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	 When	 Richard	 Steinke	 passed	
away	five	years	ago,	ownership	of	Isobar	
passed	to	his	stepdaughter	—	my	wife	
—	Jessica.	Richard	had	raised	Jessica	
since	 she	 was	 4	 and	 the	 two	 of	 them	
were	very	close.	The	boat	had	also	been	
a	 big	 part	 of	 our	 lives;	 we	 had	 spent	
several	 vacations	
sailing	aboard	Iso-
bar,	including	our	
honeymoon	spent	
visiting	 Russia	 in	
1993.	
	 But	despite	ro-
mantic	dreams	of	
bringing	 her	 back	 to	 the	 Northwest,	
the	 reality	was	 that	 Isobar	was	 totally	
beat	 up,	 and	 we	 really	 couldn't	 afford	
to	both	ship	her	home	and	fix	her.	We	
put	a	delivery	crew	aboard	and	sent	her	
on	her	way	back	 to	Phuket,	 Thailand,	
where	Richard	had	lived	and	raced	for	
a	 few	 years	 before	 beginning	 the	 trip	
home.	 We	 felt	 the	 boat	 would	 be	 well	
known	and	likely	to	sell	there.	Enroute,	
the	news	that	she	was	for	sale	reached	
Des	Kearns,	a	marine	surveyor	and	boat	

was	the	perfect	person	to	own	her,	and	
agreed	to	sell.	

	 Des	spent	a	large	amount	of	time,	
money,	 and	 love	 (yes,	 love	 —	 no	 one	
buys	an	antique	wooden	sailboat	as	a	

prudent	 financial	
move)	 fixing	 her	
up,	and	 repairing	
all	the	details	that	
Richard	 had	 let	
go	 as	 his	 health	
failed.	During	the	
process,	 the	 boat	

endured	 further	 insult	 when	 she	 was	
caught	and	damaged	in	the	Boxing	Day	
Tsunami	in	December	2004.	After	that,	
Des	had	to	effect	even	more	repairs.	Once	
the	 boat	 was	 fixed	 up,	 Des	 continued	
Richard's	tradition	of	competing	—	and	
very	often	winning	—	 in	 local	 regattas	
like	the	King's	Cup.	
	 Life	 being	 what	 it	 is,	 Des	 ran	 into	

2005.	Now	that	she	was	repaired,	and	
after	a	long	series	of	serendipitous	events	
(a	grand	story	for	another	day),	we	de-
cided	to	buy	her	back.

	 Isobar	arrived	in	Seattle	via	freighter	
on	November	9,	2006.	While	waiting	to	
be	unloaded	the	next	morning,	she	was	
struck	on	the	bow	roller	by	a	container	
being	unloaded	forward	of	her	in	windy	
and	 rainy	 conditions.	 We	 originally	
thought	the	damage	was	minimal	—	a	
bent	 bow	 roller	 and	 torn-up	 bulwark	

     If you've been sailing the Bay for a while, you may remember Isobar. This pretty 
45-ft sloop was designed by Les and Don Harlander for their own use. Her sleek 
lines drew inspiration from several Sparkman & Stephens racing yachts of the 
'50s and early '60s, most notably Finisterre. Isobar was built at the Cheoy Lee 
shipyard in Hong Kong and launched in 1962. The Harlanders raced two Trans-
Pacs with the boat, in 1963 and 1965, finishing mid-fleet both times. 
      But Isobar's best known owner was Richard Steinke, a mechanical engi-
neer who worked for both Chevron and Shell Oil as an engine lubrication expert. 
Steinke acquired the boat from the Harlander brothers in 1971 and she was rarely 
idle after that. When work took him to England in the mid-'70s, he sailed there in 
Isobar,	and later	sailed her all over the Med. He returned to the Bay in 1984 and 
for the next eight years left no local sailing stone unturned. Our first article by 
Richard detailed his extensive cruising of the 'forgotten coast' north of San Fran-
cisco. Many more articles by and about him and Isobar followed. 
     After he retired, Steinke sailed Isobar out the Golden Gate in the early '90s, 
intent on a circumnavigation. He was in the homestretch when he passed away in 
the Philippines in 2003 at age 70. We heard rumors that ownership of Isobar had 
passed to a family member in Seattle, but soon lost track of the boat. So we were 
overjoyed when we received word that she was not only back in the States, but 
back in the family, and in better shape than ever. Here's how she got there.

restorer	based	in	Malaysia.	He	knew	the	
boat	from	Phuket	and	made	us	an	offer	
essentially	sight	unseen.	We	felt	that	Des	

his	 own	health	 issues	 and	 the	 related	
lifestyle	 changes	prompted	him	 to	put	
Isobar	 up	 for	 sale	 again	 in	 December	

On January 7,
'Isobar' was moved 
back into the water.

Under Richard Steinke and later Des Kearns, 
'Isobar' racked up an enviable racing record in 
Far East sailing events. 
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—	 but	 in	 the	 course	 of	 investigating	
what	 it	 would	 take	 to	 fix	 this	 damage	
we	discovered	that	there	was	more.	The	
wheelhouse	 had	 been	 loosened	 by	 the	
impact	 transmitted	 through	 the	 lash-
ings,	and	there	were	now	numerous	and	
significant	cabin	leaks	as	she	sat	on	the	
hard	after	unloading.	
	 In	January,	2007,	we	moved	her	to	the	

large	blue	barn	at	Seaview	East	Boatyard	
to	get	her	out	of	the	weather	and	evalu-
ate	the	necessary	repairs.	Soon	thereaf-
ter	came	the	news	
that	 the	boatyard	
had	 found	 some	
rotten	 wood	 near	
the	bow	roller.	And	
some	 more	 rot-
ten	 wood	 a	 little	
farther	 aft.	 And	
yet	more	aft	of	that.	Basically,	the	joint	
between	the	hull	and	the	deck	had	rotted	
around	the	entire	periphery	of	the	boat.	

A	 covering	 board	 had	 been	
added	circa	1994	to	make	this	
joint	more	waterproof,	but		in	
all	likelihood,	this	eventually	
contributed	to	the	rot	by	trap-
ping	moisture	and	concealing	
the	problem	from	subsequent	
surveys	and	Des'	restorative	
efforts.	
			At	this	point	the	repair	esti-
mates	soared	beyond	reason,	
the	 surveyors	 fought,	 the	
insurance	companies	balked,	
and	we	even	considered	sell-
ing	her	for	scrap	and	walking	
away.	
	 	 We're	 still	 not	 completely	
sure	what	happened,	but	Jes-
sica	and	I	arrived	at	a	place	
where	we	decided	that	our	vi-
sion	for	our	lives	included	this	
boat.	So	in	March	of	2007,	we	
gave	the	go-ahead	for	an	ex-
haustive	schedule	of	repairs.	
A	 key	 element	 in	 our	 favor	
was	that	Don	Harlander,	one	
of	 the	 pair	 of	 brothers	 who	
designed	 Isobar,	 now	 lived	
nearby	on	Vashon	Island	and	
could	provide	original	draw-
ings	 and	 first-hand	 knowl-
edge	 of	 her	 design.	 Reason	
be	damned!
			What	followed	was	a	long,	
agonizing	 process	 of	 legal	
fights	 with	 surveyors	 and	
insurance	 companies,	 mak-
ing	 hard	 design	 trade-offs,	
and	 soul-searching	 around	
the	wisdom	of	spending	such	
large	amounts	of	money	on	an	
old	wooden	boat.	
					Isobar	had	been	remarkably	
well	built	originally	—	and	re-
built	under	Richard's	owner-
ship.	Her	hull	was	edge-glued	
Philippine	 mahogany	 with	 a	
teak-over-plywood	deck,	built	
'monocoque'	style:	with	bulk-
heads	 but	 no	 frames.	 After	
taking	a	terrible	pasting	in	the	

Atlantic	en	route	to	Ireland	(during	which	
the	boat	was	dismasted),	Richard	paid	an	
English	yard	$45,000	—	more	than	she	

was	 worth	 at	 the	
time	 —	 to	 fix	 the	
damage	 and	 ret-
rofit	frames.	When	
completed,	 she	
was	tremendously	
strong,	and	proved	
it	 when	 Richard	

cruised	her	all	up	and	down	the	English	
Coast	.	.	.	in	the	winter.
	 But	that	had	been	30	years	before	and	

Moving day — After two years of restoration 
work in a shed at the Seaview East Boatyard 
in Seattle, 'Isobar' heads back to the water in 
early January. Inset, current owners Rob and 
Jessica Hickey.

Did I mention 
there was sanding and

painting involved?
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time	takes	its	toll.	The	work	began.	
	 Old	parts	were	cut	out,	torn	or	pried	
off,	or	sometimes	just	fell	apart	of	their	
own	accord.	New	parts	were	cut,	planed,	
welded,	 laid-up,	 bent,	 drilled,	 wired,	
screwed,	 plugged,	 glued,	 and	 sealed.	
Things	were	sanded	and	painted,	then	
sanded	 and	 painted,	 and	 then	 sand-
ed	 and	 painted	 yet	 again.	 Estimated	
completion	dates	came	and	went.	More	
broken,	 rusted,	 and	 obsolete	 things	
were	found.	Some	were	replaced,	some	
were	 repaired,	 some	 were	 eliminated.	
We	kept	writing	checks,	and	did	some	

sanding	 and	 painting	 ourselves.	 Did	 I	
mention	there	was	sanding	and	painting	
involved?	

	 Slowly,	we	came	to	a	point	where	
the	 remaining	 repair	 jobs	 didn't	 need	
to	be	completed	under	cover,	so	I	could	
not	be	more	pleased	to	tell	you	that	on	

January	7,	Isobar	was	moved	from	the	
barn,	where	she's	been	under	repair/re-
construction	for	the	last	two	years,	back	
into	the	water.	She	needed	to	stay	in	the	
slings	for	a	few	days	while	her	hull	got	
used	to	the	idea	of	being	wet	again.	But	
it	was	a	great	feeling	to	see	the	boat	back	
in	her	element.	
	 She's	now	tied	to	a	dock	at	the	boat-

From the 'Isobar' scrapbook (this page, clockwise from above right) — 'Isobar' gets loaded on a 
containership for the ride back to Seattle; on the 'operating table' for her extreme makeover; rot in 
the hull-deck joint began in the bow and extended all the way aft; the shipping damage that started 
the rebuild process; "Can I freshen that cocktail for you?" Richard Steinke was an unforgettable 
character to all who met him. 
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yard.	 The	 mast	 has	 been	 restepped,	
but	 there	 are	 still	 several	 more	 weeks	
of	 rigging,	 tuning	and	outfitting	ahead	
before	she'll	be	ready	for	the	open	water.	
Hopefully	that's	plenty	of	time	to	let	the	
people	 whose	 lives	 have	 been	 directly	
and	indirectly	associated	with	this	boat	
know	that	we've	reached	a	major	mile-
stone	in	the	process	of	bringing	Isobar	
back	to	life.	Ultimately	we	will	berth	her	
at	Shilshole	Marina	and	look	forward	to	
seeing	many	of	her	friends	there	in	the	

future.

	 Many	 people	 have	 asked	 about	
the		restoration.	While	we	were	adamant	
about	maintaining	her	overall	look	and	
character,	those	of	you	who	have	spent	

time	 on	 her	 may	 have	 noticed	 a	 few	
changes.	Among	them:
	 •	The	entire	deck,	 top	8-10	courses	
of	the	hull	bulwarks,	and	the	caprail	are	
all	new.	The	caprail	 is	a	beefier	cross-
section	than	the	original,	but	rides	the	
bulwark	 tumble	 at	 the	 bow	 and	 stern	
better.	All	deck	nib	joints	and	the	caprail	
scarfs	are	true	to	the	original	design.
	 •	 We	 elected	 to	 chrome	 the	 hawse	
pipes	instead	of	painting	them.	Bronze	
doesn't	really	like	paint,	and	they	match	

Left, 'Isobar's interior is as functional as it is 
pretty and comfortable. Center, Des Kearns. 
Right, the transom was pretty far gone, but 
Rob and Jessica are happy to have saved and 
remounted it.  

BRAND ®
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the	other	hardware	better.
	 •	The	covering	board	was	not	replaced.	
It	was	a	stopgap	addition,	we	really	didn't	
like	the	look,	and	it	interfered	with	deck	
drainage.	To	improve	waterproofing,	we	
elected	 to	 add	 fiberglass	 between	 the	
teak	deck	and	plywood	subdeck,	as	well	
as	in	the	hull-deck	joint.
	 •	The	main	salon	skylight	has	been	
raised	and	hinged.	The	original	built-in	
skylight	was	a	constant	leakage	threat,	
and	 this	 arrangement	 is	 more	 water-
proof.		This	gives	us	another	ventilation	
option.	The	old	liferaft	used	to	live	on	top	
of	 this	skylight,	so	we'll	have	to	find	a	
different	spot	for	that.	The	small	skylight	
over	the	head	was	added	by	Des,	and	we	
liked	it	so	much	we	kept	it.
	 •	 The	 cockpit	 portlights	 are	 new.	
The	older	port/starboard	stained	glass	
portlights	 were	 leaky	 and	 in	 serious	
disrepair.	We	also	felt	they	were	slightly	
dated	 (read	 "70s"),	 and	 we	 elected	 to	
go	 stainless	 for	 the	 trim	 to	 match	 the	
wheelhouse	portlights	and	the	clean	look	
of	the	other	hardware.		
	 •	The	coaming	between	the	 forward	
edge	of	the	house	and	the	forward	hatch	

has	been	removed.	While	it	occasionally	
provided	a	handhold	in	rough	seas	and	a	

convenient	place	to	lash	extra	water	and	
fuel,	mostly	we	found	it	to	be	a	toe-stub-
ber.	The	original	coaming	was	also	beat	
to	crap,	and	we	really	liked	the	look	of	
the	open	space	around	the	mast	step.	
	 •	The	dorades	at	the	mast	step	and	the	
funnel	at	 the	bow	have	been	removed.	
These	may	go	back	depending	on	ventila-
tion	needs,	but	we're	trying	to	minimize	
the	number	of	deck	penetrations.
	 •	The		anchor	windlass	and	bow	roller	
will	eventually	go	back,	but	haven't	been	
refurbished	yet.	Almost	a	shame	to	break	
up	that	clean	bow	look,	though.	Not	sure	
we'll	replace	the	stern	roller	for	a	second	
anchor.
	 •	 The	number	 of	winches	has	been	
significantly	reduced.	We	have	restored	
the	 rigging	 to	 the	 original	 two-winch	
configuration,	and	will	reevaluate	as	we	
move	through	the	full	re-rigging	process.	
The	 bolts	 attaching	 the	 winches	 and	
cockpit	 cleats	 to	 the	 cockpit	 coaming	
have	been	replaced	with	stainless	back-
ing	plates	—	no	more	poking	your	toes	
and	back	on	bolt	heads.

'Isobar' back in the early days. The boat is 
every bit as sound and pretty now as she was 
40+ years ago.
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	 •	The	cove	striping	has	been	restored	
to	 the	 "arrow"	 motif	 of	 the	 original	
plans.
	 •	The	'ISOBAR'	carved	near	the	bow	

was	 not	 reproduced.	 Though	 to	 many	
—	myself	included	—	this	was	a	defini-
tive	characteristic	of	the	boat,	it	was	a	
later	addition	and	was	roughly	done.	We	
eventually	came	to	the	decision	that	 it	
made	the	bow	look	a	bit	crowded.	We	can	
always	add	it	back	in	later	if	we	decide	
we	really	miss	it.	
	 We	were	very	fortunate	to	be	able	to	
save	 the	 original	 carved	 transom,	 and	
the	nameplate	carving	will	eventually	be	
painted	gold	to	match	the	cove	stripe.	Of	
course	we're	keeping	"San	Francisco"	as	
the	hailing	port.	We	wouldn't	dream	of	

'Isobar' has taught
us much about endurance

and renewal.

changing	that!	

	 There	 were	 often	 days	
when	we	didn't	 think	we'd	get	
to	 this	 point.	 There	 are	 many	
people	 to	 thank	 for	 seeing	 us	
through,	from	the	patient	ones	
who	put	up	with	our	constant	
mutterings	about	rotten	plank-
ing,	corroded	thru-hulls,	sched-
ule	delays	and	cost	overruns	to	
the	fine	craftsmen	of	Sea	View	
Boatyard.	We	also	owe	a	serious	
debt	of	thanks	to	Des	Kearns	for	
all	his	previous	work	and	care.	
And	an	extra	special	thanks	goes	to	Don	
Harlander,	not	only	for	his	design	exper-
tise,	the	original	Isobar plans	and	draw-
ings	 and	 guidance	he	provided	during	
the	project	—	but	also	for	his	unfaltering	
support	of	our	efforts.	
	 We	certainly	owe	Richard	for	what	he	
showed	us,	in	his	own	indomitable	style,	

about	what	was	possible	in	life.	We	trust	
that	his	spirit	is	at	peace	now	that	Isobar	
has	returned	to	the	water.	Lastly,	we	are	
deeply	 indebted	 to	 Isobar herself,	 who	
has	 taught	 us	 more	 about	 endurance	
and	 renewal	 than	 we	 ever	 could	 have	
learned	 on	 our	 own.	 She	 is	 beautiful	
and	fearless.	She	is	mended	and	whole,	
and	now	waits	impatiently	to	taste	the	
wind.	

— rob and jessica hickey

	

'Isobar' looking pretty in Phuket. In her new incarnation, the 
number of winches has been radically reduced. 

ALL PHOTOS COURTESY ROB  AND JESSICA HICKEY
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