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cf Mermaids & War Boats

By Sarah Clarke Stuart
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was very much akead
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~ CINDY PURCELL

(PHOTO BY LAIRD)




Wombat is a 45-foot Huckins
Sport Fisher 2015

n August 1, 1943, the crew
of PT (patrol torpedo)
boat 109, with Lieutenant
John F. Kennedy at the
helm, set out from the
Solomon Islands to halt
the “Tokyo Express,” but
their mission went awry.
In the middle of the night,

a Japanese destrover collided
with the smaller ship, knocking the
crew into the water and setting the boat aflame. Kennedy’s
valiant swim to shore (with an injured crew member in
tow, no less) would catapult him to war-hero status. What
you might not know is that a small Jacksonville boatmaker
played an important role in this particular chapter of
American naval history.

The U.S. Navy’s PT boats of that era were, in part,
made possible by Frank Pembroke Huckins, founder of
Jacksonville's own Huckins Yacht Corporation. Invented by
the man himself, the PT boats’ Quadroconic planing hull
was revolutionary at the time, allowing the craft to “plane”
above the water and, therefore, maintain greater speeds.
Before this contribution, the boats would repeatedly pound
into the waves, resulting not only in slower speeds but,
over time, a gradual destruction of the boat. Huckins
Corporation, a family-owned business established in 1928
in Springfield, built eighteen PT boats for the Navy during
World War II.

So how did a small yacht company that specialized
in pleasure boats get involved in the war effort? After
many failed attempts to create faster patrol boats, the U.S.
military put out a call for all private boat manufacturers
who were up to the task. They needed to solve the PT
boats’ problem of too much impact (pounding) and
not enough speed. A competition was held, dubbed the
Plywood Derby, in which the Huckins boats outshone
the contenders. Unfortunately, the company did not have
the manufacturing resources of larger companies, so their
contract was limited.

This didn’t stop the navy from sharing Huckins’ planing
hull trademarked design with the other manufacturers,
and before long, all the PT boats were equipped with the
Huckins’ revolutionary hull style. Although Huckins didn’t
benefit financially from his innovation, he is quoted as
saying, “If our contributing a form of hull that eliminated
destructive pounding and saved the PT boat from failure
or oblivion has contributed to the war effort and victory by
ever so small an increment, then such was my purpose.”

After the war, the Huckins Corporation headquarters
moved from Springfield to the banks of the Ortega River
where it has been in operation ever since. They also shifted
back into the pleasure boat marketplace and continued
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making customized yachts in Ortega. Since then, the
company has weathered three recessions and many ups
and downs in the inner workings of the business. Today,
Huckins’ granddaughter, Cindy Purcell, and her husband,
Buddy, own and manage the thriving operation.

Walking into their offices is like taking a tour into
boatmaking history. On the walls, hang pictures from the
last nine decades: family members, famous clients, local
celebrities, and debutantes, all posing on Huckins boats.
Old blueprints are on display, and Cindy says they still
have all eighty-nine hand-sketched drawings of the original
PT boat designs. All of the diagrams and instructions for
every boat ever made is filed away in flat drawers. Not
only do they indicate measurements in length and depth,
but they also include the weight of every scrap of material.
“You have to know all of the weights, each screw and bolt
... if you don’t know that then your boat might not go very
fast,” says Cindy.

Back when the plant was located on East 4th Street next
to the train tracks, the freshly constructed boats had to be
hoisted onto train cars and sent to the nearby St. Johns
River.

This was long before Cindy’s time, so she relies on
records and family stories to fill in the narrative of the
company’s history. Even memories of her grandfather are
foggy, since she was only five when he died. She knows
that he had a brilliant engineering mind and an attention

for detail. He grew up in Boston and attended Harvard
University. After working with his father in the family’s
mill business, he came to Jacksonville to start his boat
business. But he had started building boats long before
that. He built his first boat when he was only sixteen, says
Cindy, pointing to a framed photo on the wall. “He was
an innovator,” she says. “My grandfather invented the very
first planing hull ... so he was very much ahead of his
time.”

He was also a bit of an eccentric. By the time he started
the yacht company at the age of forty-two, Huckins had
been married three times. At age sixty-five, shortly before
his death, he started an autobiography titled Boats and
Women: The History of My Life. And indeed, he made
sure that he and his boats were surrounded by attractive
women, at least for the photo ops. In the office, many
of the old pictures feature scantily clad debutantes
and other bathing beauties. One, in particular, shows a
topless, smiling woman wading in waist-high waters with
outstretched arms; in the nearby boat, Huckins coyly leans
over the side to catch a glimpse.

In an article published long ago in Timme Magazine,
Huckins was described as a “bristling individualist” and
a “blunt Boston Yankee.” The journalist goes on to say,
“He has outraged Jacksonville hostesses by taking his
own brand of Scotch to cocktail parties, refusing to attend
dinners unless the menu suited him. A hater of games,
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he goes to sleep on any handy sofa if
someone suggests a round of bridge.”

Another of his idiosyncrasies, Cindy
remembers, was having his little dog,
Fairfa, as a constant companion. “My
grandfather never went anywhere
without his dog - cocktail parties,
everything.” On the Huckins website,
there’s an audio recording of the plant’s
opening ceremony in 1947 and you can
hear the dog barking in the background.

Fairfa was named after their
trademarked logo, the Fairform Flyer, a
voluptuous mermaid. It's always been
their signature image, “because she’s
fair of form and fast in the water,” explains Cindy. It’s
only a metal emblem, but there was a time when even a
rendering of a half-naked woman was too indecent to place
on clients’ boats, so for many decades they didn't use the
logo.

Cindy and Buddy Purcell have been in charge for many
years now. After meeting in college in South Carolina, and
a stint working in Alaska, they moved to Jacksonville and
began working for the family business in the early 1970s
- Buddy as a painter’s apprentice for $2.50 an hour and
Cindy in the stock room.

As an adult she originally had no intention of rising in

~ Frank PEMBROKE HUCKINS

the ranks, but family lore has it that
Cindy had her sights set on the family
business from a very young age. Shortly
after the death of her grandfather in the
early 1950s, and during a tumultuous
shift in power within the company, six-
year old Cindy approached her father
and confidently said, “One day, I will
run this plant.”

As a child, Cindy spent a lot of
time on the 5t Johns River. In her
autobiographical writings, she describes
her younger self as “a tomboy” and “a
river rat.” When she was very young,
she pestered her father to build her a
boat after seeing him do it for her sister. He resisted, but
eventually challenged her to a deal. If she could swim all
the way across the 5t. Johns River, he would build the
boat for her. She took him seriously, so by the time she
was nine, she had her own 12-footer with a 22-horsepower
engine.

Although their history is robust, Huckins is not all about
the past. In fact, they are about to release their newest
yacht, the Sportsman 38, a classic design with all the
newest bells and whistles, including a hybrid motor. Its
“genealogical roots” are in the Sportsman 36, a boat they
built in 1936. The web page for the new product advertises
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it as “a blend of traditional styling
with the most modern materials and
processing techniques.”

Cindy says that the boat will feature
multiple items that no other company
is doing vet. The powerful engine can
propel it up to thirty-five knots, but
with the flip of a switch, it will cruise
silently at seven knots on electric
power alone. It also has a wet bar, a
fridge, a sixteen-bottle wine cooler,
sun roofs, a queen bed, and a full size
shower. Huckins’ signature approach
to boat design is to make their yachts
appear retro but to include all of the
comfort and speed of a new boat.

Although there is excitement
in the air about the new product
release, Cindy reminds me that a
lot of what they do is service work.
“Service is our bread and butter.

We do everything - from complete
reconstruction to maintenance on

all kinds of boats.” The great thing
about having such a long history is
that if someone needs an old boat
fixed up, even if it's fifty or sixty years
old, Huckins has all the parts and
pieces. Likewise, if someone wants to
order a new, custom-built boat with
a throwback design, they have all the
plans for the original product.

In 2019, Huckins Yacht Corporation
received ABBRA's Boat Builder of
the Year Award, given to the boat
builder that through its commitment
to sound engineering, quality
workmanship, teamwork, innovation,
professional project management,
process and product has made a
lasting contribution to the recreational
marine industry. A high honor indeed
for Cindy and Buddy Purcell ... and
the man who started it all, Cindy's
grandfather, Frank Pembroke Huckins.
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