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  THE TRIDENT as we know it 
today owes its existence to one 
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remarkable man: its original 
builder Eric White.  Alan Hill’s 
seaworthy and attractive design, 
was, of course, also crucial to 
the boat’s enduring success. But 

Eric White’s extraordinary resourcefulness and 
determination was what transformed Alan’s 
vision into the “proper little ship” which was to 
lay the foundation for the Marine Construction 
boat company and the whole fleet of larger 
Marcon designs which followed. And it was Eric 
White who helped put cruising-under-sail within 
reach of the ordinary working man.  

Eric’s practical engineering skills, honed through 
wartime service in the Fleet Air Arm, played an 
important part.  But so did his unusual business 
sense and the care and attention he paid to his 
boat-buying customers. Supplying the Trident as 
mouldings or in kit form for self-completion 
reduced their outlay.  And Eric would even 
deliver the hull and kit to your home on the 
company’s trailer.   

“Mitch” Mitchell bought a bare Trident hull in 
1967 and finished Roamer with wooden topsides 
from plans provided by Eric White.  A 
remarkable story from Mitch’s book, A Struggle 
for a Boat, provides an insight into Eric’s way of 
doing business. Mitch recalls how hard-up he 
and Audrey were at the time with one young 
child and another on the way. Working 30 hours 
a week on the new boat, he had the deck and 
cabin completed in 14 months.  But he was only 
able to sail Roamer thanks to Eric White’s 
remarkable generosity. Mitch was unable to 
afford mast and sails. So Eric simply lent them 
to him until he could. 

Mitch recalls: “We bought standard fittings for 
the boat from Eric White but we had no money 
to buy the spars, rigging, sails, anchor and chain.  
In discussing my income, I believe he felt sorry 
for me and agreed to provide them on an 
interest-free arrangement.  Not many business 
people would do that. It was the kindest thing 
anyone could have done for us.” 

Eric White grew up in London but by 1944 he 
was a Petty Officer airframe fitter.  Eric was 
aboard the aircraft carrier HMS Formidable 
when her Corsair and Fairy Barracuda aircraft 
attacked the German pocket battleship Tirpitz in 
Norway’s arctic Kaafjord that summer.   
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After the war ended, Eric got a job as a lorry 
driver. He was one of four brothers. And their 
passion at that time was motorcycle racing. But 
when one of his brothers was killed, he gave it 
up and turned instead to sailing.  He bought an 
old 12-foot sailing dinghy and then a two and a 
half ton Hillyard.   

A Yachting World 5-tonner  
“I realised I wasn’t going to sail round the World 
in that so I looked around for another boat,”  Eric 
recalls.  He considered a 26 foot Vertue but 
eventually settled instead on a Yachting World 
5-tonner, designed by Robert Clark which had 
won the best boat under £1,000 YW competition 
in 1948.  Clark had also designed Sir Francis 
Chichester’s Gipsy Moth III, the boat in which 
Chichester won the single-handed trans-Atlantic 
race of 1960. 

Eric White’s YW 5-tonner was built at William 
King’s yard at Burnham-on Crouch alongside 
another famous boat: Eric Hiscock’s Wanderer 
III which features in his classic book, Cruising 
Under Sail. According to Practical Boat Owner 
magazine, the cost of a new YW 5-tonner then 
was equivalent to the cost of a modest house. 

In this new boat Eric White started sailing 
seriously to The Scillies and Holland. And it was 
then he took his first steps into boat building.  He 
had a tatty old wooden tender and badly needed 
a new one.  So he bought a book about fibreglass 
and rounded off the corners of his old dinghy to 
make a mould for a new GRP 
dinghy. “Everyone who saw it at 
Burnham said, ‘That’s nice, can 
you make one for me?’” and Eric 
was launched into a career as a 
boat builder.  He was still driving 
his lorry but he soon began to 
think about building a cruising 
boat in GRP, a novelty at that 
time.   

When Eric met Alan 
Still living in London, Eric laid 
up the YW 5 tonner at Cubitts 
Dock, Chiswick, dismasting at 
Gravesend SC on his way 
upriver. And it was in Cubitts 
yard one day in the late 50s that 
a young man approached him and sa
designed your boat.” Eric replied: “D
designing a boat for me?”  That you

course, was Alan Hill who then worked for 
Robert Clark. 

Eric recalls that Alan came up with a number 
of designs and when they finally agreed on 
the Trident design, Eric had to get the money 
together to have the lines drawn out and 
lofted and the mould made. To fund this he 
had to sell his YW 5-tonner, Tarmin .  It was 
bought by Hal Kitchener, a nephew of Lord 
Kitchener whose famous moustachioed face 
adorned the Great War “Your Country Needs 
You” posters.  Hal then farmed Jersey cows 
in Mallorca and Eric delivered the boat there 
himself.  He was still driving the lorry so he 
sailed down the Canal du Midi in his 
fortnight’s holiday, leaving it on the 
designated mooring and flying home again 
without ever meeting the purchaser.  

Tarmin  was later sold again to a young 
American, John Sowden.  He found her in a 
sorry state on the beach in Palma in 1966 and 
bought her to mess around in.  But he ended up 
circumnavigating the world in her. Sowden 
wrote: “I had no intention of sailing Tarmin 
around the world when I bought her. She was 
very rundown and I purchased her with the view 
only of fixing her up as a winter project and then 
using her as a day-sailer the following summer 
in Mallorca.” But after a short shakedown cruise 
to Gibraltar, he just kept going – which says 
something about Robert Clark’s design – and 
Eric White’s eye for a seaworthy boat.  

 Back in the UK, Eric found 
someone to make a wooden plug 
for the hull mould.  “But he was 
taking his time about it and kept 
asking for more money so in the 
end we went round there with a 
trailer and took the partly built 
plug  away and finished it off 
ourselves,” Eric recalls.  An old 
motorbiking mate let him have 
space in a workshop in Battersea 
and eventually they found an old 
boatyard at Isleworth where they 
moulded the hulls. Once in 
production, these were then sent to 
Jim Nuttall of Brensall Boats, 
Yachting World 5 Tonner 
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Highbridge, Somerset to have 
wooden decks fitted (though the first boat at 
least was completed at Wyatts Boatyard in West 
Mersea in Essex). Trident No 1 was an  
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instant success: “On our first trial we won the  
Burnham to West Mersea Race,” says Alan Hill . 
But disaster lurked just round the corner. 

Wiped out by fire                                      
After about 10 boats the whole Trident project 
was nearly wrecked by a blaze at the Isleworth 
yard. Everything was destroyed. The old wooden 
building filled with the acetone and resin with a 
good wind outside to encourage it, was a real 
inferno. Everyone got out but an Alsatian dog on 
the premises was burned to death.  “We had to 
hold one of the lads down to stop him going 
back in. You could hear the dog howling,” Eric 
recalls. 

The only thing left was the metal mould spindles 
(used to rotate the mould) and a few burnt rolls 
of cloth. “We were wiped out. I thought about 
emigrating but I found a derelict yard at 
Woolston (Southampton) which would give us 
more space.  I sold all the dinghy moulds to 
Maxim Marine (who made the Nipper) and 
concentrated on the Trident.” Eric got back the 
last hull sent to Brensall Boats and used it to 
create a new mould. They were soon back in 
business and developed a deck moulding as well. 
(Rebel  - Trident No 10 - has a GRP deck though 
not quite the same as the standard one).   

Nobody seems quite sure how many Tridents 
were ever built.  But number 275 was the last to 
be produced before Marcon ceased trading in 
1979.  Eric recalls that it took one man 1.5 days 
to mould a hull and 2-3 days for a deck.  A 
minimum of four layers of glass mat were used 
with more on the bottom where the keels 
attached.  Originally, the design was for a 
centreboarder to suit the creeks and swatchways 
of the East Coast where Eric sailed.  Then Alan 
Hill designed a fin keel and new rudder.  “The 
triple keeler was an afterthought,” Eric says “It 
wasn’t really a proper bilge keeler though it 
seemed to sail alright.”.  And of course it proved 
to be the most popular version.  

Though Eric’s company, Marine Construction or 
Marcon as it was known, offered finished boats, 
most Tridents were sold as kits.  “We designed a 
special trailer so that we could drop hulls into 
people’s gardens without a crane and pick them 
up again and put them in the water for them.”  
Marcon delivered the kit for Trident No 60 Aye 
One (later Wetterhexe) to A G Lloyd in Hatfield, 
Boat Show ad in first ever issue of PBO 
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Herts in February 1967 for £10 according to the 
invoice.  And Eric threw in a complementary 
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anchor and chain worth 
£15.  By May Mr Lloyd 
was pricing up a 
Maylandsea mooring 
ready for the launch. 

To aid home completion 
Eric developed an 
assembly manual. The kit 
of parts and the assembly 
methods were just the 
same as were used in the 
yard to produce finished 
boats. Bulkheads were 
glassed into the hull in 
the mould to add 
stiffness.  And 
longitudinal stringers 
were also provided for 
further stiffness and to 
anchor internal furniture. 
Engine beds were also 
provided if purchasers 
knew what engine was 
going in. “We had jigs 
for all engines.” 

The Trident’s distinctive 
sterntube was Eric 
White’s own creation. “That
me.  I’ve never seen anything
boat.”.  The bronze casting ta
tube with shield shaped flang
end and backing nut inside.  

A tank cutter was used to cre
forward end of the moulded 
tube was inserted from outsid
nut secured with the shield-s
tunnel ensuring the tube coul
Then all was glassed in. 

The Trident was followed in
Cutlass cruiser-racer designe
Hill (to take on Kim Holman
regularly winning Burnham 
Alan). The 1969 27 foot Mar
with interior moulds - proved
Marcon went on to mould H
Carbineers, Claymores and t
Tomahawk.  Eric also create
Peter Brett’s successful Riva
moulded over 200 Rival hull

On the Rival owners website
the class Peter Brett pays wa
1976: Marcon brochure called the Trident "the Volkswagen of yachting"  
ebruary 2009 17 
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help :“If there had been a queue of moulders 
eagerly wanting to produce the boat to my 
design, in 1967, I hope I should still have 
selected Eric White for the job.  But it did not 
happen like that at all.  Eric was the only one to 
take an interest in my design, to study my 
background and to be only a little dubious about 
my hopes of selling perhaps 50 boats to the 
design.  He alone offered to make the mouldings, 
and he quoted a price which I gladly accepted.  
In 40 years of cruising, ocean racing and 
designing yachts I suppose I must have learned 
something – even if only how much more there 
was to learn – but this had been a spare time 
activity and there was an important gap.  
Although I had used a small GRP cruising boat 
for a few years I had never had one built to my 
design in this material, so I lacked some vital 
experience.  Eric had built up a successful 
business producing GRP boats.  His Trident 
class was flourishing and he had established a 
good reputation with Lloyds.  He was keen to 
help me and I was keen to learn.” 

Alan Hill also drew on Eric’s skills and 
knowledge. They worked closely together. “We 
were telepathic,” Alan says. The Trident was  
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investment company.  Eric continued as MD and 
the company grew rapidly to 120 employees, 
taking over more sheds at Woolston (15,000 sq 
ft) and eventually a hangar at Hamble airfield 
(after the bursar at the pilot training school 
bought a boat from him).  Here they could fit out 
20 boats at once with high level platforms that 
speeded up production considerably. 

In 1976, after more than six years as MD under 
the new ownership, Eric decided it was time to 
step down. Within 2-3 years Marcon seemed to 
lose impetus.  And in a worsening economic 
climate, the company went bust in 1979.  “My 
great regret is that Eric gave up being MD of 
Marcon too soon. Development was needed year 
after year but it effectively stopped after Eric 
resigned,” says Alan Hill. 

At the sell-off auction Eric bought the Marcon 
moulds he wanted, including those of the 
Trident.  As Seaborne Engineering, he continued 
to offer mouldings from 1980 returning to the 
original Woolston shed “just for the fun of it”.  
In addition to the Trident, he offered mouldings 
for most of the former Marcon range: the Striker 
Seabourne Engineering advertisement from 1980s
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lan’s first GRP design and Eric was the one 
ith experience of that material and advised on 

he lay-ups.  “Eric’s input always improved the 
esign,” Alan says. “Eric was a very capable 
an. He built the boats and fitted them out and 

ven drove the crane to launch them after a few 
inutes instruction at Woolston.  His approach 

kit boats, supporting the buyer etc) paid off.” 

he end of Marcon                                          
y the end of the sixties, Eric had 2 young 
hildren and 30 people working for him. . He 
orked as Marcon’s managing director, sales 
anager, buyer, boat deliverer and crane driver. 

n 1970 he decided to sell 80 per cent of the 
usiness to the Land and General Development 

22, Tomahawk 25, Cutlass 27, Sabre 27, 
Claymore 30, Cavalier 36 and Halberdier 36. He 
also moulded Nicholson 45s and 48s, Fairey 
Phantoms, the Javelin ( a Fred Parker 30 footer).  
All boats that were, as Seabourne’s 1980 
advertisements claimed, sensible and seaworthy 
and by top-class designers and constructed “with 
unquestionable integrity”.   

Marcon was gone but Eric White went on 
offering  “advice and assistance based on 21 
years experience and over 2,000 yachts built, 
largely for home completion, to Lloyds.” Eric 
eventually retired at 65 and built himself a 
Nicholson 45 which he sailed for 5 years.       

The History of the Trident and of the 
Trident Owners Association continues to 
be researched.  As further facts come to 
light these will be published in Trident 
News and archived on the TOA website.  If
you have any comments, contributions or 
suggestions please send them to: 
Trident24@ntlworld.com  

mailto:Trident24@ntlworld.com

	When Eric met Alan
	Wiped out by fire                                      After

