for our Thrill Shows for 
the past 6 years and never once had a break-down.” 
 “It was engineered to be fast. Not speedboat fast. 
Souped-up armored car fast,” Schomburg said. It was 
an 11-footer planked with ½" marine plywood on the 
bottom and 3⁄8" on the sides and top deck, with oak 
frames and stringers and a 1"-thick oak transom. Often 
painted in a distinctive red-and-white-striped pattern, 

it was a boat designed to soar through the air, and any-
one who saw it fly would never forget the sight. The lit-
tle Speedliner jump boat was even featured on the 
silver screen in the 1955 movie You’re Never Too Young, 
with co-stars Dean Martin and Jerry Lewis.
 All that success and speed attracted some of the best 
boat drivers and national celebrities of the day to the 
Speedliner brand. The big-band leader Guy Lombardo 
was fond of the boats, and the actor Alan Ladd owned 
one of the largest Speedliners in the fleet; he called his 
boat THE PROUD REBEL. 
 And so the Speedliner legend grew. With roots in 
Chicago and then Kansas City, Missouri, Speedliner 
needed a new home after the World War II interrup-
tion, and they found it in 1945 just an hour north of 
Kansas City in St. Joseph—launching pad for the Lewis 
and Clark Expedition, beginning of the Oregon Trail, 
and home of the Pony Express. The new General 
Marine boatshop was smack dab in the heart of the 
heartland, with access to major cities and lakes, border 
to border and coast to coast. 
 In that booming postwar era, America began to 

penetrating question my wife would ask: “Greg, what 
were you thinking?” I wondered the same thing as I 
switched tactics and searched for a rationalization.

Among collectors and enthusiasts, a mystique sur-
rounds General Marine and their wooden 
Speedliner boats. Back in the 1940s and 1950s, 

when powerboat racing was an American obsession, 
Speedliner wooden boats were winning races and set-
ting speed records in every region of the country. 
 Many people would say Speedliner was a more rec-
ognizable name than Chris-Craft in that small-boat 
era. Speedliner boats set national records in the long-
distance race from Albany to New York; at the Win-
nebago marathon in Oshkosh, Wisconsin; at the 
Needles marathon on the Colorado River; and hun-
dreds of other American Power Boat Association races 
and meets. 
 When Cliff Schomburg, one-time superintendent of 
the Speedliner boatshop and the company’s eventual 
owner, designed and built a small, tough boat—one 
that could withstand the punishment of hitting a 6' 
ramp at 40 mph, fly 50' through the air, and slam hard 
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Saving a Speedliner
A restoration from the heart

by Greg Hatten
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75 men working at eight stations from 8 a.m. to 4:30 
p.m. every day to keep up with demand. It was a busy 
time. And then the boating world was introduced to 
fiberglass. This new material was less expensive than 
wood and, more efficient for mass-production, and pur-
portedly easier to maintain. After that, things changed 
quickly for wooden boats and the small shops that built 
them.
 In 1958, the Speedliner catalog listed just one fiber-
glass boat option, a 14-footer. In Volume 4 of his classic 
series of books on runabout history, author Bob Speltz 
observed, “By 1960, ’glass boats had taken over 80 per-
cent of the small boat market in the United States, and 
you could hardly give wood boats away.” Speedliner 
faced the same choice every other wooden boat manu-
facturer faced: convert their boat designs to fiberglass 
or close up shop. By 1962, Speedliner changed owner-
ship and after some turbulent times settled into the 
hands of Cliff Schomburg and his son, Steve, in the 
early 1970s. 
 Although they still built high-performance wooden 
racing boats when ordered, the demand was for fiber-
glass family boats, and that’s what they built and ser-
viced. “It wasn’t a tough decision for us at all. No one 
wanted wood boats anymore, except the high-perfor-
mance speed racers, so we built what people wanted. 
And mostly, that was fiberglass,” Schomburg said. 

So, 50 years later, when I got word that Schomburg 
had found an old Speedliner Tropicana for me to 
look at, I wasted no time heading to his boatshop 

in the bottoms of the Missouri River. All I knew was that 
it was a recent “barn find” and that the descendants of 
the original owner had no idea what to do with a 
wooden boat that was in pretty rough shape.
 “Pretty rough” is an understatement. My heart sank 
when I saw the boat’s condition and considered the dif-
ficulty of restoring or rebuildling it. Walking away the 
first time was easy. 
 Six months later, after more research on small 
wooden boats and Speedliners in particular, I dropped 
by the shop again for another look. The vision in my 
head didn’t match what was left of the boat and, sadly, 
my conclusion was that I had neither the time nor the 
skill for the project. But I saw potential. Walking away 
the second time was the logical thing to do, but it was a 
little tougher than walking away the first time. 
 This boat continued to tug at my heart. I found 
myself working out solutions to each problem I had 
observed in it. Obsessed with the glory years of family 
boating, when wooden Speedliners still cruised the 
lakes of my youth at Table Rock, Okoboji, and Lake of 
the Ozarks, I paid a final visit to settle the debate once 
and for all between my head and my heart. 
 On that third visit, Steve showed me the bookkeep-
ing records from the company files, which listed two 
pages of Tropicanas being sold and shipped to buyers 
from New York to Canada to California and every place 
in between. There, at the top of the page, was Tropi-
cana No. 226, completed and sold to Hatfield Hardware 
& Sporting Goods in St. Joseph on February 13, 1957. 
Hatfield’s was more than a retailer of hardware, sport-
ing goods, guns, boats, and fishing gear. They were sell-
ing “ADVENTURE.” While other kids went to the movie 
theater on Saturday morning, my neighborhood bud-
dies and I went to Hatfield’s and spent countless hours 
admiring gear and dreaming of outdoor adventures we 
would someday take. 
 It was the ultimate hook. Overwhelmed by nostalgia, 
I paid the man, hitched up the trailer, and drove my 
“vision” home.
 When it comes to wooden boats, the heart trumps 
the head most every time.
As with most boat renovation projects, the goal is to 
replace only what can’t be restored. In this case, there 
was so much missing there was little decision-making 
about what to replace and what to restore. 
 The bottom had long since rotted out, and the keel 
had gone missing along with a couple of seam battens. 
What was left of the top deck was so sun-bleached and 
brittle that the whole thing needed to be replaced. All 
the instruments were missing, the windshield was 
detached and cracked and unusable, the cushions had 
been spray-painted black and were peeling and torn 
and disgusting. And to round it out, there wasn’t even 
an outboard motor or throttle.
 There was some good news. The sides had the poten-
tial to be saved if the delamination along the sheer 
could be fixed and stabilized, the transom was solid, all 
the oak frames were sturdy, the wooden interior seats 

There was a blemish in my boat, in the forward 
panel on the starboard side, originally the 

size and shape of a bullet hole. That hole was 
compounded by a variety of ill-advised repair 
attempts over the years, involving too much sand-
ing, Bondo, and paint, resulting in a small prob-
lem becoming a bigger one. It was a noticeable 
bruise that needed some attention. Here’s how I 
repaired it: I laminated a 1⁄4"-thick piece of 
mahogany to the inside of the hull that was quite 
a bit larger than the hole. Next, I found a piece of 
scrap mahogany that matched the grain of the 
repair area and cut out a patch slightly larger 
than the bruised area. I traced the patch’s shape 
onto the boat and then carefully cut out the bad 
wood with a utility knife and a chisel. Using a 
generous amount of epoxy, I inserted the patch, 
put a piece of waxed paper over the area, and 
then applied pressure with cargo bar braced to 
the shop wall. After lightly sanding and applying 
several coats of epoxy and varnish, it blends in 
well with the rest of the wood.  —GH

A bright-Topside Repair
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pursue recreation with enthusiasm. An interstate high-
way system was quickly being built under the direction 
of President Eisenhower. A world of opportunities for 
family vacations and weekends on the water saw an 
explosion of interest in all kinds of boating on all types 
of water. Boat manufacturers flourished, offering fully 
assembled runabouts, racing boats, and even boat kits 
for those who wanted to assemble their own.
 The vacant trolley barns of St. Joseph provided 
plenty of room for General Marine to expand its busi-
ness and employ more workers. They ultimately turned 
out eight new boats a day to meet the demands of the 
postwar boating public. In the mid-1950s, Speedliner 
added more family boats to their catalog to reflect the 
shift from racing to pleasure boating. In 1957, the com-
pany introduced the 16' Tropicana and the next year 
introduced the 18' Namdrah, the biggest family boat it 
would ever build in wood. These were their largest 
boats yet, and they featured a family friendly walk-
through to provide access from the front seat to the aft 
cockpit. The 1957 lineup also featured, for the first 
time, a unique “drive on” trailer, which had a set of 
long sloping bunks to guide the boat onto it. A skilled 
boatman could drive the boat right onto the bunks all 
the way to the winch. The design was quickly copied by 
other trailer companies.
 Speedliner boats were shipped in crates by rail to 
dealers all over the country, and the workforce grew to 
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and dashboard were all made of mahogany and could 
be saved, and there was quite a bit of chrome hardware 
in a box that would be pretty easy to clean and buff and 
reattach. In the preliminary assessment phase, I fig-
ured we had a 50/50 chance of pulling this off.
 So, in the summer of 2019 I went to work, spending 
time on weekends and a few nights each week to bring 
Speedliner No. 226 back to life. My goal was to have it 
finished and filled with grandkids in time for the Apple 
Blossom Parade in St. Joseph the following spring—
May 2, 2020. That gave me eight months to source the 
wood, find the instruments, purchase a vintage out-
board motor, rebuild the bottom, replace the top deck, 
repair all the seat cushions, replace a boat windshield 
that had been discontinued 50 years ago, find a trailer 
to match the boat, and then apply more coats of varnish 
than this boat had seen in its entire life.

For the deck, I ordered two 4×8 sheets of marine-
grade 1⁄4"-thick ribbon-striped sapele mahogany. 
For the bottom, I ordered four sheets of 3⁄8"-thick 

okoume. For the accent pieces on the deck, I found 
some Alaska yellow cedar in Port Townsend that would 
be a striking contrast to the sapele. I planned to use 

white oak for the keel and to replace a few battens and 
reinforce some frames.
 When the mahogany for the deck arrived from the 
East Coast, it took my breath away with some of the 
prettiest ribbon striping I had ever seen. I was immedi-
ately nervous about cutting into such fine (and expen-
sive) wood, but excited to see how it would turn out on 
the deck. I couldn’t resist laying the uncut unvarnished 
panels on the frames to visualize how it would look. It 
was stunning. 
 Everything took longer than I’d anticipated, starting 
with the bottom. I studied every Speedliner photo that 
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Google could find, but very few showed the bottom, so 
I visited a few local Speedliner owners. I took notes, 
took measurements, and rebuilt the keel and the bot-
tom; I finished it in a smoking-hot red epoxy paint from 
Pettit that was so shiny and smooth it looked like glass.
 Mark Turner at St. Joseph Auto Fabric made new 
cushions. He scraped off enough black paint from the 
old ones to discover their original color scheme of red 
and cream with very cool gold piping, and he replicated 
this perfectly.
 Meanwhile, I was falling desperately behind sched-
ule. I’d started by replacing two battens, building a new 
keel, adding some oak braces to the bow, and solving 
the problem of the delaminating sides with a lot of 
epoxy, an air compressor, and rubrails at the sheer. I 
finally flipped her over in January to begin work on the 
deck.
 I searched the Internet for instruments, find-
ing period-perfect pieces for the gas gauge, 
speedometer, tachometer, and compass. They 
all arrived from different parts of the country.
 By the beginning of March, I was ready to 
install the deck. I estimated that I was at least a 
full month behind schedule. Even if I could fin-
ish construction by April 1, that left me only 
four Sundays to do the final finish of sanding 
and varnishing and polishing. My Apple Blos-
som Parade deadline neared, and I wasn’t feel-
ing good about disappointing six grandkids. 

 

So, in mid-March, when Covid-19 hit the head-
lines and everyone began social distancing and 
self-quarantining, I retreated to my boatshop to 
work on my own personal isolation project. Our 
hometown parade was canceled, and suddenly I 
had no looming deadline, no business travel 
plans, and a great deal of time on the weekends to 
enjoy the final stages of restoring a boat I had 
fallen in love with.

Sometimes in the early morning moments in 
my shop, while sipping coffee and reviewing 
my work from the night before, I often 

thought about the original guys at the eight sta-
tions in the converted trolley barns of St. Joseph 
who worked on this boat after WWII. Whether 
they were framers or finishers, their skillful hands 
brought this boat to life and gave it a soul. 
 They cut and drilled, bent and sanded, and 

worked with the wood to create something functional 
and beautiful at a time when our country needed to be 
reminded of the beautiful things in life. And for some 
of us, there is nothing quite as beautiful as seeing a 
handcrafted wooden boat on the water.
 It’s often best to listen to the heart instead of the 
head when it comes to wooden boats. The Apple Blos-
som Parade has been rescheduled for May 2021. Speed-
liner No. 226 will be rolling down main street on a fully 
restored St. Joe Trailer with the drive-up bunks, and it 
will be filled with grandkids throwing candy. I will be 
wearing Wayfarers. Be sure to give us a wave. 
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