
Memories of Willie Oliver – The Tiny, 
Tenacious Tornado – as told by Brian Cassidy 

 
Willie Oliver was just five foot tall. At 82 years of age; he had spent a 
lifetime around boats & Ted Gilpin who ran the well-known Tauranga 
boatyard of Oliver & Gilpin, specializing in Big Game fishing launches & 
small commercial vessels was Willie's son in law. 

His countenance reminded my of a half grown chimpanzee, with twinkling 
eyes that were always full of mischief. The character of Alfred E. Newman, 
who appeared on the cover of MAD MAGAZINE, looked just like Willie. 

At his age he proudly professed to having all his own teeth, an 
achievement for his era of life. 

An American Commander’s hat, complete with the eagle badge was pushed 
back on his head at a jaunty angle, like the Captain in the movie, McHale’s 
Navy. Willie had acquired the cap when he went to Hawaii with Caesar 
Roose, (who ran Roose Shipping Company, dredging pumice sand out of the 
Waikato River near Mercer). 

They had gone to Hawaii to buy a war surplus tank landing craft, with front 
opening bows, which they hoped to open a new era of coastal shipping in 
New Zealand. Opposition from the Seaman’s Union had not been reckoned 
on. (The vessel is shown in a photograph in the centenary book “From 
Bush to Bourgh” about Panmure & Mt. Wellington). 

The vessel would not be granted a certificate of seaworthiness by the 
Americans, so our intrepid sailors, sailed out of Peal Harbour in the middle 
of the night, arriving safely back in New Zealand. 

While in Hawaii, a group of U.S. sailors were trying to cut the propeller 
shaft of a vessel destined for scrap. They had the best of gear, including 
three ft long brand new gas axes. Trying to cut across the shaft was not the 
way to do the job as the slag fell back into the cut, blocking further 
progress. 

Willie watched quietly for some time, & when the Yank turned off the 
torch, & pushed up his goggles, Willie offered to help. 

“God damn Limey! What would you know about cutting steel?” came the 
sneering reply. 



 

Perhaps I could show you a better way to cut the shaft?” humbly offer little 
Willie. 

“O.K Limey, if you can do it better have a try.” retorted the Yankee sailor. 

Quietly firing up the torch, Willie took his time to adjust the flame to a fine 
hot cone. Dropping the dark goggles over his eyes he quickly worked the 
torch in small semi-circles, from the side of the shaft, blowing the slag from 
the cut with each gentle sweep of the torch. As the last sweep was 
completed, the shaft parted with a bang, showing the alignment to be out 
by 20mm. 

“Well I’ll be God dammed!” Exclaimed our American know it all. 

From then on the U.S. guys could not do enough for the N.Z. crew. 

After the war there was an abundance of war surplus goods available. 

Willie wandered into the workshop of a mate who built big steel barges. 

“Picked up this lot for a song, gunna build a couple of nice big barges.” 
Willie’s mate gestured to the huge pile of steel plate stacked on the floor. 

“Don’t think you’re gunna build much with that lot.” Replied Willie, who 
had noticed the yellow markings stenciled on the prize plate. 

The metal was of high carbon content, which forms powder rust as opposed 
to flaking rust of mild steel. The high carbon content also makes the steel 
quite brittle. This plate had more carbon than the traditional Corten steel 
used in shipbuilding. 

“Sure we will have them knocked up in no time.” The confidence was 
heartbreaking to Willie. 

Walking over to a large sledge- 

hammer, Willie strode back to the plate that was protruding from the pile. 
Giving the corner a huge whack with the hammer, the brittle plate 
shattered like glass. 

Quietly replacing the hammer against the wall, Willie walked out the door. 

  

 



 

Game fishing was Willie’s real passion, working out of Mayor Island in the 
Bay of Plenty. 

Ted would run the boatbuilding shop when a fishing session was in 
operation. 

On one trip Willie had the distinction of having the one time Governor 
General Sir Willoughby Norrie as his guest. 

Instructing his excellence to be sure & not over run the big game reel, luck 
would have it that a big Striped Marlin was hooked & proceeded to run out 
the line. 

His Excellency panicked & let the clutch off causing the reel to over run 
the line. 

“You stupid bugger! I told you not to over run the line, now we’re in the 
shit!” bellowed Willie in the excitement of the fight. 

The Governor’s Aide de Camp, stepped forward, commanding our nuggety 
little skipper,” You can’t speak to the Governor General like that!” 

“I’m the skipper of this vessel, & will speak to him anyway I bloody well 
like.” retorted Willie, still struggling to untangle the snarled up line. 

Lady Norrie sitting in the shade of the cabin, put her hand over her mouth, 
& gave an audible snigger. No one had ever spoken to her very English 
husband in such direct terms. 

By way of entertainment while out in deep water, mullet would be offered 
by hand to big Mako sharks that could be enticed up to the stern of the 
boat. The huge jaws full of ferocious teeth, were quite a spectacle, as the 
intrepid skipper hand feed the fearsome creatures. The trick had been 
done successfully many times before. 

On this one occasion Willies was not quick enough, as the monster raked 
his teeth over the back of our shark tamers hand, causing blood to pour 
over the deck. 

“It was not too bad; once I’d wrapped it up a bit.” Confided Willie, “But I 
gave up doing that display from then on.” 

 

 



 

A nice little house with a deck overlooking the bay was Willie’s home, 
which he shared with a woman half his age. 

The lawn sloped down to a garage & driveway from the lower street. 

One quiet evening just on dark, our skipper spotted a couple of kids trying 
to get into his garage. 

This was not to be tolerated. Action had to be taken, before valuable tools & 
equipment were stolen. 

Now in his box of tricks, were a couple of Tuna Bombs, (big firecrackers 
used to scare Tuna up from the deep water.) Quietly lighting the fuse, Willie 
stepped out onto his deck & hurled the Bomb right into the path of the 
offending youth. 

BOOM! The explosion could be heard all over the bay. The interlopers shit 
their pants & ran for the lick of their lives. No further trouble was 
experienced with break-ins. 

“I’m going to build a houseboat that will knock their socks off.” Confided 
our man of vision. The fact that he was 82 years old didn’t enter into the 
equation for this modern day Noah. 

“I’ve built steel barges before, & this is just a powered barge with 
accommodation on the deck.” The concept was not too hard for the stoic 
little dreamer. 

Now I have noticed in this world there are dreamers that never make 
things happen, & dreamers that turn dreams into reality, albeit with a lot 
of hard work. 

My brother & I are realistic dreamers. The trick is to have a realistic plan, 
enough finance, the ability to do the job, time to do it, & a realistic time 
frame. 

Failure to follow these rules will turn into a D.I.Y. disaster. 

Space was found at the local earthworks contractors’ yard, & 8mm mild 
steel sheets were set up on old oil drums. I shot the plates to a level 
platform, using a dumpy level. The sheets were arc welded together on 
both side of the laps, to form the bottom of the craft. 

Jim Dyson was a top welder, who came down on his days off to weld the 
overhead welds on the under side. 



 

Meanwhile big, braced, rectangular angle iron frames were welded up in a 
jig inside the shed. These were spaced on their edge on the big steel bottom 
of the craft, & welded into place. This formed the skeleton of the boat. 

At the bow & stern, the plates were chain blocked into an upward curve, 
where the frames were heated & bent to an upright position. The plates 
were gas cut to an inward curve at the bow, to form a reasonably good 
looking entry to punch into the waves. 

Next the side plates were offered up to the frames with a fork truck, & 
welded into place, to give a strong stressed section. Joints were carefully 
welded to ensure a watertight joint. 

We went through dozens of packets of G.P. rods in the process of welding 
this hull. 

Willie bought a nice light weight 180 amp arc welder, which performed 
effortlessly throughout the construction. 

When the vessel was finished, Willie gave me the welder as thanks for my 
effort. I still have this great little welder in my workshop to this day. 

The inside of the hull was cleaned & painted with anti-corrosion paint, 
stringers added to the tops of the frames, & the deck fitted. Two large 
diesel tanks & one stainless water tank were fitted before the deck went 
on. She was starting to look like a little ship by now, & I spent most 
weekends down at the boatyard. 

Willie & his lady cleaned & painted the hull while the rest of the team were 
at their week day jobs. 

The twin stern tubes arrived from the engineering shop on the North 
Shore, & the job fell to me to weld them into place. First a jig was 
constructed to set the tubes at the correct angle. We made a big plywood 
facsimile of the propeller diameter to get the correct spacing. 

Carefully tacking the tube in place, further checks were made to get all 
dimensions spot on. Once these tubes were welded in there was no turning 
back for corrections. 

Welding partly around one tube, I would weld the other tube on the 
opposite side. 

Allowing them to cool, the other side was welded, & so on, so as not to 
damage or distort the fittings with excess heat. This all took time, only to 



be repeated on the inside of the hull, to make a good watertight fit. Long 
steel wedges were welded under the tubes on the inside of the hull to 
strengthen the protruding tube from cracking with the torque of the big six 
cylinder Ford diesels. These tubes never gave any trouble. 

The job couldn’t be done quickly enough for Willie, & I had to take a firm 
stand to slow this process down. 

 At Willies age every minute was precious & not to be wasted, he didn’t 
have enough lifetimes left to complete his dreams. 

As the days work progressed, stories of the little dreamer’s life would 
unfold in the most wonderful anecdotes. 

When Willie knew he was right in the knowledge he was imparting, he 
would become super humble, in order to show the other person the error of 
their ways. 

A trawler was on the slip for her annual survey. The bronze keel bolts had 
been withdrawn for inspection & lay neatly in rows on the big timber 
cradle. 

Willie’s practiced eye noted the red coppery colour of the bolts, indicating 
that the zinc component of the bronze had been eroded out by electrolytic 
action. 

The surveyor was an ex-sea captain, who was given a cushy landlubber’s 
job in the closing years of his career. He knew very little about 
shipbuilding. 

Inspecting the shiny bronze bolts, he instructed our shipwright to proceed 
to refit the fastenings. 

“If you don’t mind sir, I feel it would be better to replace the lot at this 
stage.” Suggested the diminutive boatbuilder. 

“Nothing wrong with then Mr. Oliver, refit them.” Came the curt reply. 

Could the surveyor’s authority even be questioned? A man who had a 
lifetime of ships & the sea. 

Willie again suggested that the bolts should be replaced. 

Taking his folding rule from the back pocket of his overalls, a sharp blow to 
the offending fitting caused them to snap like chocolate blocks. 

“Carry on Mr. Oliver.” was the only reply. The surveyor learnt a new lesson 



that day; the master boatbuilder had seen it all. 

The big six cylinder Ford diesels arrived from the engine re- conditioners, 
& were lifted through the engine hatches using the earthwork contractor’s 
digger. 

The cost of new engines would be prohibitive, so re-built units & gearboxes 
were the realistic choice. After all the diesels would outlast Willie’s lifetime. 

Prior to the installation, measurements had been taken, & strong 
mounting frames constructed to support the heavy motors. 

Once mounted & lined up, the propeller shafts were connected by short 
jack shafts with two universal joints at the flanges. Two universals were 
required on each shaft in order for the shafts to run smoothly. 

Over the next few weekends, the plumbing for fuel, filters, cooling water for 
the heat exchangers & exhaust system were fitted. 

Three rudders were constructed from 12 mm plate with teardrop 
horizontal stiffeners welded, to increase the water flow, & stop the plates 
from vibrating in the propeller wash. 

Three rudders helped improve the maneuverability of the vessel with its 
big flat bottom. 

Steering was by a Wagner Hydraulic system. 

Bailey & Lowe were an old & well established firm of boat builders, who 
had a big yard in Beaumont St Auckland, building many beautiful vessels 
over the years. 

To this family company, Willie was apprenticed as a young man. 

Father Bailey, (the founder of the company) frequented the yard in faded 
dungarees rolled up at a couple of turns at the bottoms, bare feet, & 
sported a long grey flowing beard. 

Hovering around the yard, his supervisory skills turned out some notable 
tradesmen. 

Thump! Thump! Thump! The heavy caulking hammer was getting tiring as 
little Willie hammered the cotton caulking into the joints between the 
planks of the big boat on the cradle. Biceps made strong by days of 
hammering were now becoming tired as our little lad paused for a rest. 

Spotting help was needed; Father Bailey stepped in to offer a hand. 



 “This is how it’s done lad.” Instructed the old man, deftly hammering in 
the long strands of cotton caulking, without realizing he was also 
hammering his long flowing beard into the joint. Soon the problem was 
discovered, & Willie was sent to fetch a pair of scissors to trim the beard & 
release the head of the firm. 

In the days before modern machinery, big baulks of timber were shaped 
using razor sharp adzes. 

While several tradesmen were working on a keelson, Father Bailey 
suggested a bet of ten shillings each, which he would match, to say he could 
cut a sixpence in half with an adze. 

Ten shillings was a week’s wages, & would be a great prize if won. 

Ten bob notes were tossed into a hat, as father’s favourite adze, & a 
sixpence were produced. 

Standing on the baulk of timber in his bare feet, the sixpence was severed 
with one accurate blow of the master’s adze. Holding the two halves 
together, the halves were a perfect fit. 

Tipping the prize money out of the hat, the boss walked off with the week’s 
wages of the whole work force. 

The hull of the houseboat was almost completed, engines fitted, plumbing 
installed, Anti-corrosive painting completed inside & out, & several thick 
coats of Anti-fouling on the bottom. 

It was time to move the vessel out of the yard to the boat club area at 
Ostend, for the superstructure to be added. She needed to be shifted before 
the hull became too heavy for the limited transport trailer that The County 
used for transporting their earthworks machinery. 

Peter Hill, the visiting traffic cop, was most obliging, directing traffic 
during the short trip to the sea. 

Now sitting on the foreshore, THE AFRICAN QUEEN (named for the river 
boat in the famous Humphrey Boughart movie) would be towed to The 
Rocky Bay Boating Club slip, to be finished off using the club’s power 
supply. 

The superstructure was built quite quickly, using treated 50x 50 timber 
framing, with marine plywood sheathing, which was fiberglass over. 

I carved a couple of name boards with a router, finishing them in royal 
blue, with gold letters. These name boards were affixed to each side of the 



wheelhouse. They were a labour of love that I really enjoyed carving. 

Two bedrooms, bathroom, & shower/toilet were situated on deck, while on 
the upper deck wheelhouse was the galley & lounge. A cantilevered deck 
over the stern gave a nice feeling of open air living. 

A drop down ramp at the bow enabled Willie’s Mini-Minor to be winched up 
on deck, using the anchor winch, to give the little man transport when 
beached at a favourite haven. 

During the 60’s the boatyard at Tauranga, had several large launches in 
the order of 45 to 50 feet under construction. These were strongly built 
boats using 31 mm solid planking, which was steamed in a long tubular 
stream box, in order to bend the heavy planks around the curve of the 
hulls. Once fastened & dried out, the timbers take on the finished shape. 

Now the hull requires fairing with a hand plane, & days of sanding to bring 
up a smooth fair hull. 

Four men were assigned to sand the hull of the big boat, two to a side. 
Willie’s instructions were to get stuck in while he was down the road 
getting some chandlery. 

Upon his return the boss finds all four on one side of the boat chatting. 

“This is not on boys, now you two get on the other side& produce some 
work.” Snaps the little spitfire sailor. 

The ring leader took offence at the tone of Willie’s remonstrating. 

“I’ve a bloody good mind to quit & walk off the job.” Retorts the errant boat 
builder. 

This guy was causing some problems in the boat yard, Willie had had 
enough. 

“Why spoil a bloody good mind?” snaps back the boss. 

“Get up to the office & collect your wages.” Willie sacked him before 
anyone’s mind could be changed. 

“Never had any more trouble from then on with the other three.” Mused 
Willie, as we plodded on working on the AFRICAN QUEEN. 

 The little old guy must have been thinking about the time he had left on 
this earth. 



“Do you reckon there is a boatyard in Heaven?” the question was 
thoughtful & considered. 

“Yep Willie, I reckon there’s a well equipped yard up there, no need to take 
any gear, it’ll all be there mate.” The seriousness of the question had not 
escaped me. 

“Good, because I’ve got a few new designs I won’t have time to build down 
here, gunna run out of time I reckon.” 

This little guy was still full of life, but realized time was running out for him 
to finish all his dreams. 

“When I die I’ve got a couple of small brass portholes in my shed. I want 
them fitted in the side of me coffin so I can wave to all the bastards on the 
way down to Davy Jones Locker. (A euphemism for burial at sea.) 

 Willie’s wish almost came too soon. The man was a terrible womanizer, but 
I reckon he’d had more wins than losses over his lifetime. 

His present live in companion was very much younger than him, & when 
she perceived that he was flirting a bit too often, stabbed him in the 
stomach as he lay in bed. The blow just missed a major artery. Willie lived 
& went on to finish the house boat. 

The lady concerned was not charged, but got the help she needed under the 
Mental Health Act. They did not live together again. 

The boat was nearing her completion. Time to fit out the wheelhouse, fit the 
Morse controls for the engines, & finish the electrics. 

She had a generator with an inverter for the galley as the microwave 
required a square sine wave to operate correctly. 

The engine batteries were charged off one motor, while the house batteries 
charged off the other motor’s alternator. The two could be switch together. 

In case of starter battery failure the motors could always be started. She 
had a deep freeze & fridge that ran off a compressor on one of the motors. 

  

Willie loved bling, & insisted on chrome plated engine controls that shone 
in the sun. To my mind the controls should have been flat black to stop 
distraction while sailing. 

Trying to explain this to Willie was futile. 



When pearls of wisdom were explained to him he would exclaim, “What 
must I do to be saved?” (From the book of Acts 16-29), as if a new 
revelation was being revealed to him for the first time. 

Finally Willie sold his little house in the bay & paid his debts to all who 
supplied parts for the boat. 

The fine little vessel with its tough little determined skipper, sailed out of 
the bay & headed north, up the Mahurangi River to berth into the 
riverbank below the town of Warkworth. 

I called in to see him on my trip north. He was his old self, cherrie as usual. 

When he got sick of the berth, he sailed down the coast to Omokoroa, in the 
Tauranga Harbour, where he lived out his days on his beloved houseboat, 
dying at the age of 85. 

I only found out of his death months later.  It would have been a privilege 
to attend his funeral. 

The houseboat was sold to Slipper Island, (offshore from Pauanui), 
stripped of her accommodation section & used as a cattle barge for the 
island. 

This amazing little man was only one of many older guys that taught me 
how the joy of an enthusiasm for life keeps you young at heart. 

 

 



 

 

 

Willie can be seen in the ‘flying bridge’, sporting the white Commanders hat 



 

 



 

 

 


