
The Lucky Guy
Paul Jacobs and his wife were sailing and living aboard full-
time when they first came to the boat shows in Annapolis 
to earn a little money for their cruising kitty. Now, he runs 

the whole shebang.

                             by Wendy Mitman Clarke
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make some pin money for his winter cruise in 
the Bahamas—is now the president, general 
manager, and majority owner of Annapolis Boat 
Shows, the nation’s flagship show producer. 

“I feel like I have spent my life preparing 
for this job,” Jacobs says. “I can’t pinpoint one 
thing, I just think all of the experiences of my 
life have brought me to this. Cruising was 
certainly one of those. And one of those was 
having the guts to go, being that person who 
sees the opportunity and takes it.”

Sitting in his office overlooking Eastport’s 
Back Creek, the 67-year-old Jacobs is soft-

spoken, affable, dressed casually but with 
precision. He’s making this look easy, even 
though managing the logistics—economic, 
political, interpersonal, physical—of running 
four shows every year is anything but. He asks 
me if I’d like to sit in a different chair so that I, 
too, can gaze over the creek. “That’s what I do 
all day—sit here and look at the boats.” His 
humor is self-deprecating; he’s quick to note 
that his wife Nancy, who was a junior high 
school teacher until she retired at 55 so they 
could go cruising full-time, is “the stable one.” 
Asked about his career, he puts it variously 

When ability meets opportunity, some call it luck, 

so the saying goes. And when you are a natural- 

born doer—someone whose DNA is stranded 

with making things happen—that synergy can look effortless, 

like a little piece of magic. Maybe it’s because he recognizes 

this intangible quality that Paul Jacobs—who started off driving 

a forklift for eight bucks an hour at the U.S. Sailboat Show to 
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this way: a “flim-flam man,” a “washed-up teacher,” and 
then, finally, “I’m an entrepreneur. I had several little 
companies. I never had a career. I had done things. I was 
always looking for opportunities.”

That driving force of “always looking” mingled with the 
water life from the time Jacobs was a boy in Traverse City,
Michigan, where his father kept a 13-
foot Cherokee powerboat, the ticket  
to the family’s recreational water-
skiing and boating. It was a love  
of water and boats that became a 
lifelong passion—an “affliction,” as he 
calls it, fueled by devouring Herb 
Payson’s books on sailing and reading 
Cruising World magazine. Over the 
years, he and Nancy have owned 12 
boats, power and sail, from a San 
Juan 21 that they started off in just out 
of college, to an O’Day 39 that they 
sailed with their teenaged son and 
daughter and a golden retriever for a year in the Bahamas,  
to a Trintella 42 and then a Caliber 40 that they cruised 
full-time from Maine to Trinidad and back for four years. 
From the beginning, Jacobs was unafraid to just go, a 
willingness he admits sometimes was enabled by simply not 
knowing any better. 

“The first summer we had our first boat we sailed it to 
Mackinac Island, about 100 miles into the middle of Lake 
Michigan, which people told me later was probably not a 
smart thing to do, but I thought, this is what you do when 
you have a sailboat: You sail places.” When they first headed 
for the Bahamas in the O’Day, they had never sailed in 

saltwater or in a place with any tides at all, let alone 
staggering 10-foot ones. 

“We learned, oh, maybe we shouldn’t tie to the piling, we 
should tie to the floating dock. We were not very smart at 
first,” he says. Their kids finished seventh and ninth grades 
through Calvert School, while Nancy, who was on sabbatical, 

used the time to create a curriculum 
based on the 13 Colonial states from a 
maritime perspective. It wasn’t 
always easy, Jacobs says, “that year 
was very difficult sometimes.” But on 
the whole, “it was a great year. We 
met lots of families and stayed with 
them all winter. There was a real 
cultural part of it that was a great 
experience, and that’s the part  
we loved.”

By the time they returned to 
land, Jacobs and his wife knew they 
wanted to go sailing again full-time 

once the kids were grown. By 2004, they bought the Trintella, 
sold their house in Michigan, and moved aboard. Nancy 
retired, and Paul, who owned a sales business that 
contracted to IBM, closed up shop. They trucked the boat to 
Maine, and from there started their cruising life. It wasn’t 
long before they heard about cruisers who would return to 
Annapolis each fall to earn extra cash working for the boat 
shows. The first year they did it, Paul drove a forklift and 
rebuilt the floors that go under the tents, while Nancy worked 
the gates and other operations crew jobs. They had fun. 

“You stand back and you look at what you just did in 
three days,” he says. “We built a boat show in three days. We 
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it, Paul drove a forklift  
and rebuilt the floors  

that go under the tents, 
while Nancy worked  
the gates and other  
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built an entire marina with 200-plus boats and a city of tents 
with 460 exhibitors. This is an amazing thing that happens in 
Annapolis. No place else in the world do they do this.”

They kept coming back, sometimes on their boat, 
sometimes leaving the boat in Trinidad and renting an 
apartment on Back Creek. By the third year, Ed Hartman, 
who owned the shows and had just ended its longtime 
waterfront operations relationship with Annapolis Sailing 
School, put Jacobs in charge of coming up with a new plan 
to stage, build, transport, and install the show’s thousands 
of feet of floating docks.

“I said, ‘I’ve never done that before, I don’t know how.’ 
He said, ‘You’ll figure it out.’ And I did. I spent all summer 
trying to figure it out, and I’d wake up at three o’clock in the 
morning and do drawings and things. And we devised a 
whole new system.” 

It was clear that Hartman, not known for being 

particularly warm and fuzzy, liked working with Jacobs. And 
in 2009, Hartman asked Jacobs to take over the shows and 
run them. “I said, ‘Wait a minute, I mean, I make eight-fifty 
an hour, Ed, what are you saying?’ And I called Nancy and 
she was working a gate or something and I said, ‘I think we 
should have lunch, I just got offered to take over the 
management of this company.’ ’’ In spring of 2010 he took 
over as general manager, still working with Hartman. “We 
were a great team, good cop, bad cop. I was the good cop, 

Below: Flags flying at the Annapolis Sailboat Show. Inset, left to rIght: Paul 

Jacobs driving a forklift in prep for the shows; show setup as seen from 

Annapolis harbor; and a boatshow-going kid trying his hand at grinding in 

the Harken tent at the sailboat show. 

PrecedIng Pages : Paul Jacobs in downtown Annapolis; and (insets) during 

his cruising days.
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by the way,” Jacobs laughs. He says 
that it was “one of those things when 
you meet the right guy at the right 
time.” But of course there’s more to it 
than that: “He got my humor. Not 
everyone does. We got along really 
well. I didn’t agree with him all the 
time, and he didn’t agree with me, but 
we always worked it out.” 

By 2012, Hartman wanted to retire, 
and he sold the U.S. Boat Shows to 
Jacobs and four minority partners—all 
local maritime industry stalwarts—

Sheila Jones, a 15-year veteran of the 
shows and show manager, Mary 
Ewenson, owner and publisher of 
SpinSheet and PropTalk magazines, 
Peter Trogdon, owner of Weems and 
Plath, and Bob Crain, owner of Applied 
Lighting, which has been the show’s 
electrical contractor for decades. 
Jacobs’ perspective as a lifelong 
boater—sail and power—and as 
someone who has worked every 
aspect of the show, has given him an 
invaluable understanding of how the 

shows work, as well as how they need 
to work better. 

“The difference now is what we 
try to do programmatically and from a 
marketing perspective. We try to make 
it educational and fun. We are bringing 
new people in, with programs that 
really work, like Cruisers University, 
Take the Wheel. I don’t take credit for 
these things, I just recognize that they 
are good things to do.” He and his 
partners are also working to formalize 
the show’s relationship with the City of 
Annapolis, which has been prickly at 
times. Now, he says, “We’re 
experiencing a very nice relationship 
with the city that didn’t always exist. 
We’re working to make a forever 
commitment to the city, if the city will 
make a forever commitment to us.”

Lifelong Annapolitan and sailor 
Mary Ewenson, whose relationship 
with the sailboat show goes back to its 
founder, Jerry Wood, says Jacobs is 
bringing a new energy and creativity to 
the enterprise. 

“He doesn’t look at the boat shows 
and say, ‘Let’s keep doing what we’ve 
always done.’ He looks at them and 
says, ‘Well, that was a good show, but 
how can we make next year better?’ ’’ 
she says. “He sees the show and the city 
as partners. He wants them to grow 
together. He has a vision and he comes 
up with a way to make it happen; he 
had a vision of cruising with his family 
and he made that happen. He has a 
vision to grow boating, to get more 
people participating, to make the shows 
more interactive, and then he develops 
a plan to make that happen. Paul is a 
great leader and I think the shows are 
just going to get better and better under 
his leadership.”

Jacobs’s long view of the boating 
industry also helps him weather the 
inevitable economic storms. He points 
to a photo on his wall that he calls his 
favorite—a twilight image of the 
sailboat show, lights dazzling, flags 
flying. “That was taken maybe in 1988, 
you’ll see Rival, S2, Seidelmann, 
Morgan—all the old boat companies 
that were destroyed by the luxury tax,” 

The Lucky Guy
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he says. “As long as those things don’t 
happen, as long as we keep the 
economy growing at a gradual pace, 
then the industry will be fine and we’ll 
be fine. And then sometime, it’s not 
going to be fine.”

The economic collapse of 2008 
brutalized the shows—“during the 
sailboat show of 2008, the stock 
market dropped 1,500 points”—and in 
2009, the show lost $1 million in one 
year. He credits Hartman, who still 
owned the shows then, with being 
“tough enough to be able to keep his 
costs down and keep the company 
strong during that time.” Still, he says, 
the shows have yet to return to their 
former levels, especially on the 
powerboat side. The sailboat show, 
though, remains steadily strong: “It 
was the first, it’s the biggest, everybody 
comes here to do their sailboat 
business. We understand that we have 
a special place in the industry, and we 
know the special responsibility that 
comes with that.”

He worries, though, that sailboats 
have become too big and expensive, 
creating an enormous economic 
hurdle for the entry-level buyers who 
are so vital to growing the industry. 
“You talk to people now about getting 
into sailing and they say, ‘I think I’ll 
take the Jeanneau 55.’ . . . It’s not 
good for starters. The barriers for 
entry into the sailing industry are 
pretty dramatic.” Not so for 
powerboats, he notes, which require 
fewer specialized skills than sailing 
and have a market loaded with small, 
entry-level models. 

As for his own boating life, Jacobs 
says he doubts he will ever buy another 
cruising sailboat, “although I will tell 
you that if it were up to my wife, we’d 
still be living on a boat and cruising. It 
was me who brought us home. I was 
tired of fixing the boat. My talents don’t 
tend to be mechanical ones.” His eyes 
light up, though, when he talks about 
his latest purchase, a center-console, 
outboard-powered Pursuit 28. “It’s so 

much fun just doing all the creeks and 
watching Wednesday night racing.” He 
does feel lucky, although his notion of 
luck is one born of experience, much of 
it on the water.

“I have a different perspective 
about luck and about opportunity and 
when things happen to people. There 
has to be readiness. You have to be in a 
position or mindset that allows you to 
take the chance. You have to recognize 
that there is an opportunity, and then 
you have to do whatever it is that you 
have to do to do it,” he says. “Those are 
all the stages of accepting the 
opportunity, and accepting what 
makes you the lucky guy.” h
 

Wendy Mitman Clarke 
has been a chief 
chronicler of the 
people and places on 
the Bay for CBM. She  
is currently the 
Director of Media 

Relations for Washington College.
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