2003 PERFORMANCE EVALUATIONS: Howard 26' Cat

Howard

By keeping a handle on their
production, ratcheting it down to
about one hoat a week, Howard
Custom Boats devotes the same
degree of undiluted attention and
patently excessive man hours to
the building of every boat. Fully
half of that focus is devoted

to their 26-foot Cat, intro-
duced in 1999 and widely
praised thereafter for its
natural power-receptive
tendencies.

year after its release,
the 22-degree, cen-
ter-pod running sur-

face was fitted with a new lopside
moid, and the walk-through bowrider
was born. A very large, playpen-
styled forward seating area fills the
front quarters of the 26-footer, and the
long, facing seats invite a comforiable,
side-by-side, forward-facing sprawl
Bowrider sales now ocutnumber those
of the closed-bow 26-footer three to
i ane— a trend that has also overtaken
I the rest of Howard's line. The 26-foot
bowrider bases at $71.500 (a meaning-
less number, given the never-done 6.2L
power), $2,500 more than the closed-bow
Interestingly, the additional 100 pounds or so
forward weight and the replacement of smooth
deck glass with a more resistant interior surface had
negligible effect on this hull's deeply seated perfor-
mance. We previously tested an HP500-powered 26-foot
closed-bow, in carbureted form, and hit 79 and change
at peak rpm. This open-bow ran 80 flat with the same
horsepower, framed in the new fuel-injected hardware
Put MerCruiser's beautifully engineered HPS00EF! in the
well, and this boat emerges a dandy turnkey, family lake
skate, making great use of its 470-horsepower reserve, exe-
cuting every aspect required of the family-friendly perfor-
mance boat. Our driving rio took tums lauding the Howard's »
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driving manners, each rating il
one of today’s superior air-
entrapmenl, sport-boat pack-
ages. It's exciting without being
insane. It's exhilarating without
necessarily fostering a best
fiend relationship with your boa
mechanic, and you waork the
thrattles a little easier knowing
thal Mercury Racing stands

™ behind this B0-mile-an-hour

beauty lor a full year. Howard
rigged this super-sanitary 26
foctar with Imeo dual-ram stear
ing ($3,250), Teague switch
able exhaust tips (1,335) to aid

the 500's resparalory needs, dual
battarias ($400) to assist in pow
ering a clean, tight-sounding
Sony system that was upgraced
to include a ten-disc changer
($2,000), Halon provided fire
insurance ($275), and Howard
tacked on $250 for a glove box,
$335 for wind deflectors and
$250 for a driver's footrest

Hull and Hardware
This is a familiar, well-honed
lime-proven bottom, and
Howard has nailed the dial-in
The extra bow weight is coun

tered by the considerable
degree of natural Iift built info
the single-stepped pod-bot
tam. The boat’s running sur
lace is actually the center pod,
which culs with a 22-degree
vee, and it protrudes one inch
deepar than the sponsons,
which act as stabilizers that
you never feel, from above
The sponsons are stepped to
relieve air. The Howard pro-
jects a relatively low profile, as
the class goes, but also has
enough inherent freeboard 1o
prevent forward-riding pas-

sengers from enduring span-
son spray al low speed. I mea-
sures precisely 26 feet, spon-
son tip to trailing edge, and
weighs 4,200 pounds—about
average for this class
Howard retains some of thie
time-honed production values
that stand tall today in those
30-year-old Howards still rep
resenting at your favorite hot
boat haunt—every boat cures
in the mold for two weeks
but the Cat also wears con-
temporary technology very
well. The hull is fully balsa

cored. Gallrig throttle and
shifter conftrols are standard,
as are Gaffrig instruments. A
full complement of powder-
coated hardware is slandard,
and Eddie Marine built the
batch on our test boat. A power
hatch lid, with hidden hinges, is
also base equipment through-
out the Howard line.
The Eddie hardware,
including vented
rear board-

ing handles, fuel fills, ski
tow, grab handles, sterm and
bow cleats, balt-on engine
venis and bezels, was
beaulifully finished
and fit to the boal
Judging by the look,
feel and drive of this 26-footer,
which was hijacked from two-
lime Howard owners Dave and
Dawn Dressen, Howard's pro-
duction team has never been
more at the top of its game
than under the current regime
of Mike Willen, From pristine
tooling comes fine fiberglass
nd Howard's

fade . The Dressens were
obviously in the hunt for a
clean, crisp look in the water,
and Howard nailed it. They

offer up to seven colors on a

where the HP500 was center
stage in a sanitary sible
and distinctly low-maintenance
partnership.

Howard's proficiency in the
glass shop was also reflected
in the sleek form of their glass
hatch lid, which enabies virtu-
ally any naturally aspirated
engine, including 540s, to run

—a fine point that
tends to weigh favorably with
the female half of the buying
equation. Our HP500 Howard
was satisfyingly quiet, but rang
the right belis when awakened
by the jab of the throtile. Just
S0 you know, air is funneled
through the cockpit into intake
vents, which cools the engine
in the absence of a top-
mounted induction scoop. Ben-
nett tabs were rigged into this
boal, solely for the use of
extreme low-speed tow duty.
They weren't a factor in our
tests, but the wakeboarders

in your group will appre-
ciate them.

Interior and

Amenities
Land and Water
Interiors (Santa Ana,
California) was instructed to
tastetully white out the inside of
this 26-footer, Indulging just
the slightest bit of blue trim
and logo embroidery to bring
out the full impact of its shapes
and texture, thereby empha-
sizing the boat's sano theme
once more, The interior wark
was strong, with a great look
and feel, and the comiort level
rose to the level of the cos-
ics. Every slol was com-
le, The molded driver and
assanger ¢ were
well padded and very secure
and locked occupants in
place—the driver more so, with
the cost-optional assistance of

a fiberglass footrest (5250, and
uld have one).
tarboard arm
a padded, nat

g to the awaiting
which were, of »
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course, plotted within range of
a natural grip.

The front seat bases were
dampened with the same high-
density carpeting that covered
the cockpit, rising nine inches
off the flocr, where they found
an elegant contrast with the
supportive, white vinyl. The
walk-through is conveniently
wide and steps down into a
forward-seating area. Two can
recline in great comfort, with
just the right back angle con-
toured into the rectangular,
playpen-styled bow seats. The
seats aren't seeded as deeply
as they are in some sport tun-
nels in this size class, with
Howard's inherent, wind-pierc-
ing lower profile. The 26's rear
bench is large and very accom-
medating, and, just like those
up front, rear passengers are
made to feel very secure and
comforiable. Grab handles are
within reach of all side pas-
sengers, with the white pow-
dercoated rear ones neatly
embedded into the padded,
easily accessible gunnels.
More deft Howard engineer-
ing surfaces elsewhere, as
well, notably in the angled,
paneled design of the dash,
optional flip-up windscreens
on stainless mount railing (at
$335, it's a feature this genre
calls for) and the hidden hinge
assembly, to name a bit.

The dash design is pretty
basic in design, and the angled
design works well to neatly plot
an engraved switch panel, with
backlit rockers and some of
the smaller Gaffrig gauges. A
Bluewater trim indicator and
Formuling whee| are nice stan-
dards. Qur boat had an
optional glove box ($225), and
a hard-hitting Sony ten-disc
changer, with 15 speakers and
assorted additional hardware
included in its $2,000 price,
was tucked neatly under the
port dash. Interior lighting, eight
cup holders and a hinged fioor-
mounted ski locker are base-
beoat inclusive. A bow shower
($495), mounted and operated
from the bow's anchor locker,
sprays out a retractable, ten-
foot hose that pulls water from
a transom-mounted pump.
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Engine and Drive
It is at this powering point,
or in the proximity thereof, that
the Howard really comes alive
and that the controlled groove
of its bottom begins to sam the
appreciation of the perfor-
mance-boating enthusiast. The
S P EC1F|I
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Test conditions: Moderale to
rough
Centerline: 26'
Beam:102°
Bottom: Tunnel wistepped
center pod
Drive train: Mercury Racing
HPS00EFIBravo XZ
HP @ prop: 470
Owverall weight: 4,200 Ibs,
Base price: $71,500
Standard features: MarCruiser
6.2L, seven gelcoat calors,
stainless hardware, illuminated
rocker switches, anodized
hardware, interior lighting, For-
muling wheel, Gatfrig gauges,
Gatfrig dual lever controls,
alectric enging hatch lift
Options on test boat;
HPS00EF! upgrade ($15,295),
Imeo dual-ram steering
{$3,250), Sony ten-disc sys-
tem ($2,000), Teague switch-
able exhaust lips ($1,335),

C AT

470-horse, HP/XZ drive
upgrade presented a great-
locking, highly reliable and most
potent source of power to a hull
that thrives on it. The HP rep-
resents a $15,295 upgrade
over the unimaginable base-
listed engine, the 6.2L.

Il O N S

SECONDS
I
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bimini top ($250). bow shower
(5495}, dual batteries w/swilch
($400), wind deflectors ($335),
Halon system ($275), driver
footrest ($250), glove box
(3225)

Price as tested: $96,310

Top speed, radar: 80.0 mph
Mig. est. speed; 82 mph

0-30: 7.77 seconds

0-40: 10.16 seconds

0-50: 16.97 seconds

0-60: 24.01 seconds

30-60 mph: 9.19 seconds
30-70 mph; 16.24 seconds
40-60 mph: 6.80 seconds
40-70 mph: 13.85 seconds
Speed @ 3,000 rpm: 34.1 mph
Speed @ 4,000 rpm; 54.0 mph

Howard Custom Boats
28113 Avenue Slanford
Valencia, CA 91353

(661) 257-9275

Our XZ drive, standard an
the HP, was packed with 1.5:1
gearing and spun a 28-inch
Bravo four-ear. Imco Stern
Advantage dual-ram steering
($3,200) further solidified this
boat's driving manners, and
the CMI exhaust ran Teague
Custom Marine switchable
exhaust tips ($1,335). A Halon
system ($275) and dual bat-
teries ($400) occupied the well,
which was roomy enough for
relatively easy access and
which showed nothing but tidy
wiring work and hardware
installation.

Performance at low and
moderate speed: Howard has
bred impressive civility into
their lineup's only tunnel boat,
and, paired with the HP, it
delivers a delightiul ride, supe-
rior handling and absolute con-
trol. It seems to instinctively
find lift, in quick cadence with
the trim button, and goes right
over the top with no bowrisa.
The tunnel botiom tends to be
a [ittle nolsier at low speed than
a vee, with some water slap,
but it doesnt lack for low-speed
response—it tracks extramely
well. You don't have to be par-
ticularly tunnel savvy to run
this boat at any speed—it's
very driver-friendly.

The Howard doesn't require
much speed at all 1o find cruise
mode, and it didn't throw off
any low-speed porpoise or lope.
It liked rpm and began to feel
truly like a sporit boat beyond
four-grand. Moving our weight
around in the boat didn't dra-
malically atfect its ride or feel,
owing partially to the package's
low center of gravity. Some-
thing is working to give this boat
a balanced fesl: It's one of the
few tunnels you'll drive that
carves a true, inside lean in the
urns. It cuts the S-tums con-
sistently well in both directions
and does so at all speeds.

One last thing to consider
when comparing the relative
merit between vee-bottom and
tunnel. The former is known
for carving effectively through
hard chop, such as you'll see
on busy boaling days on
Havasu. But the best of the
CONTINUED ON PAGE 118
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HOWARD

CONTINUED FROM PAGE B2

tunnel boats never feel the chop at all—
they ride above it. And that's just what
wae did at about 70, throttling across some
of Havasu's typical, hard surface divots.
Especially for its size, this is a great rough-
water boat.

Performance at high speed: This setup
emphasizes a message that has some-
times become muddled in the frenzy that
the performance-tunnel world has become.
The most impressive of this breed isn't
necessarily the one blowing deep into triple
digits—it's the refined, smooth-riding, easy-
driving, turnkey 80-mile-an-hour machine.
it's all about efficient use of power, a con-
cept that this Howard embraces with its
very being with the fully warranted, 470-
horsepower EFI HP engine.

The Howard platiorm is good for a lot
more speed, if so desired—we’ve driven
a 100-mile-an-hour 26-footar or two. Still,
the HP500 version never felt underpow-
ered. The acceleration was smoothly
meted, and the hull had great traction
without feeling glued in. It was fun to air it
out. It never felt out of control.

Driver's Notebook

Driver #1: An extremely good bottom
configuration that is well proven in per-
formance boating—one of the nicer rid-
ing and better handling of the performance
tunnels. Nice storage in the gunnel areas.
The dash is clean, almost Spartan. The
mechanical trim gauge is up high, where
it belongs, in the driver's sight line. We
didn't need the tabs, and we found some
rough water. The boat gets out of the hole
pratty well, and it didn't ventilate. This is a
fun performance boat.

Driver #2: Clean dash arrangement,
with five of the gauges on the right-side
gunnel, a nice bit of arranging. Takes a
nice attitude coming onto plane and main-
tains it all the way through. Responsive
to steering input and great to see true
inside lean in the turns. Outstanding per-
formance for the power.

Driver #3: Should be on every buyer's
“short list” for this size range. A great boat
at 80. Tight overall performance, on every
level. Good setup and another great instal-
lation from Howard. Has a classic feel but
also that of a 2003. Would like to have
seen protection for the fuel lines in the

angine comparntment. |



