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Once upon a time, Geoff Noble's Shipyard 
stood at the southeast corner of Thornbury 
harbour. In the middle of the Yard, a 
monster boulder heaved up through the 
dirt floor. And in the mid-'60s, a few 
amateur sailors, who had gathered around 
it for proverbial salty yarns, called this 
Über-Boulder their "Reef". And so, the club 
became known as the "Reef Boat Club". 
(Our first Commodore, being a teacher and 
hence a bit bolshie, vetoed "Yacht" in the 
interests of class solidarity.) Later, the pier 
was called the Inner Reef and the breakwall 

was called the Outer Reef, 
and a Reef Knot became 
our logo.

Among these budding sailors were: RBCs 
1st Commodore, and my good friend, 
Hans Huyer and his wife Hermie, with the 
dinghy "Green Bottle"; Keith Baker, 2nd 
Commodore, and Audrey Baker in  "Dirty 
Bird" (congrats, still afloat! ); Dr. Bob Allin, 
local MD, and Lois Allin with a spiffy 
Folksboat. The token weekenders were 
Dave, 3rd Commodore, and Marilyn 
Sutherland. We sailed a homemade, 
poorly designed, cheaply fitted-out 
catamaran known as 'Raft', aka 'Pitchpole'. 
Our professionals were: Geoff Noble, with 
his bespoke, shippy wood boats; and 

Early Days, RBC
Marilyn and Dave Sutherland

1967
Harold (Skin) Abbott, born Thornburger, 
onetime commercial fisherman, and 
skipper of our very slow displacement-
hull safety boat (took awhile, but almost 
always got to you.)

In no time the Club took off (why not, all 
Thornbury Harbour was our bailiwick!) 
We mostly had dinghies. Terry and Noni 
Harris took over "Green Bottle". I sold 
"Raft" to our 4th Commodore, Cliff 
Martin, who got rid of it as soon as he 
could. The Bakers kept "Dirty Bird" 
forever. Stan and Alice Cowan went for 
steel. Later, Dr. Paul and Linda Grigg 
became trapeze-artistes on a Hobie Cat. 
The Club had a large Albacore fleet, 
which was particularly ill suited to the 

Bay and was regularly knocked down like 
ninepins.

Soon RBC approached 100 memberships. 
Great social nights--Italian Night (one of 
the committee set down the lasagna, 
then drove over it; undeterred, Marilyn 
and troops stealthily pasted it back 
together and served it up: "Nice hearty 
flavour"), German Night, French Night, 
Soups Night.... (thanks to Marilyn's 
brigades!) An illegal bar, winked at by the 
Powers. Lots of work parties, rebuilding 
docks, planting moorings, shoring up the 
Fish Shed; lots of wrangling about the 
constitution, memberships, moorings 
(big one!), protests....

We wouldn't change a minute of it.
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1968

RBC logo/icon

The earliest reef 
knot logo 

rendition I could 
find - I have no idea who created the 
logo, I re-drew the knot, digitized it and 
incorporated it into the RBC  burgie 
design.

The burgie design was incorporated into 
the crest design.

A simplified  knot icon was developed for 
the RBC logo. This logo and the crest 
version as well as the burgie design are 
all valid to represent the RBC brand.



The Comms
1967-69 Hans Huyer

1970-71 Kieth Baker

1972  Don Sutherland

1973-74 Cliff Martin

1975  Stan Cowan

1976-77 Ed Nunn

1978-79 Terry Harris

1980-81 Cliff Martin

1982-83 Noni  Harris

1984  Terry Hanson

1985-86 Gerry Phelan

1987  John Anderson

1988-89 Wayne Kipp

1990-91 Mac  Baker

1992-93 Noni Harris

1994  Linda Baker

1995-96 Judy Phelan

1997-98 Erwin Embacker

1999-2000 Tom Hughes

2001-02 Mike Doran

2003-04 Jen Molloy

2005-06 Kelly Culbertson

2007-08 Rob Reed

2009-10 Nick Matthews

2011-12 Gary Bannister

2013-14 Stan Piotrowski

2015-17 Barry Altman

2018  Stan Piotrowski

2019  Chris Piotrowski

2020-23 Gary Gingras

1967
2023
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Loon IV was a large (43') comfortable, 
cruising trimaran, its design a 
compromise between Arthur Piver‘s 
ideas and my own. lt was built in my back 
yard in Thornhill, a suburb of Toronto, 
Canada by my wife, my daughters, 
myself, and several sons-in-law (l have a 
lot of daughters). lt was then lifted over 
the house, trucked to Toronto Bay, 
launched and sailed in Lake Ontario, from 
the Toronto Multihull Cruising Club until 
my retirement in 1980.

We then bought a house in Clarksburg on 
Georgian Bay, with the best skiing in 
Ontario right behind us, and the best 
cruising ground in the world right in 
front of us. For those who question my 
statement, l must admit l haven't sailed 
Chesapeake Bay, but have sailed the 
Virgins, the Grenadines, and everything 
in between as well as some of the Pacific 
coast, and they don’t compare. Georgian 
Bay is about 120 miles by 50 miles, and is 
dotted with literally thousands and 
thousands of islands, all beautiful and 
nearly all uninhabited. Winds vary from 0 
to 60~70 knots and, like Ireland, if you 
don't like the weather, just wait a minute. 
The big drawback is the length of the 
season for cruising - just four months, 
from June through September.

We left Toronto, sailed from Lake Ontario 
through the Welland Canal up Lake Erie, 
up the length of Lake Huron and across 

The Death Of ‘Loon’
J. Gerry Phelan

to Tobermory at the top of the Bruce 
Peninsula, and the entrance to Georgian 
Bay. While traversing Lake Huron, we 
encountered a thunderstorm and 
tornados, the like of which l hope none 
of you ever experience - running before 
the storm, we were doing 10 knots under 
bare poles. Then, as they passed, the 
Loon suddenly heeled and did a 180° 
turn completely of its own volition. l 
found myself clinging to the wheel, 
standing in bare feet up to my ankles in 
hailstones, and heading back towards 
Detroit. The boat stood up magnificently, 
with no damage. I can‘t say as much for 
the crew.

Editors note: (me Jon)

Jo and I had joined Loon at Detroit. Quite 
the storm - we were hit by lightning 
several times - it’s like a revolver being 
fired off beside your ear. At one point the 
topping lift broke and the main boom 
with furled mainsail came down - on my 
head - I scrambled up to the poop deck 
and secured the bouncing boom. When I 
had scrambled back to the cockpit 
someone noticed the pockets of my 
yellow rain jacket were filled with blood. 
When the storms had passed we headed 
for Bayfield. After a quick stop at a clinic 
for some stitches in my head we headed 
up to Tobe. 

After an overnight stop in Tobermory, we 
had a beautiful 80-mile reach down to 
Meaford Harbour, Loon’s new home, in 
exactly eight hours.

For the next five years we delighted in 

1987
cruising the bay, sampling the scenery 
the sun, the wind, and the multitude of 
fine and usually deserted harbors. All this 
time Georgian Bay was getting deeper. 
This was driving the cottagers to despair 
seeing their beaches disappear their 
docks carried off in storms and their 
cottages threatened by ice. But, to the 
sailors it merely became easier to avoid 
the many rock shoals between the 
islands - until the fall of 1986.

Meaford is a pleasant, quiet little town 
straddling the Big Head River. An L-
shaped breakwall had been built back in 
the dark ages, across the mouth of the 
river, forming a snug harbor which once 
sheltered a fleet of fishing boats but now 
is mainly the summer home of 30-40 
pleasure boats. The Loon, being the 
bulkiest boat in the harbor, was moored 
on a 1000-lb concrete block, out near the 
mouth of the harbour.

For some years there has been concern 
about the condition of that breakwall.  lt 
is crumbling, showing its age and the 
wear and tear of the more ferocious of 
the Georgian Bay storms. That, plus the 
increasing lake levels has been making 
the once snug harbor a much less 
pleasant place to be when the north 
wind blows. ln Canada, harbours are a 
Federal responsibility and despite 
repeated petitions, the small size of the 
town and the decline of the fishing 
industry, mitigated against any 
government response to these petitions.

On a Sunday night in October, there was 
a particularly vicious storm. l had been 
on Loon that afternoon checking the 
mooring lines and making sure all was 
ship-shape while I awaited haul-out for 
the winter. Monday morning I was roused 
by a phone call from Al Richardson, boat-
builder and harbor master. “You better 
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get down here, your boat’s in real 
trouble." Within minutes I was down at 
the harbor to find Loon pounding on the 
jagged rocks of the harbour wall, and 
sinking.

The north wind had piled up water at the 
south end of Georgian Bay. The breakwall 
was only protruding a foot or so above 
water level, and the 8-10 foot waves 
weren't even slowing down as they 
swept over it and into the harbor. 
Everything was in shambles. The small 
jetties to which most of the boats were 
secured were being torn loose, boats 
were breaking free, one 38-foot trawler 
had been lifted up-and-over the harbor 
wall, and dropped onto the concrete. 
Richardson’s crews were chasing about 
collecting and re-securing the boats that 
were breaking loose. Throughout the 
night and morning of the storm, Al 
Richardson, his son David, and the rest of 
his crew carried out a superb job in 
impossible conditions, salvaging and 
restricting the damage as much as 
possible.

Loon had not broken loose. She and her 
mooring anchor had both been picked 
up by the waves, carried across the 
harbor, slammed gainst the wall, and 
pounded into rubble. Lines were put on it 
and she was dragged back to a point 
where vehicles could get to the water’s 
edge.

By this time the volunteer fire 
department had arrived with pumps in 
an attempt to drain the boat. The first 
attempt was a failure insofar as the 

suction line was lowered through a hatch 
into the starboard outrigger. Only the 
deck of this hull remained, so pumping 
accomplishd nothing. The pumps were 
then shifted to the main hull. Dave 
Richardson, at this point, showed 
considerable courage. The boat was 
sinking by the bow. Dave entered 
through the cockpit companion way, 
went underwater to the forward hatch 
and opened it, to permit entrance for the 
suction line. The port outrigger was 
undamaged, and the flotation it supplied 
plus pumping of the main hull, enabled 
the boat to rise enough to permit slings 
to be put around it. A crane was brought 
up and the boat lifted out.

Once Loon was ashore and the storm 
subsided, haggling began with the 
insurance company. Eventually they 
found a reputable builder with available 
space and time, who was prepared to 
repair the boat, though at a substantial 
price. I, in turn, having examined the hulk 
in detail, was quite convinced that no 
amount of patching and refurbishing 
was going to return the boat to its 

Epilogue

A lew weeks later a second such 
violent storm struck. A 30 foot 
section from the center of the 
harbor breakwall collapsed and 
was swept away, leaving the 
harbor completely open. 
Delegations went to Ottawa and 
held discussions with the pertinent 
officials. The reply from the officials 
was that something will be done 
when and if funds are available.

MULTIHULLS, 1987
PHOTOS BY MEAFORD EXPRESS

original condition. On the other hand, 
apart from a soaking, the sails, much of 
the rigging, and the diesel motor were 
undamaged. Eventually, we arrived at a 
compromise whereby I was paid the cost 
of the repairs. We then stripped the boat 
and sold the salvageable materials to 
various friends involved in building boats 
of their own.

In addition to the carnage in the harbor, 
the wave action from the storm had 
seriously damaged several buildings and 
brought home, forcibly, to the residents 
of Meaford that the raison d'etre for the 
town was gone if the harbor was not 
made safe. So, a few weeks later, a 'Save 
Meaford Harbor' rally was held and 
attended by almost the entire population 
of Meaford and the news media, 
including both major Canadian TV 
networks. As a grand finale, Loon was 
given a Viking funeral. It was soaked in 
diesel fuel and set alight while the town 
and a multitude of boat lovers cheered, 
sang sad songs, or shed a tear, as the 
spirit moved them. In a few hours all that 
remained was a heap of ashes.

A Viking Funeral
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Wooden boats usually need a few days to 
swell when they are first put in the water. 
But when a battery fails and a bilge 
pump stops doing its job things can get 
very damp. Earl Hellend’s Astrid, a 26’ 
sloop, got a bit damp. 

I believe it was a 
Sring Cleanup day 
at the Club and 
when we heard 
about Astrid - a few 

of us decided to bring her up. We got 
some stout beams, stretched one over 
Astrid’s stern from the dock to Judy and 
Teds’ Nonsuch and put another beam 
diagonally on the docks over the bow.   
We rigged up a few blocks and tackle and 
began to haul Astrid up. I’ve never seen a 
catboat heal so much under a bare pole 
and it was a treat to see Judy hiking out 
the port side. 

When we got  to a point where the water 

Raising Astrid
By Jon stopped running in Rowan scooted 

home and got a nice big pump and we 
pumped her out. We stood around on 
the dock with pizza and beer and 
watched her come up. 

Earl fitted a new battery and all was well.

A sample newsletter

1998
I joined the RBC Bridge as 
Communications and I used to crank 
these out.
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Adout me, and boats.

My first sailing boat was a lanteen rigged 
styrofoam dinghy, a Sea Snark I believe, 
bought at Canadian Tire (around 1964).

In 1967 one of my friends at Art  College 
(now OCADU) was in the industrial 
design course, he had a naval architect 
friend who designed and was producing 
a 12’  scow (laser killer). I paid about $600 
for one of his first pre-production 
Quasars, I still have “Grimmance”  it’s in 
the RBC shed. This little beast was scary 
fast and easily kept up to a Hobie 14 on a 
reach. 

Sometime in the 70’s I worked at JWT (ad 
agency) in Toronto and a co-worker was 
crewing on a CC 27 out of NYC - I did a 
few Thursday night club races and got 
the bug. I purchased a pocket cruiser, a 
CS 22, and sailed out of Port Credit. Grin 

was trailerable so I dropped it in the lake 
usually May 1st and hauled her out in 
early December. I was an out-of-town 
member of QCYC so I had a nice place to 
park when I scooted to TO. I dragged the 
boat to Tobe and played in the north 
channel a bit. 

In 1989 we moved up to Bognor and I 
kept the boat at Owen Sound for a  few 
years.  I got tired of the Sound and a 
friend, Gerry Phelan, suggested I join 
RBC. I did.  I moved the boat to Meaford 
(1992). 

I sold Grin a few years ago - she/it gave 
me about 40 years of delightful sailing 
adventures, 14’ waves on Lake Ontario, a 
lightning strike at Meaford Harbour, lots 
of RBC races (I even won a few when the 
rest of the fleet couldn’t find a mark). 

You can still see Grin parked at the end of 
A dock on a Meaford sign as you come 
into town from the East. 

I now have the great pleasure of sailing 
with Liz on BlueMoon.

Jon Gillette
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