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He molded a family tradition

His desire for a new type of boat
made Hudson a pioneer in Fiberglas

By BRUCE LEE SMITH
biruces®valleystar com
Dh6-421-981

BAYVIEW — When Willis
Hudion began building glass
e ooty in the 19508, he
kiow what his competition
Wil saying about them,

Fhoy were still building
wotilen boats and warning
thale customers, “Those
Fibeaglan bonts won't last.
They'll break apart on you.”

Willis took o hamimer to a
bt shiow, He beat on his
Fiberglan boat with the ham
el o shiow Hs toughness.
Fhon hie offered the tool to
the crowd that gathered and
stgented they ask some of
the ather boat butlders if they
could boat an the side of their
wonden hoats

Nubody taok him up on
the alter, wald his son, Rex
Huduon, But they all got his
jroskind

Fhoy pgot Hwell enough
it Willts Hudson was able
Lo pke thousands of bouts
aned protty much rethe in
FOGI Bedore he was aven b,

It was a long retirement.
Willis passed away Jan. 26 at
the age of 79.

Willis was in glass fiber
boat building at the begin-
ning.

“He claimed to have built
the first molded Fiberglas
boat in this country,” Rex said
at the offices of his own boat
company, Shallow Sport.

[
A Life Story:
Willis Hudson
Born: March 16, 1924, Abilene, Texas
Died: Jan. 26, 2004, Harlingen
Services: Arranged by Delta Funeral
Directors, Brownsville

L

That was in 1952, There
was another company in
California working on
Fiberglas boats at the same
time, but they also used
wooden parts,

“My dad developed the
walk-through windshield,”
Rex said,
to put o cushion on an Igloo
fee chost,

"What a clabim (o fume,”

"He was the first one

Rex added with a chuckle,
“What a claim to fame. Now,
everybody does it.”

Willis was born March 16,
1924, in Abilene, the son of an
executive for Standard Oil. It
meant the family moved a lot.

By the time he was in jun-
ior high school, Willis’ family
moved to Houston. Willis and
his buddies used to spend
their free time on Galveston
Bay. For $5 a day, they could
rent a rowboat and oars and
get a bucket of bait.

After service in World War
I1, Willis graduated from Rose
Polytechnic Institute in Terra
Haute, Ind., with a degree in
engineering in 1948. That
same year, he married his
wife, Mackie. They stayed
together for the next 55 years
and raised three children:
Rex, Maria and Barbara.

Willis didn’t stay with his
first employer, Union
Carbide. He transferred him
to Niagara Falls, N.Y. That was
too cold for the Hudsons and
they headed back to Texas.

Willis went to work for a
company making corrugated
Fiberglas roofing,

“That's where he began
petting interested in
Fiberplan,” Rex sald,

“Iremaember that fest boat
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Willis Hudson during a trip to Colorado in 1984.

sitting in our garage,” Rex
said.

Rex said his father never
really intended to be in the
boat business. “He just fig-
ured that he could mold a
boat out of Fiberglas,” Rex
said, "He did, and somebody
saw it and they wanted one,
too, That's how it all started,

Willis tormed a bhoat com
pany in 1954 called Glass Jet,

In those days, cars had a cei
tain fair and Willis designed
his boats the same way.

“It wasn't that big a boat
only 17 feet (long) — but it
had these big ol fins on the
back like a Chevy,” Rex sald,

In the late 19508, Willis
went into a venture with
Houston oiflman john Mecom
S 1o make boats to lerry sup
phes to offshore ol rigs, At 45

leet long, they were the
largest molded Fiborglas
boats of thelr thime, Hex sakid

Willis torimed Padean Baats
in the early 19608, Within o
few years, ho wan making Hve
to six boats o week i
40 employees

“The secred of his suiecons
was that he was o prolifie
boat destgner,” lex nakd

Falcon made all typos ol
boats Tor both saltwater wil
freshwater Hahing

“Several of them were real
Iy big hits over the years,” Hiox
sadd,

In 19648, Willls sold Paleon
Boats and rotived to Bayviow
He began fshiog a ot i
Mexico,

Alter o tew yours, he gl
hored and got fto the Boad
dealership with a frtend tn
Houston, Pour to Hve yeais
later, he got tred of selling
boats and retirod aggadog this
thime to South Pacdve Inland. i
the late 19708, Willis got the
ieh agadn tor city W and
they moved back (o Hatiston

Lake Bk bt hios, Hox got o
the boat business by aocd
dent,

“Tnever set ol to be
boat bubldes,” Hex sald "1 wan
dotng some hoat repade aut i
my barn”

About 20 yeurs ngo, Hox
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. Hudson’s boat-building hobby made him a pioneer in building Fiberglas craft.

Willis Hudson speeds across the water in Galveston during the 1960s in one of his glass fiber boats

About 20 years ago, Hex
decided to bulld his own
scooter — a bay Hahing boul
with a flat deck and no gun
wales,

“Itold him 1 didn't want (o
build a scooter that was Hil
bottomed,” Rex sald, " They
were all flat-bottomed at the
time.”

A month later, Willis came
down from Houston with
design in hand,

“I built the first one iy
barn and it just went from
there,” Rex said. "Peaple saw
it and they said, ‘Build mu
one,

One boat became 2 000
and now there are three bt
out back, 15 employees il
several designs made hy
Shallow Sport,

Willis and Mackie movd
back to the Valley shortly alte
Shallow Sport was forimed.
But this time he spent his
time fishing and hunting

History will not repeat
itsell again, The next Hudaon
generation won't “accidental
ly" get into the boat Bustness

Rex's son, Weslee, b ahionii
to graduate from Texas ALM
University,

“He can't walt (o go lnto
business with me," Rex sl




