
MODEL A ENGINE USED FOR BOATS 

By Colin Lawson 

The St. Lawrence Engine Company of Brockville Ontario manufactured one cylinder to four cylinder marine 

engines starting in 1905 and was in operation until about 1949. It also made custom adaptations using a 

specially designed transmission for car engines using Model T, Model A and Ford V-8 engines for larger boats 

requiring more power. 

In 2018 I acquired a Model A marine conversion engine courtesy of Dave Jamieson’s friend John Bastedo. I was 

referred to John’s father-in-law Fred Sneyd who owns the 1910 Nichol boat that the Model A engine was 

removed from. He also owns two other boats made by Nichol boat builders in 1917. The three boats were 

custom built in Smiths Falls Ontario by Davey Nichol for Senator Edwards who had a summer home on Big 

Rideau Lake near Portland. Fred acquired the boat from its next owner on Big Rideau Lake’s Briton Bay. Briton 

Bay was formerly known as German Bay but was renamed by a 1929 map change after WW1. During the 

restoration of Fred’s 1910 boat the Ford four cylinder engine (previously added by Fred in his younger days) was 

replaced with a more appropriate Kermath Sea Cub 25hp engine. The wood was completely refinished and the 

sloped transom replaced due to poor wood condition. 

Davey Nichol (1859-1949) and his brother Adam lived in Smiths Falls and built boats for use on the Rideau 

Lakes system, but is more well known as a prominent carver of wooden duck decoys, 44 are now in the 

Canadian Museum of History collection. 

Senator William Edwards (1844-1921), who originally ordered the three boats, was in business with lumber 
sawmills and livestock breeding, a Member of Parliament for Ontario district of Russell from 1887 to 1900, then 
appointed to the Senate of Canada in 1903, as recommended by Prime Minister Sir Wilfrid Laurier. At one time 
Edwards owned the residence at 24 Sussex Drive (1902-1921), in 1951 it was converted for use as the official 
residence of subsequent Prime Ministers. Edward’s nephew Cameron Edwards's home was at Harrington Lake, 
it is now the country retreat of the Prime Minister of Canada. 

 
Restored 1910 Nichol Launch. The motor is mounted amid ship with 
a long propeller shaft through the hull to a single blade and a rudder.  
Three rows of red leatherette seats, one forward of engine, two aft. 

 
New Transom on the Nichol Launch    

Photos: Fred Sneyd 

The Model A Engine: 

The St Lawrence Engine Co. designed a special transmission to work with the Model T engine. It provided a 

forward-neutral-reverse shifter handle on the side and was connected to the engine’s front end with the 

engine being reversed, front to back, thus pointing to the stern of the boat, with the flywheel towards the 

bow. A custom oil pan was fitted to cover all. Later they used the Model A engine in a similar configuration 

with a one piece oil pan, oil was shared by the engine and transmission. A new custom cylinder head and 

manifold system was designed so that water could be pumped in through the head and out the exhaust 

manifold for cooling. There was no radiator or muffler, often the exhaust went right to water. An oil cooler 

was also added at the back of the engine (front of the former car engine) where water from the water pump 

would enter, circulate inside the oil cooler box and exit into the engine cylinder head and out the exhaust 

manifold. The cooler box contained 14 feet of 3/8” copper tube to cool the engine oil, fed by copper tubing 

coming from the oil pump plug position on the side of the engine, and exiting via a copper tube to a new 

fitting added on the opposite side of the crank case behind the starter motor. 



Unfortunately the original manifold system and the oil cooler box was badly rusted and was not included 

with the engine, but after an interview with Fred there may be hope for its retrieval this summer. In the 

photos an alternate Model A marine manifold is bolted on for appearance but the water outlet pipe is on the 

wrong end and the intake is missing. Various versions of a Model A conversion were made in the USA but 

all are different to this one. Even the St Lawrence versions varied and parts are not interchangeable, if they 

could be found. 

Restoration of 1930’s St. Lawrence Engine Co. Ford Model A Conversion  

 
Flywheel cover on front of unit 

 
Generator driven off timing gear 

 
Brass water pump on side 

 
Starter motor shown at front 

 
Brass gas primer valves for starting assist 

 

 
Serial # 6679 

 
An original manifold assembly, the carb  
would bolt onto the offset intake pipe 

 
An oil cooler box, input water pipe on left, 

output water tube into head 

 
Gear changer mechanism operated by a 22” 

handle attached to one of the side posts 

 
Installation method in a wooden launch 

(not the boat in the story) 

 
Forward-Reverse shifter on  

side of transmission 

 
Model A Conversion (make unknown)  

with Model B Carburetor installed 

 

 

 



International Antique and Classic Boat Show in Westport, Ontario 2017 

  
Lida Rose is a 1917 21′ launch built by Davey Nichol of Smiths Falls. Lida Rose is powered by a 1936 2cyl 

71/2hp St. Lawrence Engine. She is owned by Fred Sneyd and has always called the Rideau Lakes her home. 

Note the exhaust with a muffler going out the side. 

 

1914 Nichol Launch 

Example of a 25’ 1914 Nichol launch recently sold in the USA for $60,000 at a Clayton, NY dealer. A very rare 

Canadian boat built by Davey Nichol of Smith Falls Ontario Canada. The cypress planking over oak ribs has 

been beautifully restored and has won many awards at Lake Tahoe and British Columbia as well as many at the 

Pacific Northwest Chapter. Powered by a Gray Marine four cylinder engine.   

According to Fred Sneyd, in his younger years he rescued the remains of this boat and started some patch up 

repairs on it, then eventually sold it. He has an original print of the picture shown here on his cottage wall and 

was surprised to see this recent sale value. This boat is now back in the Smiths Falls area owned by local a 

collector.   

  
 

Examples of Marine Engines 

 
2-Cycle, 2 Cylinder 
St Lawrence Engine 

 
2-Cycle, Single Cylinder  

St Lawrence Engine 

 
Kermath Inboard Marine Engine  25 Hp Sea Cub 4 Cyl. 

Kermath Manufacturing Co. Toronto, Ontario 
(Similar to that now in the 1910 boat) 

 



 


