


"Exterior grade panels are acceptable for plywood boat 
construction." 

-Glen L. Witt, Boatbuilding with Plywood, 1962

"AC [exterior plywood] gets my vote because of its 
competitive price, its wide availability, and its equivalent 
building strength." 

-Harold "Dynamite" Payson,
Build the New Instant Boats, 1984 

great deal has changed in the world of plywood 
since those masters of the medium made the 
recommendations quoted above. The prospec­

tive plywood boatbuilder of 2017 wades into a thicket 
of unenforced standards, uneven quality, and out­
right flim-flammery. Lots of great choices remain, but 
you can't simply judge marine plywood by its stamp. . 

I started building boats in the 1980s. The exterior­
grade AC fir plywood that Dynamite Payson advocated 
was already in precipitous decline. Even if you could 
find a panel not riddled with core voids, it would be 
warped like a potato chip. Modestly good underlayment­
grade lauan plywood could still be had, but the paper­
thin face veneers and crumbly core that distinguishes 
lauan today would be the norm by the early 1990s. 

Okoume was the stock in trade when I joined the 

nascent Chesapeake Light Craft in 1994. Strong for its 
weight and with a pleasing honey-colored grain figure, 
okoume is a heaven-sent choice for lightweight stitch­
and-glue boats. As my purchases grew from a hundred 
sheets, to multiple pallets, and eventually to entire ship­
ping containers of okoume, I sometimes found myself 
in the same spot as Patrick Mertaugh at Chop tank Boat­
works (see sidebar, "A Plywood Horror Story," page 42): 
I could specify internationally recognized standards 
for my marine plywood, such as the exalted "BS 1088" 
(see below), yet receive a shipment of plywood not fit for 
drawer bottoms. 

More about that in a moment. First let's cover the 
basics of plywood. 

A Marine Plywood Primer

Nearly all marine plywood is made by peeling a giant 
continuous sheet of veneer off a spinning log, like tissue 
paper off a roll. Plywood made of such veneers is known 
as rotary-cut plywood. Plywood with "sliced" veneers 
has faces assembled from several narrower widths, cut 
like sliced cheese from one-half of a split log. "Ribbon­
stripe" plywood uses :,uch sliced veneers, although 
they're narrower still, and taken from quarter-sawn logs. 
Sliced and ribbon-stripe panels are common in marine 
grades, but are used mainly for decorative joinery. 

Above-Contemporary plywood hulls can be elegant and refined. In order to attain the level of form and finish seen here, a 

builder must be careful in choosing stock. 
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Most plywood is "rotary cut" -that is, it is made from long sheets of thin veneer peeled from straight logs. This veneer is 

sprayed with glue and stacked to form a panel, with each layer laid with the grain oriented 90 degrees to the previous one. 

Plywood quality varies depending upon its intended use, and builders should be well acquainted with grading standards. 

Rotary-cut veneers are dried with great care to a 
moisture content of less than 8 percent. While much of 
the marine plywood used today originates in the forests 
of equatorial Africa, all of the veneer is dried elsewhere, 
mostly at mills around the perimeter of the Mediter­
ranean. Equatorial Africa is damp, and plywood made 
there would warp the moment it arrived in a less humid 
climate. 

The veneers are sprayed with glue, stacked up with 
the grain of each layer at 90 degrees to the next, then 
squashed in a heated press for a few minutes. Thicker 
plywood takes longer to cure. If the glue dispenser hic­
cups or the plywood is hastened through the hot press, 
the veneers won't bond properly and the stage is set for 
a delamination disaster. 

"Balancing" the sheets in the factory so that they 
don't warp is tricky, so you should watch out for unsta­
ble panels. "Stability is the secret recipe of a plywood 
factory," said Michael Geoffroy, of the French okoume 
·specialists Joubert, and that's about all he would tell me.
It has to do with managing moisture conten�, veneer
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orientation, and veneer thickness. Plywood in which 
veneer species are mixed, or in which face veneers are too 
thin compared to the cores, are especially susceptible 
to warping. 

At the end of the production line, the plywood 
is trimmed and stacked for shipping. Since the face 
veneers find their way to the plywood sheets in sequen­
tial order, it's common to find a grain feature echoed 
right down through a pallet of a hundred sheets. 

Veneer quality is the primary difference between 
marine plywood and the stuff at the home center. The 
best imported marine panels will have face veneers with­
out blemishes, patches, or seams in the veneer. Starting 
at¼" (6mm) thickness, the imported varieties will have 
five veneers or more. Average and better marine ply­
wood will be free of core voids. Watch out for overlaps 
of the core veneers, which create weak spots and cause 
an ugly crease in the surface veneer. 

Glue for marine plywood is a settled science. It will 
be either phenolic resin or melamine. In my experience 
both are equally durable. The phenolic glue is black 

and will show up more readily if you sand into it. 
The melamine glue is somewhere between clear 
and milky-white, and some builders prefer this 
for panels in which sanding might reveal the glue 
lines. 

Among the stamps you'll see on marine ply­
wood are the letters "WBP." This stands for "water 
and boil proof," resistance to boiling being the 
established standard for the strength of glues. 

Once upon a time, it was common to order 
marine plywood in lengths greater than 8 '. Some 
boats were even designed around 4' x 12' or 4' x 
16' panels. Nowadays it's unusual for suppliers to 

---,'----------------------------' 

Gaps in the inner plies-so called "core voids" -are 

one of the qualities that separate good plywood from 

the mediocre stuff. 
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