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When I bought my first ca·noe, I C<-:refully studied the 

Vfnious types ( wood and canvas, fiberglass and aluminum) and 

in my search I hE-1Ppened across a manufacturer of canoes - Bill 

GrFenwood of Greenwood Canoe Co. Bill Greenwood is a most 

remarkable fellow, ~1 man in his h :te fifties or ec;rly sixties, 

who has built canoes in the Va ncouver Br~a since the mid 1930's. 

When he was 24 years of "''2-}'" he went on a ski weekend 

with some of his friends up Sejmour Mountain. In those dbys 

one had to hike up to th~ runs av8tlable on Seymour and uptop 

further hikes in order to conttnue skiing. Bill and his pals 

to stay an weekend nigh ts. Aftfr a day's skiing, Bill and his 

co mpanions r e tired to their cabin. That evening Bill ~uffered 

a stroke which re ~ulted i n parc;lyzing th~ left hBlf of his body. 

It was ex~eci&lly tragic to Bill bQcause he hsd been, up to this 

point in his life, 8n extremely a c tive ind ividua l and wa s well 

c..d ept at such sports a s mountaineering, skii'ng, anc. canoe ing 

just to name a few. 

After recovering from the worst effects of his stroke, 

Greenwood was at a los s as to what to do for a life's occupation 

and with his handicap there were few opportunities open to him. 

Sill actively minded he made a journey by train across Canada 

and int6 the Eastern United States to the state of Maine where 

he made a preplanned visit to the famous Oldtown canoe factory. 
d 

O~town granted Bill access into the factory to examine and study 

the means of canoe building. He studjcdintently the construction 

principles and the methods of building these quality canoes 
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(according to Greenwood, himsel~, the finest canoes ever built) 

until he ma s terPd on paper and in his mind every phase of canoe 

building. After m~king tours of Oldtown, Peteroorough, and other 

eastFrn canoe factories, he returned to Vancouver where he set 

up his own factory underneath the old Granv i lle Street bridge. 

Alone with only oacasional help, he began manufac curing what I 

regard as the fin~st ca noes money can buy, all of which are 

designed from the princiul~s of the Dldtown c a noe manufacturers. 

However, the models are of hi s own design. Unlike the eastern 

canoe de s i gn s which are built narro~er, Greenwopd puts s tress 

on build ing bigge r c a noes for saf ty. Many of his canoes have 

mc-,ny similPri tiFs to the Dl c3town C[:1 noes bu t he incor;.Jor.' tes 

hard gunwales, hi gher fr~eboP rd s and more generous tumblehomes. 

fhese canoes 8re from wood a nd canvas c ons truction and 

there b TE ten mode l s , fr :)m ~~ t h irt e~=:n-f:J o t ca sw: l model t hr ough 

18 foot P~o s pec torE. At one time, h e built 25 f oo t wa r canoes 

wl-: ich he so ld t o va riou <:< cam.os. !'h· ny of th~ Ee canoes h ::-; v e b e en 

used for YP-8rs and ·,;,rhcn gtven the pro ];>er care, they show no sign 

:Of weRr o~ age. A case in 0oint a re the canoes he supplied to 

t~P YMCA c~mp. Elphi~Fcst:me , P S fp,r b~;ck clS :l9J8. 

The Greenwood Canoe Co., now situAted on Mitchell Road 

in Richmond, has recently _built ~ 1 new shop. Always -vwnting to 

le~1 rn th e de tc-~ils . of c~mo e c onstruction, I decided that this 

assignment in Recre~tion 394 to do a personal project in Outdoor 

Education, gave me an excellent opportunity to research this 

subject. I therefore arranged time to spend the bett~r p8 rt of 

a day interviewing both Blll Greenwood and. his co-worker, George 

Fletcher. I also took pictures of the various stages of canoe 
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building ana observed Greenwood and Yletcher at their work. 

The only m~tPrials that ~)re commercinlly prept'<Yed for 

Greenwood in his canoe building are the canvas(in standard and 

heavy duty quality), the brass tacl{s andscrews , and the paint and 

varnish. The wood, comprised of cedar, spruce, mahoga ny and 

occasionally white pine, is bough t from a local supplier, Fife 

Smith & Co., in undressed blocks. From thi s , Greenwood cuts 

his p l ank ing, rib s , cj eeking ~:•nd gum'iales in his own mill. He 

u ses spruce which he cuts, shapes and steam-bends for t he ribs 

in all his canoes. H8lf-ribs a re also ma de from spruce. 

Gunwales are gener<:dly mc-;de from mRhogany but in the l£:s t month , 

Gre enwo0d has been inco r oo r at ing white Pl ne on the outer 

gum .. n:oles of his fifteen-foot models tis fift een feet is the 1 -::mg­

est length in wh ich he c an obtain white p ine. Th e p l anks a r e of 

ced a r, four inches wi de , by an eighth to J/]6~hs of an inch 

thick. All th= wood i~ carefully exP~ined for fl a ws and any 

quest iom-; ble p iece s P rE d i ~ c .<; rded. 

'I'here are seoa:rate :nolds for evP r y moC..el of canoe . ;I'he 

molds r '"sf'mble c£moes themsr-=lves with iron bands c;round the 

exterior of t he mo ld -r.•rhere the rios c;re p lE1ced. On this mold 

are placed in~ide gunwalPs a~d parti2l ins i de keel structures 

fore an~ aft . The ribs 8re all different and each rib is shaped 

for a particular or specific iron band on the canoe mo ld. They 

8re steamed and placed upon the iron bands and the ends of e~ch 

rib are tacked to the inside gunwales and partial keel structures. 

The purpose of the iron bands upon the mold is tha t when the 

ceda r planking i s auolied to the fitted ribs, the tips of the 

brass tacks protru~in~ through planking and ribs are reversed 

back into the ribs making the ribs and planking permanently fast. 
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Prior to applying planking, half-ribs are added if desired. 

Like many of the materit-:i lS such as ribs, seats, guni'rales, 

deck wedges, thv.rarts and nlcmking, the pEirtial ins ide keel 

structures are prepared before the assembly of the canoe begins. 

These structures a re no tche d so that the fore and aft ribs (which 

are cut in half) will fit int o these notches. Then the partial 

keels are steamed and bent to the desired curve. 

The ca noe is only pl~1 nked approximatFly h&.lf-way ~· r ound 

its tumblehome. This i s do ne in order that th ~ canoe may be 

left flexi bl e enough to be r emoved f r om its mold. Once removed, 

the rema inder o f the Dlanking is fitted. All pl a nks ha ve staggered 

encs . 'r h is i F; to &..::.: '- urF t he t no tvm •J l~~nk 1 s 2-nds f£;1 1 s i de by 

co i de up~n th<-' St'. me :rib . This gi V<=' S more st rP Y'[S: t h r:md ri g idity 

to the DV Prall c ~ ns t ructi on. 

The next st en is the ~tretching of ~ he canvas over the 

ne \lr Cf·noF l:<)(iy . ·r l:: i s i 9 1)ro '1ebly one o f t':1<=- r o s t d iffi cult 

procedurE s i n t~e bui l d ing of thP ca noe . Spe c ib l st r e tch ing 

devices are utili zed to hold and keep the CijnVbS t aut unt il 

firmly f ~:< stened to the ca noF body. It is e xtremely i mDortant 

to make sure th e c~nvas is free from bumps, wr in kles or loos eness. 

Once f 8 f:' tened E:ecurF·ly, thco Cf·YJVas is given st=v.cral co~; ts of a 

specially prepared oil-base s ilica filler. The purpose of this 

filler is to prevent any rot or leakages. After a few days of a 

sort of "seasoning~ proce cR, an underco 8 t or smoothening coat is 

applied to the cAnvas. This is also given a further period of 

seasoning~ 

The nFxt step is thF auplic~tion of deck i ng, gunwales, 

thwarts and s~ats. If de s ired the keels are also applied. Keels 

are generally made of oak or other hardwoods. There are two 
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types of keels available, the ste?da rd J/4~ by ]nor lt~, or a 

flat 3/ 8« by 2~ keel. The standard keel is usually preferred for 

stability in lake s, etc., whe~eas the flat keel is b est for 

riv e r s and other moving waters. If f ast waters 8 r e what the 

c anoe is required for, it is best that no keel at all be applied. 

For exam1Jle, a one inch stcmdard keel has a s urface area of 

better than one squPre fo o t. If caught in a s tro~g cross current 

this keel will surely c apsize the canoe. A fla t keel has l es s 

tendency t o fli o and no keel, therefore, would put u p no resis-

tence at all. 

Around the fore and aft edges of the cenoP ( dirFcting 

1- Y">_t.o th"' ke·el) CO" '"' ""r 110' ' nr:r-"'l 0 :-c:.'-'! 11 or· ., r11 Y1D ·"' r <:! 11 '•r"" ., .~'Jl l- Pd l~ _, c:- .. ' ' , ~.J·. · . ,. b ~ - t.,... ~ "'·' ~-· • J. - . . ·- · c. '· <:,. . ' ""). · - • 

Prior to ins ta lling the kFel and b~ng-9lates, a genF raus 

application of NC:tte r- proo f <:mlmPl i :::: c; ·.Jp lie-·d to tci '~ keel ~-e nd 

bang-plate areas to insure that there wil l be no l eakage. The 

keels, gunwa les, and de c king Bra al l fa s ten~d to th F ca~oe body 

by 3/4 to l i i nch brass s c rews. The keel i s thus secured to 

the outer body of the canoe by drilling fro~ the inside through 

to the keel and thereby passing the screws fr~m the inside of 

the mRin ribs . All s e rews are c ount er-sunk. The outer gunwales 

are pla ced on the canoe by clamps. Holes are drilled through 

these gunwales at every second rib and then they are screwed 

from the outer gunwale, through the rib and into the inside 

gunwale. Plastic wood or doweling covers the se rew's end, 

giving a finished look to the outer gunwales. ·rhe extood ing 

ribs a re then cu t flush 1>1ith the innper and outer gumJale r a ils. 

The seats and the thvmrts 8Te then bolted into ·plHce. 

The final steps of construction are the finishing touches 
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of planing, sHnding, branding the Greem'Tood name into the fore­

deck, applying three coats of spar-varnish to all bare-wood 

parts and two co~ ts of m2 rine enamel t o the canvas area. 

The most popular of Greenwood's mode ls i s the 16 foot 

Prospector which boasts 14-inch fr e eboa rd, a 38-inch beam at 

the tumblehome, a 34-inch beam a t the gunwales and a relatively 

flat bo ttom . 'rhis ca~o e, althow!h not as fa s t as many of the 

others, i s extremely stab le. I t has a loGd capa city of better 

than a thousand pounds - this I know from persona l experience. 

ThiP .. ProsnF ctor mode l i s cl l :o o offF.red in ft:n 18 f ooter . 

Another model , wh i ch i s gf1ining in poou l c1rity . is the 

17 foot Sportsman. It is a ccented with a ra ther r adical u psweep 

of the boN e.nd stern. I t; i s m-1 rro :er than the Prospector, 

thr:reby eliminiating c-1 cert<iln a mou nt; of stabi lity but hc;s the 

advantage of being a very f ast canoe . It wei ghs a 8uroximate ly 

the sc;r~e ~o.s 8 Prosp ~"'ctor ~mi e n is oetwePn •j5 cmd J CO pound s . 

Other models to c hos e from a re: the 16 and 18 foot 

Vee-stern canoes, the Stanrlard models in 15·and 16 feet (closely 

rPsembting th e Pro spectors but lacking the width a nd freeboard), 

and the Light-wEight models (J5 foot only) -a r~m~ rkable 

sturdy canoe for e cra ft w~i h i ng only 50 pJunds. Less popul~r 

models are the 13 and 14 footers. These are less stable and have 

little carrying capacity. In fact, their only recommendation is 

manoeuvrability. 

In a world that is becoming increasingly automfJtEd, 

searching for quick, easy methods of production, it is most 

refreshing to observe true craftsmen who place quality before 

qu~intity and create a true work of art. 
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