
F
irst started in the spring of 2007 at the Lake Wood Yacht 
Club at the Keels & Wheels Event and continued at the Janu-
ary 2008 Houston Boat Show. This success has continued to 

this day and was expanded in 2015 to Include Kid Build An Engine 
and Kid Paint A Boat was added in 2016.

Any of the 3 projects are great and all 3 at once seem to keep the 
party going with the kids. Kids attract kids!

The Paint A Boat and Build an Engine are the easiest to put to-
gether as the same engine and boat are used each year. The BUILD 
A BOAT requires a boat to be pre-constructed before each show, 
about 20 man hours and 300 dollars. Reusing jigs and building 3 
at a time reduces man hours to about 12 per boat.

This is a real 8’ Pram, a real 1955, 5 ½ HP Evinrude and a com-
pleted 8’ Pram For the boat being painted. Space required is 10’ 
x 20’. The Assembly Crew needs One(1) greeter and a minimum 
of Two(2) Crew Builders, but Three(3) is best for Build A Boat. 
One(1) additional Crew is needed for Build An Engine and One(1) 
for Paint A Boat. Ideally, Six(6) Crew Members is optimum to ef-
ficiently facilitate the program.

BASIC RULES OF BUILD A BOAT
Safety First, Members maintain complete control of drill, kids only 
pull trigger. Members must know exactly how to assemble, no 
time for thinking or studying with kids around, they lose interest 
in 20 seconds or less, so members must react not think!

Kids must have fun. Boats produced by Crew Members and Re-
assembled by Kids will not be a 100 point boat! These are very 
rough boats. The enemy of good is perfect. All kids are invited to 
participate, youngest, for photo was 4 mouths. Most are 4 to 7 
or 8, but reach up to about 12, oldest was 82! Youngest was 15 
to 18 months! Girls are 60 to 70 percent of kids, this year almost 
80%.Each kid gets to fill out a free raffle ticket, with parent's 
permission. The Complet-
ed Boat(S) will be given 
away to the lucky ticket 
holder. Each kid drills 
and puts in two or more 
screws depending on the 
crowd. Typically the boat 
plans call for about 150 
screws, the kids put in 
1000 to 1200 per boat. 
Shoot gun approach to 
boat building. Depending 
on the number of kids watching, and if there is not a line, kids at-
tract more kids. Participating kids are allowed to put in more than 
2 screws. There is always a place to add an additional 2 screws!

THE ACTUAL BUILDING
The Boat is a 8’ Pram, that is pre-build and assembled By Crew 
Members before the show(s) It is basically a prefab kit assembled 
for shipping to the shows so no parts are lost.

The Crew Members have the site completely laid out starting 
with the sponge type colored mats and all the tools ready to go. 
This is before the start of arrival of kids the boat is disassembled 
and carefully 
laid out, so the 
assembly goes 
smoothly.
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When the kids arrive you have no time to think you must react. 
Members start with the frame assembled on the jig, unless kids 
are older and the members decide to let kids see the complete 
process. These may take an extra hour or more. Most kids want 
action and installing plywood planking does that. Kids allowed to 
help use a glue gun with polyurethane adhesive the first two pre-
drilled screws from 
the initial assembly 
are installed and 
then the members 
start helping the 
kids predrill and 
install screws. The 
adhesive used in Pl 
construction adhe-
sive, in a real boat 
3m 5200 is bet-
ter but 5 times the 
cost. Screws used 
are ¾ #8 cad plated 
from Lowes 5 cents 
each, better would 
be silicon bronze 
but at 18 cents 
each. Kids strip the 
silicon bronze very easily and with the large number of kids 250 
plus each get 2 or more screws. It gets expensive fast. Screws are 
called for every 3 inches, but end up on ¾ inch centers! We use 
white oak which is more expensive but screws hold better and do 
no strip as easy as pine or fir.

When a kid ap-
proaches we ask the 
parents if the their 
kid would like to 
help, members' kids 
are great at getting 
kids into the booth, 
parents are told no 
cost and then get a 
free chance to win 
the boat. Kids are 
invited to paint as 
well. Just added this 
year, paint a boat gets the kids into the booth easier! And add a 
lot of color for attention.

When the kid decides to help build, the member asks their parent 
if they want to help their kid, most do not, we ask their name and 
if they have ever used a drill before. The member firmly holds 
the drill and only allows the kids to pull the trigger. Two drills 
are set up one with the counter sink drill bit and the other with 
screw driver bit. We ask the kids what they want to be when they 
grow up and try to relate how they might use a drill! One of top 
answers for girls is vet, and then we say they could use this skill 

in screws broken bones back together. After they are finished they 
are asked if they want to paint the boat next or work on engine.

PAINT A BOAT
We have an old 8’ pram painted white enamel and gridded off in 
3 by 4 inch random squares. Each kid is allowed to paint several 
of their choosing with water based kindergarten paint in 6 colors.
We have a signature block on about 12 x12 line so the kids can 
sign the boat. Kids who say they want to be a Doctor are asked to 
sign as DR. Sue or Tom!

KIDS BUILD AN ENGINE
The engine used is a 1955 Evinrude 5 ½ hp. Its sole purpose is to 

be taken apart and put back together again by the kids. Screws, 
nuts and bolts are kid tight never torqued down, as the next kids 
will have trouble loosening the screws.

The members helping must know the engine like the back of their 
hand. In our case, I know the engine very well and can direct a 
member step by step in assembly or disassembly. If a part or 
screw is found after assembly we just put it aside for next time. 
The engine is not going to be running so as long as it looks com-
plete is good enough. Kids get to work on the engine until the 
next group of kids wants to work on it, but get to remove 4 or 5 
bolts as a minimum. 

During various parts of disassembly we show the kids how to test 
for spark and let them see the blue spark when we pull on the 
recoil. Let them see the pistons go up and down as we turn the 



flywheel, we relate it as similar to using your feet to make a bike 
go! 2 pistons like 2 feet. With the gear case off we submerge the 
gear case in a 5 gallon bucket and let them see water pump and 
propeller work as we change shift rod to go in forward to neutral 
to reverse. We use the bat drill to slowly turn the drive shaft.

When we disassemble the block we get the kids to hold up a pis-
ton and the crank shaft for pictures and a big smile.

At the indoor show like the Houston Boat Show it would not be 
possible to start the engine, but at a small outdoor show it would 
and would be a great crowd pleaser!

The kids who want to work on the engine are varied with girls 
a good 80% especially if with another girl, 6 to 10 years seem 
to hold the most interest. One 3 year old granddaughter of one 
member at Keels and Wheels took the head and the spark plugs 
off 3 times and back in in over about 30 minutes, all dressed in 
a Frilly Dress!

The engine is not as popular with as many kids but the ones that 
do want to work on it stay a long time and have a great time. 

There have been offers to give a donations! None are accepted, 
but could be?

Would be great to have a low cost kid membership and maybe 
newsletter?

Remember any boat or outboards we collect or build with our 
kids and grandkids do not count towards personal inventory of 
boats and or motors that we collect!

Editor's Note

John Platou started the Kids Build-A-Boat at Keels 
& Wheels in 2007 and continued at the January 2008 
Houston Boat Show. Alan Bischof joined John in 2009. 
They are both members of ACBS, Southwest Chapter 
and the Antique Outboard Motor Club, Texas Chapter. 
I met these two outstanding gentlemen at the Heartland 
Classics Restoration Workshop at Brent Howard's shop 
in February of this year. I asked if they would be willing 
to write an article about the Kids Build-A-Boat program 
and they agreed. 
We are pleased to 
have the oppor-
tunity to provide 
this story to our 
Mahogany & 
Chrome readers. 
In my opinion, 
this program is the 
best in the country 
when it comes to getting kids interested in boats. We need 
more individuals like John and Alan to help keep our clas-
sic boat hobby alive and well for the future. Thanks again 
guys for your dedication and hard work on this wonderful 
program. 

Forrest D. Bryant
Editor
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CUSTOM BOAT COVERS 
AND INTERIORS

John Platou & Alan Bischof at this year's 

Restoration Workshop
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