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From lightning struck
vacht to liveaboard

When Drew Maglio and his fiancée bought a storm-damaged yacht
they had little idea of the restoration work that lay ahead

n the summer of 2018 | convinced

my fiancée, Avery, that we needed

to buy a yacht. Inspired by SV

Delos and the glut of digital sailors
on YouTube, | pictured us living
aboard and cruising where the wind
blows and the season dictates.

As young people just beginning our
respective careers our funds were limited
and, rather than rent an apartment, we
decided the yacht would become our
liveaboard home.

At the time, we were in the midst of
rebuilding a Sea Ray Sundancer 270 from
the hull up, a boat we affectionately
referred to as ‘the boat from hell’ because
of its structural rot (see PBO Summer
2019). The Sea Ray being our fourth
powerboat and biggest restoration yet, we
knew how important it would be to view as
many boats as possible to find the right
sailing yacht.

The search begins

Tired of working on old boats, Avery and |
began our search by looking at new
mass-production boats offered at a local
Jeanneau dealer, hoping to finance our
floating home as other young couples
would their land-based ones.

We liked the idea of having a new boat
under warranty, but weren’t so keen on
the stitch and glue construction method
used, so decided to expand our search to
include used production boats, of about
ten to 15 years old.

We viewed a couple of Beneteaus,
Hunters and a Bavaria up to 44ft, but
realised that financing a depreciating
asset was a poor choice and we decided
to be more pragmatic in our search.

We began to search for sloops under
$40,000 with the following features: a
fibreglass structural grid tabbed to the hull
to avoid structural decay that is almost

inevitable when encapsulated wood
structures are immersed in bilge water for
years, a lead keel to avoid the
maintenance and potential hull damage
on grounding (which are the drawbacks of
an iron keel), a traditional teak interior, and
as fast a design as we could come by.
With these requirements we looked at
another crop of boats and narrowed our
shortlist down to just two possibilities: a
1987 Ericson 38-200 sloop named Kismet,
for which the owner wanted an exorbitant
$53,000, and a 1984 Endeavour 35, which
was in excellent condition and well under
budget at $27,500. Sadly, the Endeavour
was sold by the time we were able to view
it so we had a serious think about Kismet.
The owners had enjoyed Kismet for 21
years and had taken great pride in the
boat. The boat’s interior joinery work was
immaculate as were its cushions. All
systems functioned including the fridge,

electric head, pressurised water, sailing
instruments, and so on.

The exterior was oxidised, however, due
to the South Florida sun. The standing
rigging was original, which was a cause
for concern, but showed well. Some of the
running rigging was new while other
portions remained serviceable. Despite
sporting an original fully-battened
mainsail, Kismet had two genoas (a 135
and 155 respectively), and an
asymmetrical spinnaker.

In May of 2018, we offered $45,000 for
the boat and after some haggling came to
an agreement on $48,000, contingent
upon a satisfactory survey.

The survey was scheduled for late July
but just as Avery and | were about to get
in the car to head over to owners Noel
and Linda’s home for the survey |
received a phone call from Noel.

“Drew, you’re not going to believe this,”
he said. “Kismet was hit by lightning.” After
talking with our surveyors, Avery and |
decided it would be in our best interest to
let Noel work with his insurance company
to assess and repair the damage before
proceeding with the purchase.

When lightning strikes a yacht it seeks
an uninhibited path from cloud to ground
(sea). The boat acts as an electrical
conduit for up to one billion volts of
electricity, which will create a path if a
predefined one does not exist. Lightning
will generally take ‘the path of least
resistance’, but will also take all available
paths according to my research.

We later found that on Kismet the
lightning arced from the aluminium mast
step through the keel via the stainless
steel keel bolts.

After taking ownership, we also found
the strike had exited through the stainless

ABOVE Drew (left)
and Noel look at
Kismet on survey
day

RIGHT Proud
couple Drew
and Avery pose
in front of the
renamed Walden
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steel rudder shaft — perhaps the product of
what is known as a ‘side flash’ from the
nearby backstay.

The survey
As Noel’s insurance provider seemed to
be dragging its heels, we agreed to go
ahead with a full survey and sea trial for
Kismet to ensure the boat’s hull structure
hadn’t been compromised by the lightning
strike. Bursting with excitement and
dripping with sweat on a hot and humid
morning in August, Avery and | were
enthralled as our future home went under
the surveyors’ microscope.

Because of the lightning strike, most of

Old boats feature beautiful teak interiors, but also annoying Formica worktops. In my view
Corian worktops are much preferred

the boat’s instruments were vaporised
including the VHF radio, stereo, auto-
helm, wind instruments, depth finder, and
GPS. Luckily the fridge, battery charger,
and AC outlets were still operable.
Importantly, the hull was structurally intact.
All things considered, the surveyors
valued the boat at $32,000. Survey in
hand, | beseeched Noel to sell us the boat
as-is for $32,000 and he reluctantly
obliged. Avery and | took ownership
during the last week of August, 2018. The
lower purchase price would give us funds
to refashion the boat and its systems how
we pleased, and Noel was still able to
collect the insurance for the damages.

Starting work
We renamed Kismet as Walden after the
book by philosopher Henry David
Thoreau, and placed her on the hard in
Placida, Florida, to undergo a refit.
During this time Noel and Linda kindly
offered me a guest room in their home.
Though we lived on the other coast, we
planned to make frequent weekend trips
over the coming months to refit Walden.
First on the agenda was to unstep the
mast in order to re-paint it, re-rig it, and Q)
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After laminating new fibreglass cloth with
Walden’s freshly epoxy, blisters must be faired

painted mast is -
re-stepped with
the new Garmin

radar in place

Inspirational message
on a plaque aboard
Walden
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ABOVE A new VHF radio was installed at
the chart station, mounted to a custom
fabricated teak panel

LEFT Neat and tidy wiring took weeks to
plan and complete

BELOW Our CPT Wheel Pilot and bulkhead
mounted B&G MFDs and Garmin 942 XS

A el TS y -
Blisters, blisters, and more blisters on
this well-maintained boat, demonstrate
the unrelenting marine environment

Why Walden?

The boat name Walden is derived
from Henry David Thoreau’s landmark
work of philosophy dubbed Walden,
in which he argued that the ‘mass of
men lead lives of quiet desperation’.
He built a tiny cabin in the woods to

install new instruments. | vividly remember
the two days in late August spent in the
blistering hell of a boatyard, sweat flowing
from my brow as I, a novice - albeit handy
— sailor, attempted to loosen bronze
turnbuckles which were welded to the
stainless steel wire rigging via three
decades of electrolysis. Upon returning to
Noel and Linda’s house for a shower and
bed, an enthusiastic Noel greeted me and
asked, “Did you survive your first day as a
yacht owner?” to which | replied, “Yes.” |
knew, however, the long and arduous
journey had only just begun.

Working alone with only a slight
semblance of an idea as to what
unstepping the mast entailed, | was not
prepared for the crane to separate the
mast from the boat the next morning. But
with the help of a few hired hands we got
the job done. With the mast safely blocked
on the ground and the hole in the cabin
top covered, | went home for a few weeks
to recover after an onerous beginning to
yacht ownership.

Before | headed home, | employed a
rigger to remove the old stays from the
mast and replace them with new 316
stainless steel swaged stays, and later
help me re-step the mast and tune the
new rigging. For a price of $2,100 and
track record of satisfied customers he
couldn’t be beaten!

‘The pre-purchase survey noted “a number of
blisters” that needed to be addressed’

Electronics

With the rigging in qualified hands, |
decided to focus on updating the
electronics. Walden came equipped with a
hodgepodge of old and new electronics
but since we were planning on keeping
her indefinitely, we decided no expense
would be spared.

We replaced the Raymarine i50/i60
tri-data bundle (wind speed, direction and
depth) with a B&G Triton T41 and
upgraded the GPS and radar, which cost
a hefty $2,000 as well as $300 just for the
mount. We also fitted a Garmin 210 VHF
with a built-in AIS receiver that would
synchronize with our other electronics via
the NMEA 2000 network that I'd installed.

The glut of wires in our mast’s wiring
conduit meant we decided to fit a wireless
wind sensor in lieu of the wired one that
came in the bundle — another $700.

Crucially, we installed the utilitarian CPT
belt-driven autopilot, a necessity for
double-handed passage making. With its
simple control knobs and lack of any
NMEA integration, we’ve found this to be
extremely robust with ample power to turn

the wheel in nearly any sea.

Installing new electronics on an old boat
is a laborious task, and | spent hours in
cramped lazarettes, chasing and
removing old and superfluous wiring for
bygone electronics that were no longer
fitted. As well as the new instruments we
also installed all new navigation, anchor,
and running lights. LED bulbs were used
in the fixtures (with the exception of the
anchor light because of the propensity of
LED lights to interfere with radio
communications) to save valuable power.

Antifouling
Walden needed to be antifouled before
launch. Because some of the paint was
flaking off, | decided it would be prudent
to remove years of paint build-up first, so |
bought a vacuum sander and the most
aggressive grit sandpaper | could find.
After suiting up in a miserable full-body
suit, | fired up the sander and quickly grew
disheartened: rather than remove the
paint, the sander simply burnished the
paint and gummed up the pad. Constantly
swapping pads and only working small

live deliberately with nature, and not
be beholden to the ‘tyranny of the
clock’ so that he could pursue ‘higher
pursuits’ such as reading great
books and writing. He was an
inspiration for us to take to sea.

areas, it was going to take an eternity.

So | decided to focus my efforts on
painting the mast and installing electronics
while | ruminated over how to tackle the
bottom job. An online boating forum
suggested using a vacuum scraper, rather
than sander. | ordered one and it proved
a revelation, effortlessly removing the
layers of ablative paint that had built up
over the years!

Avery now took on
the huge task of
completing Walden’s
bottom job so | could
focus on other tasks.

While the pre-
purchase survey had
noted ‘a number of
blisters’ that needed
to be addressed, our
surveyors had failed
to describe the true
nature of the work. Walden had not been
antifouled in four years, yet its Interlux
Micron 66 ablative paint was still intact,
hiding what lay beneath.

Tackling osmosis

Osmotic blisters occur when water
permeates a porous gelcoat surface after
years of constant immersion. The resin,
when exposed to water trapped between
layers of fibreglass composite, is
dissolved and leaves behind a sour-
smelling residue. While blisters are
generally only superficial in nature, they
do compromise the structural integrity of a
hull if allowed to fester and grow. The only
remedy is to grind them out and laminate
new layers of fibreglass cloth saturated
with epoxy resin, which is needed for its
enhanced strength and bonding
properties. The only true protection
against hull blistering is an epoxy barrier
coat. Noel and Linda had this done a few
years earlier, but the yard that did the work

H

ABOVE On old
boats, blisters
are almost
guaranteed

LEFT Keel to
hull stub joint
also needed
repair

had apparently barrier-coated over
existing blisters without fixing them
properly first!

As Avery grew increasingly skilled, she
identified more and more blisters. There
were hundreds of them — some bigger in
area than watermelons. It seemed that
once she learned to use an angle grinder,
she never stopped opening up more
blisters! As a result, the bottom job
dragged on for months.

Once all of the blisters had been opened
up, the arduous task of filling and fairing
them began. Depending on the size and
severity of the blister, one, two, or even
three layers of bi-axial 170z fibreglass mat
were cut and laminated in place with
epoxy resin. Once the blisters were close
to level with the hull, they were sanded
and also faired if necessary. Sanding
areas that had been built up too far
proved difficult and a special sanding disk
attachment for our angle grinder had to be
employed. The fairing process was

Despite being solid, all exposed core
should be sealed with epoxy prior to

exacerbated by our lack of knowledge
regarding fillers and epoxies at the time.
Because of this, we had a few batches of
epoxy either fail to cure or cure far too
fast, which had to be removed. Some of
the fillers we used included milled and
chopped fibres and glass microballoons,
all of which proved extremely difficult to
sand fair. We eventually hit our groove
with West System 5:1 ratio epoxy and their
404 Silica filler. Mixed to a putty-like
consistency it made sanding doable —
even by hand if desired. To put matters in
perspective, the bottom was the first job
started, but the last one completed before
Walden left the yard early in April 2019!

Painting

While | lent Avery assistance when
needed, | focused on repairs, upgrades,
and general maintenance. After new
electronics were installed and tested as
much as possible without commissioning,
| painted the mast.

Our Ericson 38-200 was built in 1987 in
Southern California and due to the state of
California’s long history of stringent
environmental regulations, our boat’s
Kenyon mast was painted with a two-part
polyurethane paint, rather than anodised.
So after 32 years Walden’s mast and
boom were looking ratty, despite being 9
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RIGHT A rotted
dorade box was
one of many
unexpected
projects.
Fortunately the
damage was
localised

in exceptional condition with no corrosion.

Painting in a humid, dusty boatyard, and
not caring for a mirror finish, | simply
pressure cleaned the mast and then
applied (via foam roller) Rustoleum Marine
Primer formulated for metals, which
adhered well. After two coats of primer |
applied three coats of Petit EZPoxy
one-part polyurethane paint in white.
While the mast looks great, if | were to do
this job again I'd use a two-part paint
system such as Alexseal for increased
longevity and gloss.

Power management

To keep our boat’'s AGM batteries topped
up at anchor | also installed 300W of solar
power. To install the solar panels, our
davits had to be through-bolted, rather
than lag-screwed to the boat, an
inexplicable oversight! To mount the
panels, | had to design and build a
custom frame, which included many
revisions and modifications over a month

LEFT A bulkhead
that had broken
free from the hull
was reattached
with glass mat
tabbing

o <

of sporadic labour. To regulate the 300W
charge capacity, a solar charger was
installed between the panels and battery
bank and fused accordingly. The panels
had to be wired in parallel and for that a
special connector had to be ordered,
which delayed the project. The impetus
for the solar array was to be able to use
household power while at anchor in
remote locations and thus a 1500W DC to
AC marine inverter from Pro Mariner was
fitted. In order to safely install the inverter,
large 2/0 AWG cable and an in-line 200A
fuse were used. The inverter casing was
also grounded to the boat’s DC circuit,
which required the installation of an
additional DC bus bar.

Damaged dorade

While installing new equipment | found
that our dorade box was rotten. Dorades
allow airflow into the cabin but should
keep water out. Unfortunately there’'d
been a manufacturing defect with the

‘Walden looked great on launch day. It was a
proud day and a monumental achievement’

The reverse side of Walden’s
onboard electronics
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In case lightning
strikes twice...

To protect our new electronics from
lightning we installed a number of
devices following recommendation
from an engineer friend.

For our NMEA 2000/instrument and
radio/radar circuits we installed a
transient voltage surge suppressor
(TVSS) in each. In a lightning strike a
TVSS is supposed to disconnect an
electrical circuit to protect devices
wired to it.

For the coaxial cable to the
masthead VHF/AIS antenna, a
gas-block surge protector was
installed and grounded to the mast
step, which was also grounded to a
keel bolt with a large 2/0 AWG tinned
copper cable. This is designed to
divert an electrical surge to ground in
case of a lightning strike.

dorade system on our boat, which had
been rectified on later models. Being a
separate piece that was tabbed to the
deck during construction, the dorade box
floor was gelcoated plywood, which had
quickly rotted, allowing water to pass
through fastener holes to the headlining
and find its way to a cabin bulkhead.

Because this was not a structural
concern, and separate from our solid
balsa core deck, | simply dug out the
rotted wood as best | could (drilling small
holes in the rotten wood | couldn’t reach)
and filled with thickened epoxy. A
band-aid for sure, but it stopped the
bothersome cabin leak. | then slathered
EZPoxy paint on the inside of the dorade
box and called it quits.

Another minor fibreglass repair was the
reattachment of a bulkhead that had come
away from the hull structure in one
section, perhaps due to a soft grounding
on the muddy Charlotte Harbour.

Windlass and rigging

Another project | tackled was the
installation of an anchor windlass: a
necessity for a 38ft cruising boat. In order
to do this, | removed the anchor pan,

LEFT Walden,
mast unstepped
during the refit.
Notice how dirty

which proved difficult and eventually
required cutting a hole in the pan to lift it
out. Nonetheless, once the pan was out, |

noticed a few small leaks that required the

re-bedding of deck hardware in the
immediate vicinity. Since the mast was
unstepped — and because of visible rust
— | removed the front chainplate and bow
roller for inspection. All the bolts were
severely corroded and needed replacing.

Replacing chainplate bolts tucked up
under the deck was a miserable task, but
one that I'm glad | did. The condition of
the front chainplate was excellent but its
fasteners were clearly compromised,
which prompted me to remove the
backstay chainplate as well. Though it
proved to be in exceptional condition, I'm
glad we removed and re-bedded both the
fore and aft chainplates.

e

the boat became
being in the yard

BELOW LEFT
After sitting in salt
water for decades
our bronze
propeller needed
work

BELOW Repaired
and with a fresh
coat of antifouling
Walden’s prop
looks like new!

The athwartship U-bolt style chainplates
on either side of the cabin trunk, appeared
to be in good condition — with no visible
cracking or crevice corrosion —and were
left alone because of the sheer difficulty of
removing and reinstalling them.

With all difficult-to-access hardware in
the area rebedded, | added core material
and fibreglass to the anchor pan. | also
added backing material to the deck
mounting flange to increase its strength.
Once completed, the new and improved
anchor pan was secured and sealed
down to the flange with lag screws and
adhesive sealant. The result was an
anchor pan so strong | could jump on it!

RESTORING A YACHT ®B9

Windlass installation did not go as
smoothly as planned and still has not
been completed to satisfaction.

The engine

Amid all of the upgrades, Walden’s engine
had been neglected and needed routine
maintenance. | changed the impeller and
checked the transmission fluid. The old
bronze propeller was showing signs of
failure, with the blade tips eroding,
bending and warping; some even had
hairline cracks. | took it for repairs and for
a mere $100 it was restored to new!

Clean and polish

After months spent in a dusty and dirty
boatyard, Walden’s once beautiful
appearance had been marred by layers of
dirt and a green slime. Before we could
launch her she’d need an extensive clean.
First we pressure-cleaned the hull, and
followed this with an acid wash, using an
on/off hull cleaner to remove deeply
ingrained stains.

Afterwards, the hull and deck were
polished with Zep Floor Polish, which is
about the only thing | found that works on
aged and oxidised gelcoat.

Walden sure looked great on launch day.
It was a proud day and monumental
achievement on 9 April 2019 when she
finally left the boatyard!

Though we still had an ocean to cross in
terms of uncompleted projects, we knew
we’d soon have a waterfront view with
water gently lapping the hull, rather than
one of dust and gravel with a chorus of
power tools!

Next month Walden’s relaunch
doesn’t quite go to plan...

ABOVE Walden
stained hullsides
before pressure
washing and
polishing

LEFT Getting an
old boat to look
as good as this
almost killed me!
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