
V
ictor Porter began manufacturing and selling small fiberglass boats in

1958. Today, four sons, a daughter and third-generation family members

are part of the team at Thunderbird Products in Decatur. Scott Porter has

been involved full-time since graduating from college in 1975 and has

served as company president since 1988.

BBiizzVVooiiccee:: HHooww  ddiidd  yyoouu  ggeett  ssttaarrtteedd  iinn  tthhee  bbooaattiinngg  bbuussiinneessss??

SSccootttt  PPoorrtteerr::  “My grandfather had a lake cottage, so we kind of grew up around boats even before

our father was in the business. When you have a love for water, it’s an attraction. Once you’re in

it, it’s hard to leave it.”

BBVV::  WWhhaatt  wweerree  ssoommee  ooff  tthhee  kkeeyyss  ttoo  ddeevveellooppmmeenntt  ooff  tthhee  bbuussiinneessss??

SSPP::  “My dad sold his first boat company, but he stayed on to run it. He found out he was a better

entrepreneur than a manager. He started a second company and ended up selling it. He had an

opportunity to buy Thunderbird in 1976.” Manufacturing exited California in 1981 and Miami

seven years later. The current 500,000 square-foot facility opened in 1989.

BBVV::  WWhhaatt  ttyyppeess  ooff  pprroodduuccttss  ddoo  yyoouu  ooffffeerr??

SSPP::  “There are three basic product types. We have a reputation in the marketplace for Formula

powerboats. A second product line is cruising boats. Formula Sun Sports and Super Sports evolved

from those two. They are more tailored to dayboating. The fast boats don’t offer a lot of cockpit

space and the cruisers have a lot of cabin (accessories) that people interested in dayboating don’t need.”

BBVV::  TThhee  ccoommppaannyy  hheeaaddqquuaarrtteerrss  iinncclluuddeess  nnuummeerroouuss  ppoowweerrbbooaatt  rraacciinngg  ttrroopphhiieess,,  wwiitthh  aa  lloonngg  hhiissttoorryy

ooff  iinnvvoollvveemmeenntt  iinn  tthhee  ssppoorrtt..  HHooww  iimmppoorrttaanntt  iiss  rraacciinngg  ttoo  wwhhaatt  yyoouu  ddoo??

SSPP::  “The performance division is actually the smallest of the three today. Supporting people who

race our products is one of the ways we market. It has a level of importance that’s difficult to measure.

We also use it for product development. It’s one of many different ways we market the company.”By Tom Schuman
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BBVV::  WWhhoo  aarree  yyoouurr  ccuussttoommeerrss??

SSPP::  “Because we build a high-quality

product, it’s not inexpensive. It’s about

$65,000 for the 26-foot boat, up to

$800,000 for the 47-foot cruisers. We

don’t try to predetermine who is going

to buy boats.” A new 24-foot powerboat

and 44-foot cruiser will bring the

company total to 18 different models.

The goal is to increase the current

production of 20 boats a week to 24.

BBVV::  WWhhaatt  sseettss  TThhuunnddeerrbbiirrdd  aanndd  FFoorrmmuullaa

bbooaattss  aappaarrtt  ffrroomm  tthhee  ccoommppeettiittiioonn??

SSPP::  “It started way back with my dad.

He always wanted to build high-quality boats. It comes down to fit and finish and workmanship.”

With extensive in-house manufacturing, “we feel we can control the level of quality. The design

features we have are distinctive. We’ve had the same designer since 1971.

“We have a great engineering team, pattern team. It takes a pretty complete effort, along with

our distribution network. At the end, it’s building a fairly intricate product with repeatability.”

BBVV::  AArree  ppeeooppllee  ssuurrpprriisseedd  ttoo  lleeaarrnn  tthheessee  bbooaattss  ccoommee  ffrroomm  DDeeccaattuurr,,  IInnddiiaannaa??

SSPP::  “There’s probably a greater surprise when they

come here and see what we can do. There are

also a lot of people in the area who don’t know

what we do here.”

BBVV::  WWhhaatt  aarree  ssoommee  ooff  yyoouurr  mmaajjoorr  cchhaalllleennggeess??

SSPP::  “By distributing our product through an

independent dealer network, we don’t exactly

control the process. We’d like them to only sell

our product, but we know that will probably not

support (the dealers) in some areas. 

“We’ve focused more heavily on the point of sale

and what we can do to better partner with our

dealers. We used to be a manufacturer who realized

we had to sell our product. Now we’re a manufacturer

very much involved in making that happen. Part

of that is through off-season retail incentives. That helps drive a certain amount of seasonality

out of the business.

“The largest local issue is the continued need to expand our work team.” With Fleetwood Motor

Homes of Indiana the other major employer in the city, “both of us tend to cycle together in terms

of the economy. We need the best quality people for our team, and it can be a challenge. We feel

our number one responsibility is to be a good employer. Because we build a high-quality product,

we offer a good income for nearly 600 people.”
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Boats come in a variety of models

and sizes at Thunderbird

Products to meet customer needs.

Upon arrival, company visitors

receive an immediate enticement

to “hit the water.”


