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When it was introduced in 1977, the J/24—with a 
fractional rig when masthead IOR boats were in vogue—
was like a shot of adrenaline to the one-design and dinghy 
racing crowd. Today, J Boats, Inc. as a company is at the top 
of the sailing industry with thousands of J Boats on the 
market and on the water, ranging from the International 
J/22 to the J/65 and ranging in style from one-designs to 
racers and cruisers to daysailers. J Boats has received 20 
Boat-of-the-Year Awards and the SAIL Award for Industry 

Leadership. The company has been recognized with two American Sailboat Hall of 
Fame Designs (J/24 and J/35) and offers five International Sailing Federation (ISAF) 
International One-Design keelboat classes (J/22, J/24, J/70, J/80, J111).  
 
In terms of innovation and singular thinking, J Boats introduced retractable bow-
sprits with asymmetric spinnakers (A-sails) into keelboats with the J/105 in 1991. 
In the mid ’90s, J Boats was the first global brand to embrace the now popular 
Seemann Composites Resin Infusion Molding Process (SCRIMP) pioneered by Bill 
Seemann. In 2009, J Boats re-introduced shallow draft to performance sailing with 
the J/95, a 31-footer with twin rudders and a keel/centerboard that can sail upwind 
in 4' of water. These days, J Boats enjoys a near cult-like following, with an 
estimated 200,000+ people sailing J Boats in over 45 countries, available through a 
global network of 55 dealers.  
 
Sail America caught up with J Boats president Jeff Johnstone, son of original designer 
Rod and nephew of original president Bob, to talk about new designs and J Boats' 
involvement with Discover Sailing. 
 
Sail America: Last year, you launched the J/70 (22.7'), which was recently named 
European Boat of the Year and Overall Boat of the Year from Sailing World 
magazine, and you launched the J/88 at the Newport International Boat Show this 
past September. How often do you launch a new design?    
 
Jeff Johnstone: We’re a design company so are always working on new ideas, but 
on average we launch one new model per year either in North America or Europe.   
 



SA: What is one new design feature amongst the boats available through J Boats that 
really excites you? 
 
JJ: I’d call it more of a continuing feature, but we’re always trying to push the 
envelope to create more performance and fun with less effort and cost—what we 
call performance value. Our newest designs, the J/70 and J/88 (29'), can each hit 
double-digit daysailing speeds with only two people aboard. Now that’s fun! 
 
SA: Let’s talk innovation. Why is it important to continue to launch new designs?   
 
JJ: Innovation is the lifeblood of the sailing industry, the same as in golf, tennis and 
skiing. Where would participation levels in those sports be if enthusiasts were using 
30-year-old equipment? Innovation has helped sailing become even more of a multi-
generational, life-sport than it was 20 years ago. Newer designs and newer 
construction methods have resulted in boats that are more stable, easier to manage 
and maintain.   
 
SA: We see SCRIMP technology in almost every facet of the boatbuilding industry 
these days. What lead your company to use a vacuum infusion closed-molding 
process when it was still new and relatively untested in the marine industry?  
 
JJ: We were fortunate to be in the right place at the right time. Everett Pearson of 
TPI, our building partner of 27 years, was the lead innovator in production 
boatbuilding for several decades, and in the early ’90s he became a partner with 
SCRIMP. We were one of the first to widely market the process to the sailing world, 
but SCRIMP had already been tested by the Navy and recently used in other TPI 
products like the Sundeer and Garry Hoyt’s Solar Sailor.   
 
SA: J Boats lent the J/80 (26’) and the J/95 (31’) to Discover Sailing at the Newport 
Show. Why did you choose these specific models? 
 
JJ: Both are really versatile daysailors that hold 4–6 adults and are highly 
maneuverable around the boatshow docks. The J/80 has a light touch on the tiller 
that even first time sailors grasp immediately. The J/95’s wheel steering with twin 
rudders is so effortless the boat can nearly sail itself upwind. Since we only have one 
chance to make a first impression, we try to make it memorable with a great sail.  
 
SA: Why did J Boats get involved with Discover Sailing? 
 
JJ: It was a no-brainer. We learned long ago that good boats sell themselves once 
people are aboard and realize that fast and fun doesn’t have to mean tippy and 
scary. The big secret about Discover Sailing is about 60%–70% of those who 
participate are actually rediscovering sailing, and at the show looking to re-engage 
in sailing. Years later, they’ll remember their 30-minute sail on a fun boat, but not 
the hours walking through crowded tents and docks. 
 



SA: What are some other ways your company is involved in engaging non-sailors 
and/or new customers? 
 
JJ: Once there’s a critical mass of boats in any particular area, we encourage and 
support the formation of owner associations. Magic happens when you get owners 
of like boats together, whether it be to cruise, race, or just socialize. Owners bring 
family and friends, many of whom are new sailors. Over time, the new sailors 
become seasoned sailors and sometime boat owners. 
 
We’ve also stayed close to our roots, and encouraged the development and use of 
our small keelboats in the many sailing school and other institutional programs 
around the world. The hundreds and hundreds of J/22s, J/24s, J/80s, and now J/70s 
in use are helping introduce sailing to thousands and thousands every year. The 
dots may never be connected between one’s first lesson and becoming a boat owner, 
but we’re happy to do whatever we can to make that first experience a great one. 
 
SA: As someone who grew up sailing—as far back as 1973, you were racing 470s 
with your father—and raised in the sailing and boating environment, how do you 
communicate with non-sailors?  
 
JJ: We’re so used to inviting new sailors on our boat, that long ago, we just naturally 
cut down on the lingo used onboard. Everyone knows what the “pointy end” is and 
most know what “bat turn to the right” means. I use those terms even when racing 
with my normal team. At the same time, learning the lingo of any sport or activity is 
part of the engagement process. If someone thinks the sport is cool, the lingo adds to 
the allure. It was fun during the Olympics to learn the names for all the snowboard 
half-pipe tricks, even though the half pipe might not be on my bucket list.  
 
SA: Do you have a favorite J Boat design? 
 
JJ: Ha, that’s a loaded question. It’s hard not to pick our newest design (the J/88), 
because in each case the new design builds upon all the designs that have come 
before it, and it represents an incredible team effort on the part of the designers, 
engineers, craftsmen, and sales network to bring to fruition. My sentimental favorite 
will always be the J/24. Have done more sailing, sleeping, and overnight racing on 
the J/24 than any other J. 
 
 


