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WHY THE 70 HP JOHNSON OUTBOARD MOTOR STILL
COMMANDS RESPECT ON THE WATER

For  decades,  the  name  Johnson  has  been  synonymous  with
reliability and innovation in the marine industry. Among the many
offerings from this legendary manufacturer, the 70 Hp Johnson
Outboard Motor holds a special place. It represents a versatile
middle ground—powerful enough to push a family runabout or a
fishing  boat  with  authority,  yet  manageable  enough  for  the
average  boater  to  handle  with  confidence.  Whether  you  are  a
seasoned angler,  a  weekend cruiser,  or  someone restoring  a
classic  boat,  understanding  what  this  motor  offers  is  essential.
This  article  provides  a  deep  dive  into  the  features,  history,
performance,  and  practical  ownership  tips  for  this  iconic
outboard, helping you decide if it is the right powerplant for your
boating needs.

A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE JOHNSON 70 HP OUTBOARD

Johnson Outboards, founded by the brothers Lou and J.F. Johnson
in  1921,  quickly  became  a  household  name  in  recreational
boating. The company was known for its rugged, dependable two-

stroke  engines  that  powered  countless  families  across  North
America. The 70 Hp Johnson Outboard Motor emerged during
a golden era of outboard development, typically produced from
the mid-1970s through the 1990s. During this time, Johnson was
part of the Outboard Marine Corporation (OMC) family, sharing
technology with its sister brand, Evinrude. These motors were
built to last, featuring simple, robust designs that could withstand
years  of  hard  use.  While  two-stroke  technology  has  since
evolved,  the classic  Johnson 70 remains a  popular  choice for
budget-conscious  boaters  and  restorers  who  appreciate  its
straightforward  mechanical  nature  and  readily  available  parts.

KEY FEATURES AND SPECIFICATIONS

Engine Configuration and
Displacement
The typical 70 Hp Johnson Outboard Motor is an inline three-
cylinder,  two-stroke  engine.  This  configuration  offers  a  good
balance  of  smoothness  and  torque.  Most  models  have  a
displacement around 72.4 cubic inches (1186 cc), which provides
ample low-end grunt for planing heavier boats and enough top-
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end  speed  for  thrilling  runs  across  the  water.  The  engine  is
generally carbureted, making it  easier for home mechanics to
service compared to modern, computer-controlled direct-injection
motors.

Weight and Dimensions
One of the critical  factors for any outboard is its weight.  The
Johnson  70  typically  weighs  between  240  and  270  pounds,
depending  on  the  exact  model  year  and  whether  it  features
electric start, power trim, and a long or short shaft. This weight is
significant  enough to  require  a  sturdy  transom but  light  enough
that  most  mid-sized  boats  can  handle  it  without  issue.  The
physical footprint is compact, meaning it fits well on a variety of
transom configurations.

Starting and Control
Systems
Most later models of the Johnson 70 feature reliable electric start
with a key-actuated ignition. Early models may have manual pull-
start backup systems. Additionally, power trim and tilt became
standard on most later iterations, allowing the operator to adjust
the  motor's  angle  while  underway.  This  feature  is  crucial  for
optimizing  performance,  fuel  economy,  and  shallow-water
navigation.  Controls  are  typically  mechanical,  using  cables  to
shift  and  throttle,  which  are  straightforward  to  adjust  and

replace.

PERFORMANCE ON THE WATER

Acceleration and Hole Shot
The 70 Hp Johnson Outboard Motor is known for its strong,
reliable  acceleration.  The  three-cylinder  design  provides  a
smooth power delivery, avoiding the harsh vibration sometimes
found in twin-cylinder motors. The hole shot—the time it takes to
get a boat up on plane—is generally very good, especially when
paired  with  the  correct  propeller.  For  a  17-  to  19-foot  fiberglass
fishing  boat  or  a  lightweight  aluminum  skiff,  the  70  hp  is  often
the sweet spot. It provides enough power to get the bow down
quickly without being overly aggressive.

Cruising Speed and Top
End
When cruising,  the Johnson 70 settles into a comfortable and
efficient  RPM  range.  Most  boaters  report  a  comfortable  cruising
speed of around 25 to 30 mph, with a top speed potential of 35 to
40  mph  on  a  light,  well-designed  hull.  Fuel  consumption  is
moderate for a two-stroke of this era, typically averaging 5 to 7
gallons per hour at cruising speed. This makes it a reasonable
choice  for  day  trips  and  fishing  excursions  where  range  is  a
consideration.
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Reliability and Engine
Longevity
This  is  where the Johnson 70 truly  shines.  Built  on a proven
platform,  these  motors  are  known  for  their  durability.  With
regular  maintenance—including gear  oil  changes,  water  pump
impeller  replacements,  and  carburetor  cleaning—a  well-
maintained 70 Hp Johnson can easily  surpass 2,000 to 3,000
hours of operation. Many owners report motors from the 1980s
still running strong today. The key is consistent care, particularly
regarding the cooling system and the use of quality two-stroke
oil.

FUEL EFFICIENCY AND OPERATING COSTS

While  modern  four-stroke  and  direct-injection  two-stroke
outboards offer superior fuel economy, the classic carbureted 70
Hp Johnson Outboard Motor is not a fuel sipper. However, it is
not  a  gas  hog  either.  For  its  time,  it  was  very  competitive.
Operating costs are primarily driven by the price of gasoline and
two-stroke oil. A typical day on the water might involve burning
15 to 25 gallons of fuel, depending on how aggressively the boat
is driven. It is important to run the correct 50:1 or 100:1 fuel-oil
mixture,  depending  on  the  specific  year  and  model.  Using  the
incorrect ratio can lead to premature engine wear or excessive
smoke.  Many  owners  appreciate  the  simplicity  of  mixing  oil
directly  into  the  fuel  tank,  avoiding  the  complex  oil  injection

systems of some competitors which can be a source of failure on
older motors.

MAINTENANCE AND COMMON ISSUES

Routine Maintenance Tasks
Owning  a  70 Hp Johnson Outboard Motor  is  a  rewarding
experience, but it requires a commitment to basic maintenance.
Key tasks include:

Annual Water Pump Inspection: Replace the impeller
every one to two years to prevent overheating. This is the
most common cause of engine damage on older outboards.
Gear Oil Replacement: Change the lower unit gear oil
annually. Milky or metallic oil indicates water intrusion or
gear wear.
Carburetor Cleaning: If the motor sits for long periods,
carburetors can gum up. A thorough cleaning of the jets
and passages is often needed.
Spark Plug and Compression Check: Regularly inspect
and replace spark plugs. A compression test (around
100-120 PSI per cylinder) is a good indicator of engine
health.
Fuel System Care: Use fresh fuel, add a stabilizer if
storing, and replace fuel lines periodically to prevent
ethanol-related issues.
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Common Problems and
Solutions
While robust, these motors are not without their quirks. Common
issues include:

Hard Starting: Often caused by stale fuel, a dirty1.
carburetor, or weak spark. Clean the carb and check the
ignition coils and stator.
Overheating: Usually the result of a failed impeller or a2.
blocked water passage. Flush the system and replace the
impeller immediately.
Loss of Power: Can be due to a fuel restriction, a clogged3.
fuel filter, or a failing fuel pump diaphragm. Also check for
a clogged exhaust.
Idle Issues: Poor idle is often linked to air leaks in the4.
intake system or dirty carburetor idle circuits.

Fortunately,  parts  for  the  70 Hp Johnson Outboard Motor
remain widely available through online retailers, salvage yards,
and aftermarket suppliers. This is a major advantage over many
"orphan" engines.

BEST APPLICATIONS FOR THE JOHNSON 70 HP

Fishing Boats
The  Johnson  70  is  an  ideal  match  for  many  aluminum  and
fiberglass  fishing  boats  in  the  16-  to  19-foot  range.  It  provides
enough power to handle rough water and carry a heavy load of
gear, yet it is light enough to keep the boat draft shallow. Anglers
appreciate its reliability and the ability to troll  at low speeds,
though a trolling plate can help for slower presentations.

Runabouts and Family
Boats
For a family runabout, the 70 HP motor is a great choice. It can
pull skiers or tubers with authority, and it offers a smooth, quiet
ride  at  cruising  speeds.  When  paired  with  a  well-designed
bowrider, it provides a balanced experience for water sports and
leisurely cruising.

Restoration Projects
Many  classic  fiberglass  boats  from  the  1970s  and  1980s  were
originally equipped with a Johnson 70. As a result, this motor is a
popular choice for restorers seeking to keep a boat authentic.
The  availability  of  correct  decals,  parts,  and  repair  manuals
makes restoration manageable.
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BUYING A USED 70 HP JOHNSON OUTBOARD MOTOR

What to Look For
If you are in the market for a used 70 Hp Johnson Outboard
Motor,  a  careful  inspection  is  crucial.  Key  areas  to  examine
include:

Compression: A compression test should show even
readings across all three cylinders. Low compression in one
cylinder suggests a potential rebuild.
Lower Unit: Check for leaks, listen for grinding noises, and
verify the gear oil is clean and free of water.
Spark: A strong blue spark on all cylinders is essential.
Corrosion: Inspect the exhaust housing and lower unit for
pitting or saltwater corrosion, especially near the anode.
Model Year and Parts Support: Later models generally
have better parts availability. Look for the model number
tag to confirm the year.

Price Considerations
As of 2025, a running used Johnson 70 can range from $1,200 for
a project motor to $3,500 for a well-maintained example with
recent  service  records.  Prices  vary  by  region,  condition,  and
accessories (like power trim and a stainless steel prop). Given its
reputation, buying a good one can be a smart investment.
CONCLUSION

The 70 Hp Johnson Outboard Motor is more than just a piece
of marine machinery; it is a testament to an era of rugged design
and  reliable  engineering.  It  offers  a  compelling  blend  of  power,
simplicity, and durability that continues to attract boaters today.
While it may lack the fuel efficiency or quietness of modern four-
strokes, its ease of repair, strong performance, and long-lasting
nature make it a fantastic choice for many applications. Whether
you are pushing a fishing boat through a channel, pulling a skier
across a lake, or resurrecting a classic runabout, the Johnson 70
delivers a dependable and enjoyable experience on the water.
For those willing to invest a little time in maintenance, this motor
will reward you with many more years of unforgettable journeys.


