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By Ian Dickson

In 1900, when Billy Johnston
Jr. joined his uncle’s boat busi-

ness in Port Carling, a series of
events and circumstances came
together that resulted in the
development of one of the most
recognized and sought-after
wooden boats in Muskoka —
the Disappearing Propeller Boat. 

The turn of the century
brought a great expansion of the
tourist industry in Muskoka.
Many visitors from southern
Ontario and the northern
United States sought fresh air
and wilderness. W.J. Johnston
Sr., one of the first commercial
boatbuilders in the Muskoka
region, recognized this boom.

Johnston Sr. had a well-estab-
lished boat rental business with
three liveries and more than 300
rowing skiffs that he rented out
to eager tourists. With the
expanding business, he hired his
nephew W.J. Johnston Jr. to
manage the Port Sandfield liv-
ery. It was here that the junior
Johnston met Edwin Rogers,
who ran a machine shop adjoin-
ing the livery. 

Rogers was an agent for the

Waterman Marine Motor
Company and introduced
Johnston Jr. to the new light-
weight  2.0-hp Waterman cop-
per-jacketed marine engine. The
engine was one of a new class of
low weight to high output ratio
engines that were starting to
make their mark on the com-
mercial market.     

Johnston Jr. was a student of
John Matheson, a well-known
and capable boatbuilder in
Muskoka who had worked for
the elder Johnston since about
1892. It was during the summer
of 1914 that Johnston Jr. put his
boatbuilding skills, the fast
lightweight motor and a rowing
skiff together to come up with a
new landmark invention.
However, the exposed fixed pro-
peller shaft posed a problem in
the largely uncharted, rocky
waters of the Canadian Shield,
augmented by many floating
deadheads from the thriving
lumbering industry. Johnston
and Rogers recognized this and
began to experiment with a
retractable driveshaft.

In August of 1915, patents
were issued featuring a workable
design for a driveshaft connected

by means of a universal joint
connection. With a retractable
propeller shaft, a protected pro-
peller, a lightweight engine and a
small portable boat, a revolution
in boating was about to take
place. During the spring of

1916, the Disappearing
Propeller Boat Co. Ltd. was
established.

The “Dispro”, as it was fondly
called, later shortened to D.P.,
was born. This newly developed
boat would fall between the

rowing skiff and the large motor
launch — perfectly positioned
in terms of marketing. 

Three models soon became
available. The Waterford was the
standard model at 16 feet, six
inches, the John Bull model fea-
tured a wider beam, and the
Uncle Sam was an 18-foot-six-
inch model with a longer front
deck, allowing for a much drier
ride. It also had an attractive
deck of alternating light and
dark wood strips. The boats
were built out of cypress, a
superb wood for boats. 

At the end of the war, produc-
tion went to new heights and by
1919, 200 boats a season were
produced. In 1921, over 350
had been built, with the Port
Carling factory employing up to
40 men producing up to three
boats a day. 

The King Fisher engine was
replaced by a new “Dis-Pro” 3.0-

Dippy
gets its

due

WRITER IAN DICKSON has more
than a passing interest in the
Dippy. His pride is evident as he
coasts along in his own
Disappearing Propeller Boat,
Gertrude. (Photo by Bev
McMullen)

OF THE OVER 3,000 Disappearing Propeller Boats manufactured between 1916 and 1956, only approxi-
mately 300 remain, many of which can be seen at the annual Dispro Owners' Association regatta held
in Muskoka each fall. (Photo by Bev McMullen)
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