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An initial auto service business helped propel a marine shop that has earned a superior reputation, as it

successfully navigates the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Dave DeGrave’s business began in 2001, as Hartzel Auto Service— an enterprise that did well. It then

underwent a successful marine pivot about eight years later. 

“I had my boat in the shop and customers kept asking if we fixed boats,” DeGrave recalls. “So I did my

research, and found there were only two significant boat-repair service centres in the region. I saw a

great business case for it.”

By 2010, the business moved to Thorold, from Hartzel Road in St Catharines and became Hartzel Marine

& Auto Service, servicing and repairing cars and boats. By March 2020, it became a Legend boat and

Mercury dealer, the only one of its kind in the Niagara peninsula says DeGrave.

Then Covid hit, and turned the world upside down. 

But the business owner stayed the course and 

adjusted as best as he could.

With “staycations” becoming a trend over periods 

of lockdown, people were not travelling as much. Still, the Ormond Street facility found a niche with

customer-friendly financing.

Over the last two pandemic years, his business actually sold out their boats. “I expect this year to be the

same,” adds DeGrave, who is also a member of all four South Niagara chambers. He is also Vice Chair of

the Niagara Board of Trade and Commerce. “Manufacturing can't keep up with demand. We have

ordered 25 boats and motors for this year, and we have pre-sold six of them already.”

DeGrave says over the last two years, he learned to “adapt with the times, and the need to change and

move forward. If a business stays the same — if it doesn’t have goals and adapt to new technologies, it

will become stagnant.”

Meanwhile, Hartzel Marine has also invested in new technology. Customers will soon be able to order

parts or accessories online, and have them delivered. DeGrave says Hartzel also has parts people need

already in stock, allowing it to service customers’ boats quickly: “Boaters know there’s nothing worse,

than waiting for parts and not being on the water in our short boating season.”

For entrepreneurs just getting going, DeGrave advises them that with “dedication and a focus on your

goals, you can achieve it.”
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“This is coming from a man who didn't finish high school,” he said. “I was offered an auto apprenticeship

in Grade 11. I proved if you're dedicated, focused and — very importantly — have a business plan, you can

achieve your goals and dreams. It doesn't come easy, but it’s well worth the time invested.”

As for this year and beyond, he sees Hartzel Marine continuing to grow, drawing also on its excellent

marine location between two Great Lakes and the Niagara River.

“Now the lakes are being cleaned up, we are becoming a fishing destination,” DeGrave adds. “Hartzel is in

the process of looking for a larger facility to accommodate our customers better. We are also actively

looking for a fiberglass boat line.

“I see Hartzel as being the best and biggest boat sales and repair dealership in Niagara.”

Dave DeGrave at Hartzel Marine can be reached at hartzelmarine@gmail.com
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