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company and for his contribution to motor racing. His innovative Lotus 7 pro-
vided the thrills of motor racing, or high performance street car, in an affordable 
package for young and young-at-heart  drivers. 

         Colin Chapman, often controversial, was a gifted practical engineer, with a back-
ground in aviation and automobile design and construction, who died prematurely. What is 
less well known is his contribution to the yachting industry through the Moonraker motor-
yachts which survive in some numbers today, the pride of members of the Moonraker Own-
ers clubs. 
         Sarah O’Hara tells this story now, aided by the contributions of members of the Chap-
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and his contribution can be seen today in the best of British motorboats. 
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Foreword 
 
 

W e were, silently ghosting upstream with the new flood tide keeping close to 
the edge of the channel on Breydon Water in our small, gaff rigged wooden 
sailing yacht. Ahead, the roar of serious horsepower announced that some-
thing fairly substantial was coming towards us  - and rather rapidly at that. 

Probably no more than 45 seconds elapsed before she thundered through the morning mist 
and into our sight. The Moonraker 350 Softrider swept past, perhaps only fifty feet away. 
She was making at least twenty knots, the bow riding slightly high; spray curling away from 
her chines and exploding into a million diamonds splashing into the water a few feet away. 
The “God” at the helm, taken by surprise, raised his hand to me in greeting. In the nick of 
time I put the helm up to take the substantial wash on the bow, but before it hit us she was 
away and gone, leaving only swirling mist and smooth water flecked with white prop wash 
to mark her passing. 
         This was 1970 and what I had seen must have been one of the very early production 
models on engine trials. Little was I to know how this chance encounter was to influence my 
future sailing plans and in fact the pattern of my future life. 
         I joined the Company shortly after Colin Chapman acquired JCL Marine. Joining the 
Marketing team brilliantly led by John Berry, we camped quite comfortably in what is now 
Bells marina – our office on board two houseboats. The management team led by David 
Lane, an ex PA Management Consultant had assembled his team almost exclusively from 
Lotus employees. It was easy to spot the ex Lotus staff, they were the guys who never went 
home and burnt the midnight oil late into the night. 
         The mantra was “management by objectives”. David, with his seemingly effortless 
‘people management skills’ was the ideal chap to ensure everybody was on side. The drive 
for quality and efficiency was intense, control of the manufacturing cycle was extremely 
tight, the hull was weighed two or three times during build.  Tolerance on final inspection 
was a mere 50lb and with a vessel coming out the build process at about 7 tons - this was an 
outstanding achievement. 
         In the 1970’s boat building in the main was a cottage industry. GRP was by then the 
predominant building material, but hulls were often grossly overweight and poorly moulded. 
Internal fit outs were often massively overbuilt and the material generally was not used to its 
maximum potential. Colin Chapman and his Lotus staff were in the vanguard of glass fibre 
moulding innovation and lessons painfully learnt from the early Lotus road cars rapidly got 
introduced at Brundall. The moulding shop was heated and a constant temperature main-
tained 24 hours a day. Humidity was controlled; all materials and mould tools were kept in 
the moulding shop to reach the same temperature before use. Glassfibre was cut to templates 
and carefully laid into the moulds, not an ounce too much. Hulls were placed on moulded 
trays to cure before fit out. No wonder these boats were light and fast, they were also very 
strong. This is common practice today, but in 1970 it was akin to rocket science.      
         The main strength of any organisation is the accumulated skills of its people. The mix 
of skills at the factory combined with service engineers who could seemingly fabricate any-
thing better than new, perched on a quay side in the South of France, or from of the back of 
the company van.  Couple this with marketing staff who must have been trained from birth 
selling freezers to Inuits, it made a Company whose corporate spirit was pure magic. Was it 
any wonder the Company became the largest builders of Motor Yachts in the Country?  
         Colin Chapman attracted talent like moths to a candle.  It must be said he often did not 
always appreciate the talents his staff had and to run foul of ACBC was an activity not to be 
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encouraged. If favoured you were given great latitude. However, you had better not lose - 
winning was the name of the game -  it was a culture that ran from the top to the bottom of 
the Company. 
         The boats that were built in this period, particularly the Moonraker, are still part of my 
life today. As I look out from the marina office, I can see 5 of them moored in the basin, in-
cluding a very rare aft cockpit “sportsman”. They do not look out of place amongst much 
younger Fairline,  Princess and Birchwoods  moored alongside – in fact they still look re-
markably youthful! They have carried the years well. Most problems are enthusiast induced 
and complaints about performance are usually put right by setting everything back to the 
manufacturers settings. Most spares are available to manufacturers specification, engines of 
which we rebuild several every year , are a little difficult to get original parts for but we 
manage and should be okay for another twenty years. Well maintained boats are still much in 
demand and command a good price. You still find ‘wanted’ adverts in the boating press for 
Mamba’s and the occasional Marauder and Mystere still changes hands for considerable 
sums of money. It is a fitting tribute to the designers and builders that so many of the Com-
pany’s products are still giving countless hours of pleasure and look like continuing for 
many years yet to come.   
         How many times after some cataclysmic event in the Company’s affairs was it said, 
“some day a book will be written about this”? I have heard it said countless times and in-
deed, said it myself on numerous occasions. This book has been awaited for three decades 
and tells the story that other biographies and books about Colin Chapman have either missed 
or brushed over. It chronicles the evolution of half a dozen remarkable Motor Yachts, which 
blazed a trail of innovation.  If was possible to manufacture them today, they would still be 
at the cutting edge with today’s technology. The hidden story is the magnificent performance 
of a unique team of Boat-builders, Glassfibre technicians, Automotive Engineers, Marketing 
men and women. Inspired always to seek the novel, and usually better, way by one of the 
most charismatic and talented men the engineering world has seen.     
���������	
����
Brundall, Norfolk.  December 2004. 
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Example Text 
 
Fiskhavan 1976 
This has been described as the ‘boat show from hell’ which was held in the red light district 
of Hamburg during an export drive to the German market. During the boat show itself, for 
safety reasons the boat had to be empty of fuel, but as the Mystere was to be transported un-
der its own steam from the show, obviously it needed to be fuelled up. Fuel barges patrolled 
the river in order to fill commercial vessels with fuel and the Mystere was taken to one of 
these for re-fuelling. Such was the size of the re-fuelling barge that the Mystere was some 60 
feet below its deck. An order for fuel was shouted up to the barge – but unfortunately the 
amount got mistranslated and instead of 1000 litres, approximately 10 tonnes was ordered. 
Even more unfortunately, the barge was fitted with an extremely fast and highly pressurised 
industrial fuel delivery system which pumped in fuel quicker than the air could escape from 
the fuel tank. This popped off the neoprene gasket with the moulded in pipes and jubilee 
clips attached to the one central fuel tank. The bilge and forward accommodation was full of 
fuel  - and the Mystere was lined with marcasite ! 

The sales team managed to pump out the fuel from the boat interior and easily re-
place the gasket and jubilee clips, but were left with a rather smelly boat to return to a satis-
factory state to deliver to a customer before they returned home. Again in Wedel marina, the 
team scrubbed the boat with industrial cleaner and left the carpets out on the walls to dry – 
all to no avail – the smell stubbornly remained. In the end Roger Putnam came over from 
Hethel and brought a large bottle of duty free Chanel No 5 perfume which was applied liber-
ally. It took about 14 days, but the boat was eventually transferred to a satisfied customer – 
which pleased the team no end as they had all wanted to be home with their families for No-
vember 5th. 

 
 

Dusseldorf, February 1977 
         The following February saw the Mystere being taken to Dusseldorf in a continuation of 
the German sales drive. This show was notable for the appalling weather – there had been 
floods in Brundall, which had flooded Brundall Gardens offices. This included the office 
where the carpet tiles that were used to cover the boat show stand were stored. The wet tiles 
were loaded in a van, Roger Putnam and Brian Perks travelled to the show via Felixstowe 
and Leslie Mogford went via Harwich. The boat was being taken by sea and was severely 
delayed by the bad weather. For the crew travelling with the van and tiles, the weather was 
so bad that by Arnhem it had begun to snow, the temperature dropped and the windscreen 
wipers froze – as did the wet floor tiles in the back of the van. 

Dusseldorf was 12 degrees below freezing – as was the reception the sales team re-
ceived from the event organisers when the news of the Mystere delay was broken. They were 
told in no uncertain terms that if the boat was not in the hall by 12 midday on Saturday, it 
would not be allowed in. The show itself opened on the Monday morning and the Italian ex-
hibitors were already protesting about the late arrival of the Mystere – they certainly didn’t 
want the competition.  
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In the meantime, there had been no sign of the Mystere, eventually the German river 
police found it having some technical difficulties and assisted its progress to the hall after 
some financial persuasion. Leslie Mogford managed to use the same persuasion to get secu-
rity to “open the doors” on the Sunday morning so they could get the boat in. The boat was 
filthy with industrial pollution and covered in snow and ice after the journey – as it was icy 
outside, the team had been unable to wash the boat before it entered the show hall. 

However, having got the doors open, another obstacle stood in the way. The crane 
operator thought the boat was too heavy for his equipment – it actually was, but the team 
blatantly fibbed about the weight. While the rest of the team kept the crane operator talking, 
it is alleged that Roger Putnam undid the crane’s fuse box and disconnected the circuit 
breaker to ensure the boat got lifted in position. The boats already in place in the hall were 
immaculate and in show condition when the wet and filthy Mystere was lifted over them into 
position. Sheets of black snow fell off and landed on competitors’ boats – much to the out-
rage of their sales teams, especially a Possilippo. 

The team worked all day and night to clean the boat and build the stand – but the fi-
nal disaster happened when Leslie Mogford hurriedly drove the Luton van full of equipment 
into the hall, dodging the organisers. He had forgotten about the height of the van cab - and 
the overhang of a bow of a 50 foot ‘Hattaras European’ that stood between the hall entrance 
and the Mystere stand he was heading for. The inevitable collision punched a 2 foot hole in 
the bow and the force actually moved the boat across its stand. As the rows broke out, John 
Newman quickly jumped in the Luton van and whisked it out of sight while the rest of the 
team dragged the still frozen floor tiles in a heap to defrost. Somehow Roger Putnam, who 
had a reputation as being able to smooth any problem out – lived up to this and pacified the 
‘Hattaras’ team. Such were his skills that they even consented to putting the ‘For Sale’ sign 
to cover the hole made by the Luton van !  
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