Johnny Reed Memory

I was raised in Miami Shores-we moved there in 1952. When I was about ten years old, I began hearing noise-it was boat racing. I looked over the wall, and as a kid, when you see these nutballs take off and you see the smoke, it definitely gets your attention. Eventually, my mom bought me a race boat and that’s when it started.


I raced at the Marine Stadium for about twelve years (about 1963-75). It was a great sport and there was great camaraderie between the boat racers, but it was very competitive and you had to be tough. One time, I was sandwiched between two boats, and they were each banging me. So I turned my wheel hard to the left and then hard to the right-Wham! Wham! I got their respect and that didn’t happen to me again. 

The starts were another interesting place for gamesmanship. For our boats, the start would be in around the middle of the Marine Stadium and it was a timed start. Boat racers would usually hang out where the Rusty Pelican now is, and as the countdown began, would time their acceleration to cross the starting line at full speed as the gun went off. I was known as a very good starter and the other racers would do what I did-so sometimes, I played tricks-I would accelerate towards the starting line, then at the last minute slack off and let the other boats pass the start before the gun went off-disqualifying them. That’s the kind of psychology you had to use!
Especially in those days, boat racing was a very dangerous sport and I had a couple of close calls. There is one photograph of me with the boat-a tunnel boat-pointed straight up to the sky. This happened at the start because I got cut off. Another boat moved in front of me and the wind and spray off the back of his boat was enough to make my boat airborne. My boat rode up, twisted, but luckily fell back up right. I went swimming-I was thrown out of the boat.

A second crash was scarier. It was the start of the Gold Coast Marathon in 1971. The owner of the boat, a guy named Stu Gray, told me to take the boat out, run a couple of laps, and bring it back because the boat was going to be sold and the buyer wanted to see it run.

Just before the race, I flipped the bird to another boat racer, Buzz Taylor. It was a friendly thing-he smiled and I laughed. There were about 65 boats total at the start and about six of us were out front, going about 100 miles an hour. That’s when Don Pruitt cut in front of me. The way he did it, it lifted my boat up and blew it over backwards-this is called a “blowover”.  I’m still in my seat while I am upside down, I saw Buzz Taylor’s boat getting ready to hit me head on. What was it like? I’m gonna tell you. I’m sitting in the boat and I’m seeing everything-and it’s dead quiet (those engines were so loud that they were ear piercing). I turn my head and it is quiet, slow motion. I saw a white light, I pushed myself into the light, and then I was out. I’m not a religious guy, but someone was riding shotgun that day.
The Marine Stadium had about 4,000 people that day, and when I came too, (in about a minute) it was quiet. All the scorers (the scorers were women) started crying because they thought I was dead. But because it was Johnny Reed, they didn’t even stop the race!
I was in the water for a minute and I got picked up by the rescue boat. I was numb and couldn’t feel anything. I looked down to make sure that both legs were there and when I was in the stretcher, I saw that I was missing one boot. I had just bought the boots at K-Mart the night before so I said to the aide “I don’t want to go to the hospital with one boot on, one boot off!”-so he swam over and got my boot.

When I got back to the pits, the owner of the boat, Stu Gray said to me “Are you alright?” I replied “Next time, I’ll build them, you drive them” and I then got into the ambulance.

It may sound like all Johnny ever did was crash boats, but I was fortunate to have a great career. I won three High Point Championships and three National Championships. I loved racing at the Marine Stadium.
