Ole Evinrude of Milwaukee, Wisconsin, developed the first commercially successful outboard
motor. The image at right illustrates Ole’s water cooling system for outboard motors that

he patented in 1925.
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board oil engine emerged
for small boats in 1895
and, around this time,
literally hundreds of small
boat engine manufactures
entered into the boat busi-
ness. At first, two cycle
engines were popular, but
the rapid development of
auto engines having their
many cylinders resulted
in a movement from two
cycle to four cycle engines
used today in inboard mo-
tors. Given the similari-
ties between the auto and
boat engines of the time,
Chrysler, Ford, Packard,
and Hudson also began
to make marine engines
and had a great deal of
success.

The next big develop-
ment for power boats was

the development of the
outboard motor, which
was made popular by Ole
Evinrude. Evinrude first
read about the internal
combustion engine in the
1890’s, which was being
used in Germany to power
the “horseless carriage,”
and built his own horseless
carriages in his spare time
in his shop in Milwaukee,
Wisconsin. During the
summer of 1906, Evinrude
made a five mile roundtrip
by rowboat in 90-degree
heat and this trip spurred
him to develop his first
gasoline powered outboard
motor. By the next sum-
mer, Evinrude had built
his first outboard mo-
tor, a 1-1/2 horsepower,
62-pound iron engine that
was said to look like a

coffee grinder. By 1909,
Evinrude’s refinements to
the engine and his wife’s
catchy advertisements
telling people “Don’t Row!
Throw the Oars Away!” re-
sulted in substantial sales
of his motors. Although
other inventors had exper-
imented with the outboard
motor as early as 1896,
Evinrude’s motor was the
first to become commer-
cially successful. He was
granted his first patent
for his outboard motor in
1911. After selling his
company and taking a
five year hiatus to tour
the country with his wife,
Evinrude developed a twin-
cylinder, 3-horsepower,
48-pound, aluminum out-
board motor that became
his new company’s flag-

ship product. Evinrude
continued to improve on
his motor over the next
twenty years and is also
credited with developing
the first electric starter,
the folding shaft, and the
40-horsepower “Big Four”
that would eventually re-
place his twin cylinder
3 horsepower model in
popularity.

The stern drive, or “in-
board outboard” motor,
was the next big develop-
ment in the field. As my
good friend, Randy Cook of
Gilford, informed me, there
are substantial questions
as to who actually invent-
ed this drive and I hope
to collaborate with Randy
for a future column on
this topic. However, in a
nutshell, although the pat-
ent to the stern drive was
awarded to Jim Wynne, it
appears that it was actu-
ally invented by Charles
Strang, who worked with
Wynne at Carl Kiekhaefer’s
Kiekhaefer Corporation,
which would later be called
Mercury Marine, in the
early 1950’s. As the story
goes, when Charles Strang
was working towards his

masters degree at M.I.T. in
1948 he was an avid out-
board racing enthusiast
and thought of mounting
an inboard engine to the
lower end of an outboard
motor and hang it all out-
side of the boat to be still
considered an “outboard.”
When he discovered it
wouldn’t be legal for racing
purposes, he continued
to refine the idea of using
an automotive engine and
developed a way of moving
the engine inside the boat
and keeping drive unit
outside. He drew various
versions of his design in
his inventor’s notebook
in 1948 and one of those
designs was for the final
version of a modern stern
drive, which included the
“universal joint” linkage
and the tilt and swivel pin
features within the cou-
pling exactly as they would
appear on the patent ap-
plication submitted ten
years later by Jim Wynne.
However, after disclosing
his idea to Kiekhaefer, who
was a famous auto and
boat racer in his own right,
Kiekhaefer told Strang
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