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piano like Elton John or Billy Joel, but 
no amount of Internet searching, 
computer programs, or even actual 
keyboard practice is going to help. 
The same is true with boat design. 
Magic formulas, Golden Rules of 
Thumb, and interchangeable parts are 
useless if you don’t understand the 
physics and math behind them. Not 
everything can be reduced to such 
simplistic terms. It’s also apparent that 
very few people can create 3D hull 
shapes that make good naval architec-
tural sense, or make sensible draw-
ings that are adequate to build from.
 One honest poster replied to his 
fellows: “The people in this forum…
will never help you learn boat design. 
I have already tried it and failed.” And 
a fellow professional designer in 
Europe put it succinctly: “Naval archi-
tects in this forum have spent years in 
universities studying. It’s just not pos-
sible to teach anyone how to design a 
boat on this forum. Some people 
have a hard time understanding this.”
 Indeed they do. Hopefully, reason 
earned by study, and skill earned by 
practice, will prevail. A magic formula 
isn’t really that—it’s usually an engi-
neering function that is based on 
physics. And, more often than not, it 
takes more than one formula to solve 
an issue. Golden Rules of Thumb are 
merely simple tools, like computers, 
that help us skip over other well-
understood concepts. 
 So when it comes to boats, where 
peoples’ lives are at stake floating on 
the water, we would do well to 
remember that only a little knowledge 
can be very dangerous. I appreciate 
that people are hungry for answers to 
their boat design and construction 
questions, but I hate to think that a 
career like mine could be on the path 
to oblivion.
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power at our fingertips, we neverthe-
less seek the simplest and fastest path 
to the answer. I guess most of those 
writers expect that all the critical 
thinking is included in the magic for-
mula.
 Other examples request more infor-
mation than a simple formula. They 
all start out: “Can you give me…”
 …a laminate schedule for the boat I 
want to build?
 …very basic, step-by-step informa-
tion on how to fill out a narrow boat, 
including plumbing and electrics?
 …a program that will allow me to 
type in the dimensions of cabins 
which will then generate a 3D outline 
of a space which I can then add furni-
ture to? And how do I allow for the 
shape of the hull?
 …boat design software that will 
give bulkhead shapes?
 …a very good boat-designing disk? 
Please help.
 As if that weren’t enough, there’s a 
new computer program that preys on 
this trend, allowing you to “design” 
boats from a built-in catalog of inter-
changeable parts (hulls, keels, rigs, 
rudders, etc.) Hard to believe, but it’s 
true! Judging from the pictures and 
video, those parts obviously were not 
designed by knowledgeable boat 
designers. Square hulls? Triangular 
keels? Nothing appears related to cre-
ating a boat’s general arrangement or 
its structure. That, of course, requires 
oodles of engineering and design cal-
culations, the results of which all 
affect the boat’s weight and center of 
gravity and, in turn, stability and per-
formance. While these characteristics 
are always the most important consid-
erations in any boat design, I didn’t 
see any stability or performance appli-
cations in the program. A few people 
asked why such a program would be 
desirable. So that anyone, said the 
originator, “can create his own boat 
with no special skills.”
 No special skills? Everything requires 
special skills. I wish I could play the 
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I contribute frequently to a few Inter-
net boat forums, helping participants 

with boat design, building, and repair 
issues. That effort actually attracts pay-
ing work from people all around the 
world, and gives me opportunities to 
learn new and different approaches 
and solutions. Through all this virtual 
interaction, however, I notice a trend 
in our collective human psyche: we 
want instant answers, instant knowl-
edge and skill, and instant gratifica-
tion. We no longer study textbooks or 
go to the appropriate school to learn a 
trade or skills. Instead, in a little com-
puter window on Google we type a 
few words, and instantly back come 
pages of possible answers. Amazing!
 Unfortunately, the computer doesn’t 
necessarily give us the knowledge to 
properly apply those answers. Profi-
ciency in boat design and construction 
requires a lot of time to understand 
complex technical principles, and to 
refine the necessary computational 
skills. Computers don’t do our think-
ing, calculating, drawing, and building 
for us. Rather, we have to tell them 
what to do, and, most importantly, we 
have to know why we are doing it.
 The following are nearly verbatim 
forum requests for the elusive “magic 
formula,” written with no context as to 
the type of boat or design at issue: 
 What is the magic formula for 
improving dynamic stability?
 What is the formula to calculate 
canoe body draft?
 I want the formula to ensure that 
my boat will be self-righting.
 What is the rule that helps decide 
plywood thickness?
 Is there a formula for calculating 
mast dimensions?
 Is there a simple formula for finding 
out how much my boat can carry?
 Anybody know a nice formula for 
calculating the scantlings of the beams 
connecting the hulls of a catamaran?
 You get the picture: people want 
the Golden Rules of Thumb. Ironically, 
with seemingly limitless computing 


