
www.merequipment.com  •  (206) 286-1817 1

New Life for the Western Flyer
by Kathleen Howat

FALL 2023 NEWSLETTER

The Western Flyer is considered an important symbol of ma-
rine exploration and a key element in the life and work of John 
Steinbeck and with a new BOLLARD 28kW marine generator 
onboard, MER is honored to be part of her ongoing service.

In March 1940, John Steinbeck and marine biologist Ed 
Ricketts chartered the Western Flyer for a six-week expedi-
tion to the Sea of Cortez to collect marine specimens and 
study the marine life in the region. The experience from this 
expedition formed the basis for Steinbeck’s non-fiction book 
titled “The Sea of Cortez,” published in 1941.

Built in 1937 in Tacoma Washington as a state-of-the-art purse seiner to fish for sardines out of 
Monterey, the Western Flyer changed hands multiple times, changed names, and underwent var-
ious modifications. She had a long and varied career fishing sardines, halibut, and salmon from 
California to Alaska and then retired to serve as a channel marker in Anacortes.

In 2015, a project called “The Western Flyer Foundation” was initiated with the goal of restoring 
the boat and preserving its historical significance. Restoration took place at the Port Townsend 
Shipwrights Co-op. When it was time to choose a generator, MER was contacted to discuss pow-
er generation options for the Western Flyer.  

The Foundation’s mission is to “stir curiosity” by connecting art and science in the spirit of John 
Steinbeck, Ed Ricketts, and their journey on the Western Flyer. We can’t help but think that John 
and Ed would be pleased with the new BOLLARD generator onboard as the Western Flyer moves 
into this next phase of her career.

Our experience with the 28kW BOLLARD generator as our aux-
iliary electrical power source has been entirely positive. The 
unit’s smooth and efficient operation, steady output and control 
features make for a reliable alternative to shore power.

Captain Paul Tate, Western Flyer
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BOLLARD Switchgear 
Controls + Power Generation - Front To Back

by Michael Hudson

MER’s BOLLARD brand power generation has continued to expand 
into control systems, switchgear and power distribution. Our 
customers have realized major advantages from choosing one source 
for a complete, integrated system for their vessels. They found they 
no longer needed to make a substantial investment in design and 
coordination between suppliers. BOLLARD provides the design and 
construction of the generator sets, control systems, and the main 
switchboard is provided in one package.

Demand has increased for systems which have the advantages of 
operation in parallel with load sharing. System flexibility allows 
for optimal matching generator sets to power demand and with 
redundancy, and ease of transferring load between machines. 
Synchronizing and circuit breaker control can be automatic and 
reliable. Gone are the days of manual synchronization and throwing 
the breaker with a prayer. Operation including transferring load from 
one genset to another can be reduced to rotating a switch from one to 
the other. That includes synchronizing and breaker control, all taken 
care of by the control system. All of that without sacrificing the option 
to operate the system manually. Overall operating cost can be much lower from fuel savings and 
longer service life.

BOLLARD generator sets have the reputation for being heavy duty, reliable, and of top-level 
design. We have developed the integrated packages including controls and switchgear, with the 
same level of quality

The main switchboards (MSB) are fully gasketed to seal out contamination from oil, exhaust, and 
dust. The main bus is fully ducted and circuit breakers are finger safe with arc flash protection 

for unmatched safety. The control systems include 
tried and true, reliable controller modules. Systems 
are designed with the option to obtain approval by 
classification societies such as ABS.

Production of the system is done entirely under the 
BOLLARD design umbrella. During system tests, the 
advantages for the back end of the project come 
into focus. We bring together in the test cell the 
gensets with our programmed control system and 
the main switchboard (MSB). System testing which 
is traditionally performed on the vessel by a team of 
different vendors is done by BOLLARD in a fraction of 
the time compared to the old way.
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The BOLLARD system is supplied with plug in harnesses which connect the generator sets and 
the controls to the MSB. When the package is installed on board, the system has already been 
tested with harnesses connected. So, the installer runs the harnesses, plugs in and the lights 
come on for final set up and onboard testing.

The complete BOLLARD system reduces the time required at the front end of the project in 
planning and design which translates into big cost savings, making the project manager’s job 
much easier. Traditional project methods have included vendors for the gensets, another for 
the controls, another for the MSB and all teamed with the installers and their design team. At 
the back end of the project, all could be competing for space in the engine room with welders, 
painters, electricians, etc. The modern BOLLARD method changes all of that.

The Real Cost of a Generator
by Bob Allen

You are on a budget, but you need a new generator, what do you do?

Let us say you need a 65kW generator, it will cost $30,000-$40,000. That is a lot of money. You 
should expect to get a minimum of 40,000 hours of service, at 
75% load it is going to burn around 4 gallons of diesel per hour. 
Let us say fuel averages $5.00/gallon over the life of the genset. 
That puts the lifetime fuel cost at $800,000. Clearly the cost of the 
generator is almost irrelevant compared to the cost of the fuel 
you are going to put into it.

What can you do to reduce the cost of ownership?

1.	 Do not run it unless you must. If it will fit in the boat, consider an inverter with battery stor-
age so the generator only runs when it is at peak efficiency. This can save up to 40% of your fuel 
and maintenance costs. That equates to a $320,000 savings in fuel costs alone. You can buy a 
lot of batteries and inverters for $320,000. And just think, you will not have to listen to it 40% of 
the time and it is going to last 40% longer.

2.	 Buy the most fuel-efficient diesel engine you can find. Most of the modern diesels are very 
similar in grams/kW. Some are to be avoided but most of them are very close, be sure to com-
pare carefully.

3.	 What is most overlooked is generator efficiency. You want to make certain the generator 
end converting mechanical hp to electricity is the most efficient it can be. A generator end can 
range in efficiency from 82%-96%. The efficiency of a generator is determined by its design and 
its level of electrical resistance in the windings. Heat is the result of electrical resistance and gen-
erators that are rated at higher temperatures will be less efficient. If you choose the less costly 
option because you think you are saving money, think again. A potential 10% loss in efficiency 
could cost you $80,000 in unnecessary fuel expenses.

I have been involved in the engineering and design of our MER/Bollard generators for more than
(continued on page 6) 
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Net Your Problem - The Partner, You Didn’t Know You Needed 
by Tyler Allen

If you have not heard of Net Your Problem yet, been called on by founder 
Nicole Baker or one of her regional coordinators, then consider this your 
introduction. Nicole and her team are tremendous advocates for fisheries, 
fishermen, their communities, and the environment. 

While working as a marine biologist and fisheries observer in coastal Alaska, Nicole saw first-
hand the disposal and transportation problems every remote community has with old gear. It is 
already a challenging and expensive to get new gear to Alaska, and very difficult to get it back 
out when its useful life is over. This was a problem worth solving and so began the idea that 
became Net Your Problem.

It seemed that rather than rot, all this gear be given a second life as recycled material. A relent-
less optimist, and always knowing that any no could be a future yes, Nicole began tackling the 
problem in Dutch Harbor. She eventually developed a coalition of fish companies, processors, 

work boats and transporters to work together to collect 
old trawl that had been left neglected on pallets in gear 
yards. 

What started as a personal passion and part time side 
hustle in 2017 has since blossomed into a full-time job, 
with regional staff members working together collecting 
and recycling gear in Alaska and both the West and East 
Coasts.

The fishing gear collected and recycled is transformed 
into everything from footwear to kids scooters, to sun-

glasses. They have even created mending needles using 3D printing. 

If you would like to learn more about Net Your Problem, contribute to a worthy cause, or have 
gear or line recycled, visit their website at www.netyourproblem.com or reach Nicole directly at 
(907) 359-3450.

Meet the New Crew

Christian Einerson
Design Engineer

Volodymyr Yakovenko
Mechanical Design Engineer
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From the Captain
by Bob Allen

As MER moves into its 60th year, I reflect on times gone by, friends 
and family with us in spirit but not in body. Like Ivan Fox, who has 
been gone for 10 years now but still I hear his voice in my ear every 
day. Ivan founded MER after the great Alaska earthquake in 1964. 
He was a legend in his own time in the Alaska Salmon industry. 
Some Kodiak Fishermen referred to him as Ivan Fish from the New 
England Fox Company.  Some joked that Ivan invented Salmon. He 
was from a time when million-dollar contracts were written on bar 
napkins, sealed with a handshake, and attorneys were never need-
ed to interpret their meaning. Ivan came from the fishing side of the 
industry, starting out in the 40s as the skiff man on a Kodiak seiner 
when seine skiffs had oars instead of motors. 

Ivan had some training in accounting, so in the fall of 1945, when the 
cannery superintendent lost his bookkeeper, he asked Ivan to help 

him settle the payroll at the Uganik Cannery. One thing led to another until Ivan found himself the 
Cannery superintendent and eventually the VP in charge of seafood processing for New England 
Fish Co. who at the time was running six salmon canneries across the state.

At that time Ivan was instrumental in negotiating fish prices with the Fishermen’s union every 
season. Yes, there was a time when all Salmon prices were negotiated between the fishermen 
and processors before the nets hit the water. Most of those negotiations between Ivan and the 
Fishermen’s union translated into statewide prices for the season. Ivan was a unique negotiator. 
He had the uncanny ability to see both sides of an issue without taking his ego into the equation. 
He could distill confrontational often unreasonable arguments and put them at rest while earning 
respect from both sides of the table. His favorite negotiation venue was the back corner table at 
Sollie’s bar on the Kodiak mall.

One rainy winter night at Sollie’s in the late 60s or early 70s, Ivan was holding court into the 
night with a group of fishermen and tendermen solving the current salmon fishing dilemmas 
while making plans for seasons to come. At that time Sollie’s only closed from 5 am to 7 am to 
sweep up the floor.  One cocktail followed another till Ivan having had more than he needed to 
drink decided to retire to the Kodiak Inn, the KI, as it was referred to at that time. He typically 
found himself at the KI on his visits to Kodiak to meet with fishermen, friendly competitors in the 
seafood processing community, as well as vessel owners who needed contract agreements for 
the coming season. 

Ivan stepped out of Sollie’s into the all too typical Kodiak wind driven sleet that makes up so 
many days and nights on the waterfront. He pulled up his coat collar and pulled down his hat and 
sprinted to the nearest cab. He shook off the rain and jumped in the back, asked the driver to 
take him to the KI. The State Trooper behind the wheel turned and responded, “buddy, you’re in 
the wrong car”. Ivan apologized for his hasty mistake, they struck up a conversation, who knows 
what about, but resulted in the trooper driving Ivan to the hotel.
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That’s the kind of guy he was, if you didn’t love and respect Ivan then you didn’t know him. At 
MER we’ve tried to carry his work ethic and moral foundation along with us over these 60 years.  
A deal is a deal, a handshake is a contract, a promise is a promise. We can’t always be perfect, 
but we strive to be. Over the years we’ve been blessed to be associated with so many wonderful 
customers and vendors who’ve become friends and associates. We hope to be here another 60 
years or more. We are looking forward to the next generation and to the inevitable challenges 
that the future holds for us.

Ivan the family man.

(continued from page 3)
40 years. When I started out in this business all the generators were heavily wound & highly 
efficient. They used lots of copper and ran at low temperatures. They had to because the in-
sulation used at that time literally could not take the heat. Over the years science has created 
plastic polymers used in winding insulation that can resist higher and higher temperatures. 
Copper is expensive and plastic is relatively cheap. As a result, stiff competition among gener-
ator manufacturers has caused them to use better plastic and less copper. The result of those 
“improvements” in insulation are generators that can run and last at higher temperatures. But 
as temperatures rise – efficiency falls as does motor starting capability.

For example, a modern generator end today might carry a continuous rating of 65kW at 125C/40C 
ambient. That converts to a total temperature of 329 degrees F. At that temperature, the winding 
efficiency is very poor, and the radiant heat is discharged to the engine room raising engine 
intake temperatures causing even further loss of efficiency. 

So, at MER we go up a couple winding sizes. We add more copper to generate your 65kW at 
80C/40C. It means the generator is a little more costly due to the copper content. But if you look 
at the cost of fuel alone that difference in the purchase price of a few thousand dollars will result 
in the savings of tens of thousands of dollars in fuel. Plus, heavier windings are for better motor 
starting which is important in most commercial applications.

It is why we like to say, “only a rich man can afford cheap tools.” Do yourself a favor, pay a little 
extra and buy a Bollard generator. We have done the math and the engineering to save you tens 
of thousands of dollars in fuel and maintenance costs. Do not be fooled by the cheap genera-
tor options out there, they are cheaper for a reason. No one has ever said to me 10 years into 
ownership “I wish I had bought the cheap one.”  


