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Mudbuddy 35hp Engine Re-Power and Excel Boat Flotation 

Pod Upgrade 
 

By David Borges ς BorgesOutdoors.com 

Contributors:  Scott Russell, California Mudmotors 

Introduction  
This article details the considerations and upgrade options to significantly improve performance of the 

stock 35hp Vanguard Engine in combination with a few minor tweaks to the Mudbuddy Outdrive (Prop 

section).  

My hope is to give you first hand opinions and accounts of the things I needed to consider prior to 

investing more hard-earned money in the Vanguard platform, which seems to be the major crux of a lot 

ƻŦ ŘǳŎƪ ƘǳƴǘŜǊΩǎ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ǿƘŜƴ ƛǘ ŎƻƳŜǎ ǘƻ ǊŜƭƛŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜΦ 

The Vanguard 35hp Problem  
[ŜǘΩǎ ŦŀŎŜ ƛǘ ςMudbuddy has maximized the potential of the Vanguard line of engines from Briggs and 

Stratton. TƘŜ ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳ ƛǎƴΩǘ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǘŀƭ ƴŜŜŘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ high-hour users. I believe the best indicator 

of my claim is the VERY expensive upgrade options that are now being offered to meet the increased 

performance and reliability needs of the users so they can get well above 35hp. But still, they are asking 

us to work from an underpowered platform to start, then spend thousands to get it up to the 50hp or 

ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ ƭŜǾŜƭΦ  ²ŜΩǊŜ ǘǿŜŀƪƛƴƎ ŀ ǿŜŀƪ ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳΧΦƎŀǊōŀƎŜ ƛƴΣ ƎŀǊōŀƎŜ ƻǳǘ ƛǎ ŀ ǘerm that comes to mind in 

all of this. 

After 300 hours on the first 35hp Vanguard engine, and more thousands of dollars of upkeep than I can 

admit without embarrassing myself in this article, I can tell you from first-hand experience that we need 

completely new thinking in this space. I believe the market is there to support the engineering and 

design expense to support it. We need a new design with the core criteria of: 

1.  Light-weight and affordable (Comparable Dollars-per-HP to standard outboard engines) 

2. 50hp to 100hp performance marine grade and fully encased engines 

3. Compatible with the awesome and rugged Mudbuddy Outdrives  

4. Liquid/Radiator Cooled 
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5. Highly reliable - 100 hours before first major service tune-up 

6. Gasoline or Diesel options 

The above are challenging criteria, but it can be done with proper engineering. 

Even the ±ŀƴƎǳŀǊŘ άƳŀǊƛƴŜέ ƎǊŀŘŜ ŜƴƎƛƴŜ is a slight improvement to an already outmoded platform 

which still relies on the 35hp system. 

No more expensive Mikuni Carb upgrades or other crap needed please!! 

 

My Upgrade 
bƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ LΩƳ ŘƻƴŜ ǊŀƴǘƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ±ŀƴƎǳŀǊŘ ŜƴƎƛƴŜǎ ŀƴŘ aǳŘōǳŘŘȅΩǎ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾƛǘȅΣ ƭŜǘΩǎ ƳƻǾŜ ƻƴ ǘƻ 

the point of this article. 

After the 2009/2010 duck season, I was at a cross-roads on whether to completely replace the 

Mudbuddy system. The options were move to a 50hp class Mercury, Honda or Suzuki, or stick with the 

mud and sand ripping style of boating with a new Mudbuddy or a completely new style of engine 

custom packaged to the Mudbuddy Outdrive. 

My analytical mind immediately went to the risk/reward/cost scenarios that were in front of me: 

Option Risk Reward Cost 

Re-power the current system, 
improve the boat for better 
flotation which will make the 
engine work less 

1. The power might not be enough. 
2. The flotation pods might not lift 

enough to make a big difference in 
comparison to the cost. 

LŦ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƻǳǘΣ LΩƭƭ ƎŜǘ 
power and added flotation 
without changing my hunting 
habits/locations. 
 

Lowest Cost 
option ($2,500 
to $3,000) 

Find a new engine that I can 
adapt the drive shaft to the 
Mudbuddy Outdrive 

1. Engine must fit to the outdrive 
frame. 

2. Assuming the Engine is more 
powerful, need to be careful not to 
destroy or push the outdrive 
beyond the original design. 

3. Generally, adapting the engine 
leaves many unknown expenses 
ŀŦǘŜǊ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ Ŏommitted down a 
path that would be difficult to 
retreat from financially. 

4. Cooling the engine is a concern. 
5. Engines considered were 

considerably louder in decibel 
levels. 

1. Designs we considered 
had much more power 
(50 to 80hp). 

2. Much higher reliability. 
3. Controls the future 

maintenance, parts were 
much cheaper and 
common place. 

 

High ($5,000) 

Completely replace the engine 
with a standard outboard 

1. Reduces my options of where I can 
hunt. 

1. Much higher reliability  
2. Much lower long-term 

maintenance. 
3. Salt-water compatible 

Highest ($5,500 
to $7,000 range) 

 

Needless to say, many people face the exact same options when they get frustrated with the Vanguard 

reliability. 
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After a long and hard decision process, I decided to continue on with the current engine because a 

ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜ ŜƴƎƛƴŜ ǊŜǇƭŀŎŜƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ŀ рл ǘƻ трƘǇ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘ ƻǳǘōƻŀǊŘ Ƨǳǎǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ŎƘŜŎƪ ōƻƻƪ ƻǊ ƛƴ Ƴȅ 

original plan when I purchased the system.  To start, I really want, need and use the engine for what it 

ǿŀǎ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜŘ ǘƻ ŘƻΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ Ǌǳƴ ƛƴ ǎƘŀƭƭƻǿ ǿŀǘer areas in California where mud, sand and tide create 

difficult to impossible navigation challenges with standard engines. 

We hunt in tidal marshlands that are a mix of brackish or total salt water. The Mudbuddy works great 

ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎΣ ŀƴŘ LΩƳ ƴot willing to give up my best hunting spots because I switched away from 

ǘƘŜ aǳŘōǳŘŘȅΦ LΩƭƭ ōǳƛƭŘ ŀƴ ŜƴƎƛƴŜ ƻƴ Ƴȅ ƻǿƴ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴǎΦ 

Configuration  Before my Upgrade  
1. Excel 18x48 Midwest Edition, Flat Bottom Aluminum Boat ς No Flotation Pods 

2. Stock Mudbuddy 35hp with the Mudbuddy designed Twin Exhausts. 

3. No modifications whatsoever to the stock outdrive 

The system was underpowered and the transom was constantly getting water rushing in from slowing 

down or stopping. The boat does not have floatation, so any water inside is an even greater danger since 

ǘƘŜ ōƻŀǘ ǿƛƭƭ ŀōǎƻƭǳǘŜƭȅ ōŜ ƎƻƴŜ ƛƴ ŀƴ ƛƴǎǘŀƴǘ ƛŦ ƛǘ ƎŜǘǎ ǘƻƻ ŦƭƻƻŘŜŘΦ ! ōƛƭƎŜ ǇǳƳǇ ǿƻƴΩǘ ǎŀǾŜ ȅƻǳ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ 

take on a big dose of water, then a wave or two more in a rough situation. 

¢ƘŜ ǇƻǿŜǊ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǘƻ take 3-4 guys out with gear and still have enough power to confidently get 

ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ŀ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ όǿƛƴŘ ƪƛŎƪǎ ǳǇΣ ŎƘƻǇ ǘǳǊƴǎ ōƛƎΣ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘ ǿŜƛƎƘǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 

amount of power available). Putting 4 guys on this 18ft boat was actually dangerous: not because of 

space available, but because of the lack of power to weight ratio. 

New and Current Configuration  
1. Excel 18x48 Midwest Edition, Flat Bottom Aluminum Boat ς With custom designed flotation 

pods from California Mudmotors 

2. Significantly re-powered Vanguard 35hp, but keeping the Mudbuddy designed Twin Exhausts. 

3. Gear replaced to get more prop spin/torque at lower RPM and solid steady performance on the 

high-end. 

4. Newly replaced tiger prop 

 

After many consultations with Scott Russell of California Mudmotors, we decided to power up the 

±ŀƴƎǳŀǊŘ ŀƴŘ ƎƛǾŜ ǘƘŜ ōƻŀǘ ŀ ƭƛŦǘ ōȅ ŀŘŘƛƴƎ ŎǳǎǘƻƳ Ŧƭƻǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǇƻŘǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƴǎƻƳ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƻŀǘΦ LǘΩǎ Ƴȅ 

understanding that the new Excels come with this type of flotation problems resolved. The flotation 

pods resolve several problems: 

1. Lifts the back end of the boat, keeps the backwash from entering during normal operation. 

2. Reduces risk of flooding 

3. .ŀŎƪŜƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƻŀǘ ƛǎƴΩǘ ǎƛǘǘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ άƘƻƭŜέ ǎƻ the engine has almost zero work to get on 

plane, which complements, and even enhances the new engine re-power. 
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4. {ƻƳŜ Ŧƻƭƪǎ ǿƛƭƭ ŎƭŀƛƳ ǘƘŜ ǇƻŘǎ ŘƛǊŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ ǿŀǘŜǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǇ ƛƴ ǎƘŀƭƭƻǿ ǿŀǘŜǊΣ ōǳǘ ǿƘŜƴ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ 

ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘŀƭƭƻǿ ȅƻǳǊ ǇǊƻǇ ƛǎ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ƘƛǘǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƳǳŘ ŀƴȅǿŀȅ ǎƻ LΩƳ ƴƻǘ a big believer. 

 

All work was performed by Scott Russell et.al of California Mudmotors.  

Parts Replaced or Added  
1. Used Short Block replacement with clean crankshaft bearings (under 60hrs of use). 
2. New Cam Shaft replacement 
3. Performance Rods and Valves upgraded 
4. Performance Pistons 
5. Single Mikuni Carb with 5100 rpm rev limiter 
6. bŜǿ tǊƻǇ όƛǘΩǎ ŀƳŀȊƛƴƎ Ƙƻǿ ȅƻǳǊ ǇǊƻǇ ƭƻƻƪǎ ƎƻƻŘ ǳƴǘƛƭ ȅƻǳ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŘƛŀƳŜǘŜǊ ǘƻ ŀ ƴŜǿ 

one). 300 hours is the max you should run a Tiger Prop. By then, the prop has lost its άōƛǘŜέΦ 
7. CranksƘŀŦǘ ōŀƭŀƴŎŜŘ όƛƴ {ŎƻǘǘȅΩǎ ǿƻǊŘǎΣ άŀǘ Ŧǳƭƭ wta ǘƘŜ ŜƴƎƛƴŜ ŦŜŜƭǎ ƭƛƪŜ ŎƻƴŎǊŜǘŜέύ 
8. Custom designed flotation pods 
9. Lots of things cleaned up, lots of gaskets and seals replaced, etc. (too many small things for this 

non-mechanic to recall) 

Flotation Pods  
LǘΩǎ ǿorth focusing on the flotation pods for a minute. The Excel boat has a special tapered chine 

underneath that extends all the way back to the Transom. Forget about calling Beavertail to get their 

pre-ƳŀŘŜ ǇƻŘǎΧΦǘƘŜȅ ǿƻƴΩǘ Ŧƛǘ ǇǊƻǇŜǊƭȅ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƻǳǘŜǊ ŜŘƎŜ ōŜŎŀuse of that chine. If you could get 

.ŜŀǾŜǊǘŀƛƭ ǘƻ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘ ǘƻ ȅƻǳΣ LΩƳ ŀǎǎǳƳƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǿƘŜƴ LΩǾŜ ǘǊƛŜŘ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǘŀŎǘ ǘƘŜƳΣ 

ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀƭǎƻ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ȅƻǳǊ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴΦ 

 

Scotty to the rescue ς no problem for him. I lost very little if any turning radius on my boat, and the 

custom built aluminum pods were impeccably welded to the lower external transom and painted. The 

ǿŜƭŘƛƴƎ ǿŀǎ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŜŘ ōȅ {ŎƻǘǘΩǎ ƳŀǊƛƴŜ ƎǊŀŘŜ ǿŜƭŘŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ǿƻǊƪǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ŘƻƴŜ ǊƛƎƘǘΦ 

 

Pictures of the final product below. You can see the custom chine that replicates the side of the boat 

along the lower outer edge of the pods below. 
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Performance and Overall Impression  
When I first fired up the engine and took the boat out for a test run, I was blown away by the power and 

by how the Pods completely changed the flotation of the boat.  

At half throttle the boat was immediately on plane, at full throttle I was immediately stoked. 27mph 

with me or one other adult. The mph donΩt change with an addition of one person. I took 3 adults and 2 

teens out and achieved 27mph coming up alongside a long mud stretch along the napa river. While I was 

spewing mud out the back, the boat was still pushing the max speed. Of course, when I dropped back 

out to the deep section of the river, the boat slowed to 23mph, but thatΩs with 5 people! 

In the past, my boat never exceeded 24mph with the stock Mudbuddy when I was by myself full 

throttle. 

But, IΩm not after speed, IΩm after power to maintain speed in rough waters with load. And I couldnΩt be 

happier with this new configuration. The pods keep the transom high on plane, while the engine is 

working to simply push the boat through the water. The pods have shifted or flattened the boat so that 

the nose is now level when the boat is empty or running full speed with me in it. As a result, IΩm slowing 

a bit around sharp turns because I donΩt want to nose dive the front end or catch edge, but itΩs probably 

something I need to get used to. Regardless, I like to play it safe so IΩm learning how to handle the rig all 

over again. 

With regular loads, the engine tops out at 4200 rpm on the water with a slight rooster tail from the 

prop. At this speed IΩm doing 27mph, and thereΩs no more speed than that, so this is the max balance. 

When fully loaded with three male adults and 2 teens, I do between 4000 and 4130 rpm, and go steady 

and strong at 23 to 24mph, pods on stern are just an inch or less under water, while bow is more raised 

than when the boat is unloaded. 

Overall, I feel like the engine is powered properly now, I have confidence to power through just about 

anything IΩd allow myself to get into, while being able to take a nice load fishing or duck hunting. With 

the pods, the back end of the boat feels more stable, itΩs raised up out of the water and the engine 

doesnΩt have to work for hole shots. 

Turns ς with the additional speed, and the sharp flat angles of the Excel sides, need to watch skidding 

and front end grabbing while boating by myself. Not much of a concern though when loaded. 

Backsplash ς None! Even when I stopped on a very rough day when I shouldnΩt have been in the water, 

the big chop behind me didnΩt get in like it normally did. Lucky for me, my bilge pump wasnΩt getting 

power for some reason. 

 
If you want the job done right, I highly recommend calling Scott Russell of California Mud Motors to get your 
system to the proper safe levels that the factory simply canΩt offer. HeΩs got all the right technical and mechanical 
skills, and all the right contacts with Mudbuddy, Beavertail, Briggs, and other mud motor manufacturers. 

 
Scott Russell 

californiamudmotor@hotmail.com 
925-683-7630 

 

mailto:californiamudmotor@hotmail.com
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