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The Great Lakes Boat 
Building School Graduates 
the Class of 2014 
By Bruce Niederer

I traveled to the U.P. (that’s what we Michiganders 
call the Upper Peninsula) on June 7 to attend the 
graduation ceremony and participate in the yearly 
on site PAC (Project Advisory Committee which I 
currently sit on) meeting. I arrived on a beautiful 
sunny day with temperatures in the mid 70s, a 
stark contrast from my last trip to the school in 
mid-April when I awoke to 4" of new snow and 
3°F! For those of you who live in the southwest, 
the Great Lakes finally became 100% ice free the 
beginning of June.

Pat Mahon is the Program Director and 
Head Instructor of the school, so he leads the 
committee. Currently the school has articulation 
agreements with North Central Michigan College 
and Eastern Michigan University. Students can 
earn an Associate of Applied Science or a Bachelor 
of Science degree, respectively, in Wooden Boat 
building, which gives students access to financial 

aid and student loans through these schools. The 
next project for the committee and the school is 
to become a fully accredited school through the 
Accrediting Commission of Career Schools and 
Colleges (ACCSC). The ACCSC is a nationally 
recognized accrediting agency and is the agency 
that has qualified the schools that compete with 
GLBBS for students. Fundraising will soon begin 
to raise about $10,000 needed for the effort. 

The big event for the day was the graduation 
ceremony, complete with a catered lunch and plenty 
of time for the students to show off their handy work 
to their families. 

Steve Van Dam is a Master boat builder who has 
had his shop in Boyne City, Michigan for decades. 
He also sits on the PAC and this year was asked 
to deliver the keynote speech at the graduation 
ceremony. Steve began his comments by saying 

All lined up for a class picture so without further ado, I present the Great Lakes Boat Building School Graduates 
for 2014: (l-r) Second-year Instructor Andy James, first-year students Gus Bell, Troy Huesdash (second-year) and fiancé 
Carla Foggin (first-year), Pat Mahon (in back), Del Jacob (second-year), Adam Breister (first-year), Kris Kindt, Matt 
Edmundson (second-year foreground), Nic Seifert (first-year, bearded in back), back row James Harback (first-year), Steve 
Ridderman (first-year), Bud McIntyre (Student Services & Industry Relations Director), Michael Gravatt (first-year).
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“I want to congratulate you all for accepting the 
challenge to learn the skills it takes to work with 
your hands and build beautiful boats. I also want 
to assure each and every one of you that you will 
fail…” there were some nervous chuckles at that 
point, but after Steve explained what he meant by 
that everyone was nodding in agreement. 

Steve echoed the sentiment I expressed in my 
article about true American craftsmen (page 
7), that the trades don’t yet get the credit and 
admiration they deserve in today’s America. 
What he meant by “you will fail” was that all 
craftsmen will develop and hone their skills over 
time as they progress in their chosen career and by 
definition that means mistakes will be made. As 
an example, Steve told a story about himself back 
when he apprenticed for Vic Carpenter (as did Jan 
Gougeon, may he rest in peace, and Jim Derck, 
retired Gougeon Tech Advisor). He was trusted 
enough after 10 years under Carpenter’s tutelage 
to work alone on weekends. He was drilling 
blind holes to mount the chain plates in a new 
wooden sailboat, using electrician's tape to gauge 
the depth of the drilled holes. As many of you 
probably suspect, he climbed out of the boat only 
to see that he had drilled holes in the finished and 
painted hull! 

His point was that failure taught him an important 
lesson: own your mistakes and learn from them. 
He went on to tell the graduates to be proud of 
what they have chosen to do with their lives, what 
they have accomplished so far, and don’t be afraid 
to make mistakes and experience the inevitable 
failures we all endure as tradesmen. Then one 
day you will have enough experience to convince 
people that your so called failure was exactly how 
you planned it in the first place! The second-year students also finished the commissioned 18' Tad Roberts 

Runabout. The paint job and finish work is striking and looks as good as any 
professional job I’ve seen. The owner is quite pleased with the result.

Master boat builder Steve Van Dam gave the keynote 
speech at the graduation ceremony.

The woodworking 
and joinery skills the 
students learned 
over two years really 
paid off. The joinery 
and elegance of the 
wooden decks and 
cockpit are what 
really make this boat 
especially beautiful.

The second year students built this commissioned electric launch. They 
completed and installed all the deck and interior wood, the electric propulsion 
and battery systems. The result is a beautiful and environmentally friendly launch 
for the owner to haul supplies to his island cottage and tour around the Les 
Cheneaux Islands.

Second Year Projects
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Grand Cayman Islands, St. Maarten, Puerto RicoUS Territories

Satisfied customers we’ve had the pleasure of training 
202

Countries
US, Canada, Poland, 

Germany, France 5
States

AK,AL, AR, CA, CT, DE, FL, HI, IL, 
KY, MA, MD, ME, MI, MN, MO, MS, NC, 
NJ, NY, OH, OR, PA, SC, TX, VA, WA, WI

28The first-year students also finished the 
Garvey workboat, which is a design Pat 
Mahon adapted from a similar style 
workboat he saw in Mystic Seaport while 
there for the WoodenBoat Show. You 
can see the paint cracking after a short 
period of weather exposure. Bud told 
me this was happening on uncoated (no 
epoxy) southern yellow pine. 

Because the boat is a work boat – heavily 
built and finished for work, not show, they 
were going to leave it as-is for the summer 
and do some work on it in the off season.

Not all the work was completed 
by the students. Andy James 
somehow found time to 
complete the strip planked and 
glassed hull he bought from 
the school. It’s an attractive and 
practical outboard runabout 
perfect for fishing and touring 
about the Les Cheneaux area.

Students completed the carvel 
planked Katie adding the 
deck, house and interior to 
the boat started last year. Pat 
plans to take this boat to the 
WoodenBoat Show in Mystic, 
Connecticut.

Students lofted, pulled scantlings and then built this replica of the 100-year-
old Petoskey Boat Co. rowing dingy. 

First Year Projects Talkin' the Talk
By Julie VanMullekom

Here at GBI we’re not just your average epoxy “retailer.” 
We are the leading provider of quality epoxy products 
AND service. Quality epoxy as in: we dream a big, 
sticky, epoxy dream. We research it, develop it and 
produce it. Service as in: packed within our 20,000(ish) 
square-foot walls is a wealth of knowledge and 
experience so vast that it has enabled us to educate 
hundreds of people worldwide on the features and 
benefits of WEST SYSTEM® Epoxy. Spanning from A 
to Z….Alaska to Zimbabwe. Yeah, I know. Alaska. 
Mind blown.

In my job I wear many hats. So in my walk-in hat closet 
(eat your heart out Kim K.) one of my responsibilities 
is to coordinate the professional training sessions that 
we present each year. A big venue for us is the annual 
International Boatbuilders Exhibition & Conference 
(IBEX) where we have been putting on training nearly 
every year since 2006. It’s attended by thousands 
of qualified marine industry professionals and our 
WEST SYSTEM Fiberglass Repair session (aka Glue U) 
is typically held one day before the scheduled IBEX 
exhibition begins. But that doesn’t stop hundreds of 
people from all over the world from attending. 

IBEX 2015 Louisville, Kentucky… hope to see you there!

Check out 
these stats:

At Glue-U, IBEX style, we cover topics such as basic 
epoxy repair techniques, composite technology and repair, 
fairing, gelcoat blister repair and much, much more. 
Another cool benefit of the training is that the professional 
speakers are just that, professionals…the actual members 
of our technical staff with many years of technical know-
how behind them, such as: boat building and repair, 
composite engineering, material testing, and many, many 
years of combined customer service. We are very proud 
and honored to have them all on our team and you must 
be too… 202 people and counting can’t be wrong.


