
From the early 1950s through 
1960s, T.N. Simmons and his son, 
working out of a shop behind their 
house on Myrtle Grove Sound near 
Wilmington, North Carolina, built 
hundreds of unusually seaworthy small 
craft called Simmons Sea-Skiffs.  In its 
day, the sea skiff was considered the 
p re -eminen t spo r t - f i sh ing and 
r e c r e a t i o n a l p o w e r b o a t o f 
southeastern North Carolina.  But in 
1972, after his son’s death in a boating 
accident, a distraught Simmons closed 
his shop, never to resume building the 
boa t tha t bo re h is name and 
reputation. 

Though Simmons had his imitators 
– a builder in Charleston, South 
Carolina, made a 20-foot fiberglass 
sea-skiff after Simmons stopped 
building – none could duplicate his 
success.  As the years passed, the few 
surviving sea-skiffs became collector’s 
items, and those who could get hold of 
a used boat considered themselves 
lucky.  Still interest in the boats never 
ceased, and some inquiries to a Small 
Boat Journal article about the Sea-
Skiffs (see “Now, About Those Native 

Carolina Boats,” SBJ #3) led me to 
T.N. Simmons’ door one early January 
morning in search of the boat he had 
long ago abandoned. 

“Don’t do anything with boats any-
more,” said Simmons when he heard 
what I wanted.  I persisted, explaining 
that some SBJ readers wanted plans 
of his boat. 

“Didn’t use any plans; never had 
them,” he told me. 

I proposed that I could find one of 
his sea-skiffs, have him confirm that it 
was a  good example, then I would 
draw up plans.  Simmons said that 
would be fine, and we talked on.  
Since he stopped building boats, 
Simmons has been building furniture – 
not for sale, but for his home and 
t h o s e o f h i s d a u g h t e r s a n d 
granddaughter.  We went around the 
house where he had made everything 
from picture frames to a beautiful 
grandfather clock.  Then he took me 
out to the boat shop. 

All the power tools were set up, 
and wall racks and cabinet drawers 
were filled with every type of tool 

imaginable, neatly arranged and ready 
to use. 

There were also jigs and modified 
tools that the skilled craftsman 
develops to speed his work.  Simmons 
got a scrapbook out of a cabinet, and 
in his spacious, sun-filled shop, he told 
me the story of his life and his boats. 

T.N. Simmons was born on Myrtle 
Grove Sound in 1908.  Except for 
some years of his youth in Ocean 
View, Virginia, near the mouth of the 
Chesapeake Bay, he has always lived 
on Myrtle Grove Sound.  He built his 
first boat, a flat-bottomed poling skiff 
for the shallow sound waters, in 1932.  
The next year, he was hired as a 
carpenter to build the Dow Chemical 
plant at Kure Beach, 6 miles south of 
Myrtle Grove.  After the six months of 
construction, he stayed on in the 
maintenance force until in 1943 when 
the wartime shipyard in Wilmington 
needed a pattern maker.  When he 
applied for the job and was asked if he 
was a pattern maker, he told them, “If 
it’s made of wood, I can make what 
you want.”  He did until the war ended 
and the shipyard shut down. 
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Back at his shop on Myrtle Grove 
Sound, he was planning to build 
cabinets and furniture for a living, but a 
12-foot flat-bottomed skiff he built and 
set out in front of his shop changed his 
plans.  Someone driving by saw it, 
bought it, and started a series of sales 
to lake fishermen in central North 
Carolina.  They would drive down, 
place an order, and drive home.  When 
the boat was ready, they would make 
another 400-mile round trip to pick it 
up. 

Sea-Skiff Evolution 
Then came Simmons’ first sea-

skiffs – lapstrake-sided, flat-bottomed, 
tucked up astern – boats rowed off the 
beach by ocean fishermen.  He built a 
well for an outboard into that style 
boat, and the sea-skiff began to 
evolve.  Kenneth Sprunt told me he 
saw a Simmons outboard boat at 
Wrightsville Beach about 1947 and 
had Simmons build one with the run 
flattened out for better performance 
under power.  Sprunt said it was a 
good boat but pounded hard going into 
seas. 

The first 25-horsepower outboards 
were introduced in 1951.  Someone 
gave Simmons a ride in a boat 
powered by one, and he decided this 
was the motor for his boats.  “They 
rattled a lot, but they really went,” he 
told me.  Julian  

Taylor, a neighbor of Sprunt, saw 
Sprunt’s boat and had Simmons 
modify it with a fore-and-aft planked 
vee bottom instead of the cross-
planked flat bottom.  The vee bottom 

smoothed out the ride and the boat 
was an instant success.  A deeper vee 
bottom built for another customer did 
not work as well.  The original boats 
were planked with juniper, but 
Simmons soon had difficulty getting 
enough material and switched to 3/8-
inch plywood for the sides and bottom 
(see “Building a Sea-Skiff”). 

For nearly two decades, Simmons 
and his son built sea-skiffs as fast as 
they could.  He doesn’t know how 
many boats they built, but I estimate a 
thousand or more.  “We made a good 
living out of the boats,” Simmons said.  
“We worked five days a week.  
Saturdays I was in the shop because 
that was when customers came to 
order boats and talk about what they 
wanted special.”  As the reputation of 
the boats grew, they were sold all up 
and down the East Coast and farther 
away. 

In spite of his success, Simmons 
resisted proposals to manufacture the 
boats on a large scale, “to have a 
factory,” as he put it.  He told me it 
really wasn’t fun to build a lot of boats 
alike.  Instead, he stayed close to his 
customers so he could fine-tune the 
boat’s design in response to their 
experiences and special requirements.  
For instance, he once stretched an 18-
foot boat to 20 feet, with the well 
moved forward to provide working 
space aft for nets, and used three 
instead of four side planks. 

A few days after my visit, I saw an 
ad in the morning paper. 

18’ SIMMONS.  40 hp electric 
Evinrude, trailer, $895.  Call 
791-3058 after 6. 

I called and made a date to see 
the boat.  Owner Bob Corbett told me 
it was built in 1958 for Ryder Lewis of 
Carolina Beach, who sold it to him in 
1970.  For a 27-year-old boat, it was in 
excellent shape.  I had been planning 
to build an outboard boat to get out to 
the barrier island beach faster than our 
20-foot sharpie does.  Now here I was 
looking at a classic Simmons.  Bob 
and I made a deal. 

I took the boat to Myrtle Grove 
Sound to show Simmons.  He told me 
that he had only made 18-foot sea-
skiffs in 1958.  You could tell he 
thought it his best model as he told 
about having to make longer, beamier 
boats for the bigger motors his 
customers wanted to use.  My good 
luck had brought me a sea-skiff at the 
height of its development. 

I visited Ryder Lewis, the original 
owner of my boat.  He had powered it 
with a 30-horsepower Evinrude Lark 
when he bought it in 1958.  A friend of 
h i s had the same boa t -moto r 
combination, and they fished in the 
ocean and the sounds year around.  
Like many others, he used the boat for 
water skiing, too,  and praised the 
boat’s ability to make tight, high-speed 
turns while towing skiers.  Lewis sold 
his boat after a dozen years only 
because he needed a larger boat to 
accommodate his family, but he 
acknowledged that none of his later 
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boats had been as satisfactory as the 
Simmons. 

Back home, I blocked the boat up 
solidly and level and took off the lines 
and the details of the construction.  
The boat is 17 feet 1 inch overall, five 
feet 7 inches maximum beam, and 3 
feet 7 inches on the bottom.  Draft is 
only 5 inches so you can get on and 
off the beach easily, and navigate 
through shallow water.  The bottom is 

a shallow vee forward and flattens 
almost completely at the transom.  
Simmons said taking out the vee aft 
would let the boat slide too much in 
turns.  The transom rake is a sharp 35 
degrees because Simmons liked its 
looks.  I lofted the lines full scale and 
found a slight hollow in the chine aft 
buy the motor well.  I wondered aloud 
about its being the result of hogging 
(sagging of the ends), and he said, 

“My boats don’t hog!”  Simmons told 
me the hollow was intentional and 
provided lift. 

New, the boat was painted light 
gray on the topsides and interior and a 
red on the bottom up to the top of the 
garboard.  The juniper deck and the 
mahogany splashboard, thwarts, 
transom, gunwales, and steering 
bracket were all finished bright. 
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T.N. Simmons built his sea-skiffs upside down, 
first erecting the stem and transom-motor well 
assembly at the proper heights and distance apart.  
Then he hung the garboard and side strakes, using 
stretcher sticks to make the hull shape fair, laid in 
the floors, keelson, and chine logs, and covered the 
bottom.  After he completed the outside of the boat, 
he turned the hull right side up and installed the side 
frames, gunwales, thwarts, and other interior 
components. 

He used yellow pine pickled in wood 
preservative for the stem and 7/8-inch mahogany for 
the framing members.  He cut the strakes (four per 
side) from 3/8-inch, 5-ply fir marine plywood but 
used 3/8-inch medium-density overload (MDO) fir 
ply-wood on the bottom for better abrasion 
resistance.  Simmons refused to use butt joints on 
the side planks, so he sized his boats to the length of 
a plywood sheet.  That’s why my “18-footer” 
measures only 17 feet one inch.  A piece of 14-foot 
plywood is sufficient for the bottom. 

Simmons built his boats without glue or seam 
compound.  His joinery was flawless.  I tried to slip 
a thin knife blade between the joints on my boat, but 
they were so tight I couldn’t.  For fastenings, he 
used bronze annular ringed nails and brass screws 

and bolts.  The plank laps were fastened with 
clenched bronze ringed nails. 

Without Simmons’ knowledge and experience, 
today’s builder cannot build the same way and 
reproduce the 18-footer faithfully.  However, the 
boat can be reproduced using the plans, detailed 
drawings, and building description I have made 
along with a more conventional building method. 

The stem, transom, and motor well are made 
up as Simmons did, but the floors and frames are 
laid out from detailed drawings, cut, and assembled.  
Then the stem, transom-well assembly, and frames 
are mounted on a notched 2x6 strongback that gives 
the proper bottom profile.  Next, the chines, and keel 
are put in place, and the plank shapes are laid out on 
plywood, cut, and hung on the skeleton.  From there 
on, the bottom planking and rest of the construction 
is as Simmons did it. 

Today’s builder could substitute bronze screws 
for brass and use epoxy resin, urea-formaldehyde, 
glue, or one of the flexible sealant-adhesives to 
increase strength, watertight integrity, and longevity.  
Copper rivets or copper clench nails in combination 
with a glue would fasten planks better than 
Simmons’ method.  Framing lumber of locally 
available species and current lumberyard dimensions 
could be substituted.  If you want fiberglass on the 

bottom, or need to keep worms out, the modified 
construction lets you put the garboards and the 
bottom planks on, fiberglass them, and finish 
planking the sides with the fiberglass edge neatly 
covered by the plank lap. 

If I were to build a sea-skiff, I would use ¼-
inch plywood planking.  This could reduce the 
boat’s weight to 150-175 pounds, especially if I used 
standard lumberyard thicknesses for framing.  I 
could power it with a portable 15-horsepower 
outboard and be able to cartop it single-handedly.  I 
would fastened the hull with silicon bronze nails and 
screws and glue all joints with epoxy resin.  Total 
building cost should not exceed $500; the building 
time should be between 150-200 hours. 

                                         -David W. Carnell 

Editor’s note:  Plans sets including lines and 
offsets; construction plan; details of stem (full-size), 
transom, motor well, floors, frames, and plank 
layouts; building instructions; and photographs are 
available.  Order from David W. Carnell, 322 Pages 
Creek Drive, Wilmington, NC 28405.  Make checks 
for $30 payable to the New Hanover County 
Museum Foundation, as profits will be used for 
museum programs, including recording the history 
of the Simmons Sea-Skiff. 



As I measured and worked on the 
boat, I came to appreciate i ts 
construction.  The boat was built 
without glue or sealants; watertight 
in tegr i t y depended on f i t and 
fasteners.  The construction is simple, 
and is not always conventional, but it 
is structurally sound and has proven 
durable in hard use.  There are no 
complicated joints, no knees, and a 
minimum of bevels and rabbets.  
There are no butt joints in the planking 
either.  Simmons abhorred them 
because of their looks and bought 
plywood sheets long enough so that 
he had no joints in the planking.  All 
the pieces are well-proportioned and 
good looking. 

When I stepped into the sea-skiff, I 
discovered it acts like a dory.  The 
narrow, vee bottom lets it heel quickly 
until the flaring sides stiffen it.  
Underway, the boat began to plane 
with the motor running smoothly just 
above idle.  Timed runs on a 
measured course with two aboard 
gave 14 mph for this speed, confirming 

Simmons’ claim that “the boat planes 
at 15 mph.” 

Seaworthy Craft 
 Out of the creek into the 

Intracoastal Waterway, I opened up to 
about half throttle and the boat lifted 
more, making 26 mph.  I ran back over 
the 1.5-mile course at full throttle and 
got 34 mph.  Simmons had told me the 
boat would get 33 mph with 25 
horsepower. 

My boat came with a 1973 40-
horsepower Evinrude Norseman, a 
bigger motor than needed.  He also 
told me that 10 horsepower would not 
plane an 18-foot boat, but that 18 
horsepower would plane a “small 20,” 
an early, narrower version of the sea-
skiff. 

Simmons Sea-Skiff owners have 
been prone to put big motors on their 
boats, which Simmons decried.  A 
clamdigger told me about charging 
across the ocean with 140 horsepower 
on a friend’s 20-foot sea-skiff.  Another 
owner told me he put a 60 horsepower 

motor motor on what he called a 
“sound skiff” (18 feet with only three 
side planks). 

When he complained to Simmons 
that the boat wouldn’t take the full 
torque of the motor, he was told to get 
rid of the motor, the boat was designed 
for 18 horsepower. 

I headed down the ICW and 
through the channel to Mason Inlet 
between Figure Eight and Shell 
Islands, pushing into the waves at just 
under planning speed and looking for 
a place with no breakers.  Finally, I 
found a narrow spot where the waves 
were smallest.  One wave broke even 
there as we came through, but the 
sea-skiff lifted easily over it over it and 
rode on out into the ocean.The waves 
were a couple of feet high.  The boat 
ran nicely at minimum planning speed, 
but at higher speeds made her slam 
from wave to wave like a PT-boat, so I 
throttled down.  I went in and out of the 
inlet a few times, riding in on the backs 
of waves.  The last run in I got off to 
one side and a breaker came up on 
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the port quarter.  I gunned the engine 
and we ran ahead of it, but the stern 
slid off to starboard fast.  I saw what 
Simmons meant when he told me that 
he had never known one of his boats 
to upset, but that you had to hang on 
to stay in sometimes. 

Running back up the waterway, I 
tried some hard turns at up to full 
speed.  No matter how hard I  put the 
wheel over, not a drop came over the 
gunwale.  Dory behavior showed once 
again as she leaned right over till the 
prop came out of the water.  At 
extreme heel, the gunwale still had a 
couple inches of freeboard.  The 
turning circle diameter was about two 
boat lengths. 

The first comment I invariably hear 
when I bring up the subject of 
Simmons’ boats is about their 
seaworthiness.  “They will bring you 
back in long after you’ve wished you 
weren’t out there,” says a friend who is 
a long-time ocean fisherman.  Kenneth 
Sprunt told me how good they were for 
duck hunting on the wide, lower 
reaches of the Cape Fear River, where 
opposing wind and tide kick up nasty, 
short, steep waves.  Fishermen took 
their 18-foot boats clear to the Gulf 
Stream 50 miles offshore and down to 

the turbulent Frying Pan Shoals off 
Cape Fear.  My limited experience 
confirms that seaworthiness.  The boat 
quickly gives you confidence. 

The frequent comment after 
“seaworthy” is “but wet.”  I have not 
experienced that and I think it may 
come from charging too fast across 
ocean waves.  Overall, the ride 
through the wakes and waves is 
comparable in sensation and spray to 
a Boston Whaler.  The spray the boat 
throws up at minimum speed becomes 
a steady shower for the crew if there is 
a cross wind, but you can outrun it by 
nudging the throttle up a notch. 

The boat is light.  Mine weighs 250 
pounds, plus or minus 25 pounds.  
Simmons’ sales literature says “about 
325 lbs.”  He told me he never 
weighed one but went by comments 
owners had made.  I found I could pole 
the boat easily, but I also wanted 
power if the motor quit out in the 
ocean or in the sounds.  Holes in the 
rails left from Corbett’s shrimp trawl rig 
were located just right to mount 
oarlock sockets, and I made a pair of 
light 8-foot “quick-and-easy” oars (SBJ 
#29).  While I would not want to get in 
a race, the boat moves well enough 

with the oars that I would not mind 
rowing a few miles home. 

The 18-foot Simmons Sea-Skiff is 
a thoroughly proven design with over 
30 years of ocean fishing, water skiing, 
and all-purpose outboard use.  If you 
want a low-cost, easily-built, especially 
seaworthy, fast outboard for up to four 
passengers, this boat could be just the 
answer. 
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