





Riding shotgun in the Charger 396 TF is ergonomically exciting. The passenger side (left) has two “here-we-go” grab handles and a sleek console/
windscreen to direct the slipstream up and over your favorite fishing hat. The boat’s helm station is an exercise in futuristic function, influenced by a
fighter plane’s cockpit. Ready for takeoff? Slide on your shades, pop off a snappy salute to the dock dwellers and hit the juice. You are the captain.

To the casual observer, all bass boats seem to
look alike, but the Charger 396 TF’s sweeping
lines, switchblade-sharp bow, top-shelf
gelcoat, and ultimate upholstery leave an
indelibly positive aesthetic imprint deep in
the psyche of those fortunate enough to
behold its visage.

The Charger 396 TF we tested wasn’t
pimped-out or gaudy; no flame job or chain
steering wheel. Just tasteful gold tones over a
white hull with light tan seats that contrasted
perfectly with the tan marine carpet blanket-
ing the deck from stem to stern.

Our test boat looked like James Bond saun-
tering up to the baccarat table: tailored suit,
pressed shirt with the necktie tied just so; pol-
ished shoes and not a hair out of place. Very
classy... but you get the feeling that this guy’s
aringer and could win every time if he wanted
to. We got the same vibe from the 396 TF: an
impeccable appearance, yet if necessary, hav-
ing the muscle to whip on its tournament ad-
versaries, should the need arise.

What do you do when you go for a bass boat
ride? Sit down and hang on, right? Let’s talk
about the sit down part for a minute.

Three very, very close friends could enjoy
the 396’s seating, but the middle seat’s kinda
narrow; it’d be a tight fit for your average-
sized, corn-fed basser, but would be ideal for
taking one of the young ‘uns out fishing.

The Charger’s cockpit features a wrap-
around, lumbar-support couch (not seats,
couch) that’s shamefully comfortable. As you
ease yourself down onto the couch-seat, the
high-density foam upholstery conforms to your
personal body contours to support and secure
you in decadent luxury during your high-speed
excursions. You can look tough and pamper
yourself at the same time. We won’t tell.
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Charger’s been making go-fast bass boats for
decades and has a reputation for consistent
quality and eye-watering performance. So we
approached the Charger 396 TF/Evinrude E-Tec
boat test with high hopes and, to say the
least, we weren’t disappointed.

Though the local meteorologists promoted
their premonitions of pending precipitation

and the clouds seemed so low you could’ve
poked em with a broom handle, Mother Na-
ture granted us a reprieve from the drizzle
that’d badgered us for the past several days.
While loading our test gear into the Charger
and otherwise getting the boat squared away for
the test, the sun peeked through a fissure in the
overcast, bathing the cockpit with a warm radi-
ance that literally lit up the polyflake gelcoat,
making the 396 sparkle like a floating jewel.
Once we got situated in the boat, the driver
clipped the lanyard to his life jacket and
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turned the key. Predictably, the Evinrude lit
without protest and quietly burbled as we
backed out of the slip and negotiated the post-
ed no-wake zone surrounding the docks.

With the go-slow area behind us, the Charger
rep scanned the lake for other boats, lowered
the CMC jackplate, shoved the throttle for-
ward, and off we went.

Because this was the maiden voyage for

The stand-up pedestal (leff) adjusts for the
perfect fishing posture for anglers of any size.
The Plano tackle tray system (below) eliminates
on-board treasure hunts by stowing your lures
where you can find ’em in a hurry.

the 396 TF/225 E-Tec, we took more time ex-
perimenting with jackplate height and trim
angles to find the optimum combination of
planing ability, handling and speed. Fiddling
with the setup paid off, with the net results
showing we were able to get on plane in less
than 4 seconds and at a top speed of more
than 74 mph on radar. More than respectable
— downright exciting, if you ask us.

They say you never get a second chance to
make a good first impression. We were im-
pressed.



One of the beauties of the 396 TF is that you
can crawl out of another boat, jump into the
Charger and drive it fast, without any seat
time at all. This is a really big deal because
unlike a lot of other bass boats, the 396 TF is
extremely forgiving of less-than-polished
driver input. In other words, the boat works
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with you, not against you, even in rough water
or at wide-open throttle. No chine-walk and
no bad manners that show up at the most
inopportune time. Just good, solid
performance, no matter who’s at the wheel.

Executing turns is a routine exercise; the
boat goes where you ask it to go with unques-
tioning obedience. Attaining max speed in-
volves giving the engine all the fuel you can,
tapping the trim up a bit and keeping an eye
out for other boats or debris in the water. The
ride’s good, the boat is well behaved and, with-
out a doubt, one of the most user-friendly go-
fast bass boats we've driven in a while.

Sure, you can get in trouble driving the 396
TE, but it'd be your fault, not the boat’s.

So it’s fast, but can it fish? Heck yeah, you can
fish out of it. This is Charger we’re talking
about. These guys didn’t just fall off the
turnip truck; they know what serious anglers
need to get the job done.

Pop-up cleats and courtesy lights are just a
few niceties on the 396.

42 January 2006

For instance, the trolling motor pedal is re-
cessed into the front deck so you can keep
both feet on the same plane when you're
steering the trolling motor and casting. It’s a
setup that significantly reduces strain on your
back and legs, especially when the waves kick
up during a long day on the water.

The electronics at the bow are flush-mount-

A nifty rod organizer in the port rod box (left)
keeps your favorite weapons from getting all
tangled up during transport. A handy bungee
strap on the foredeck (above) holds your rods
tight until you get to the next fishin’ hole.

ed as well, so you don’t have to worry about
tripping over them while you’re working that
lunker up to the side of the boat. The 396 TF’s
rod lockers will accommodate just about any
kind of bass fishing rod you’ll ever need. A
nifty rod organizer is standard in the port rod
box to keep up to 10 of your favorite weapons
from getting all tangled up with each other
during transport. If you need to, you can slide
a few more rods in the rod holder tucked in
the port side, next to the passenger’s left arm.
Front and center on the foredeck are two
large (14,784 cubic inches, to be exact) miscel-
laneous storage compartments that give you
plenty of room to stow all kinds of tackle, trays
or whatever else you wanna put in there. By the
way, the Charger’s compartments have gas-
assist struts that help you open the hatches and
keep them upright while you retrieve your gear.
On the aft casting deck, you'll find two gen-
erous storage boxes (port and starboard,
behind the passenger and driver’s seats, re-
spectively). Two 15-gallon livewells are a little
farther back, on either side of the aft fishing
seat. The livewells feature dual controls so
you can run them independently as you see fit.
At the very back of the boat, open the big lid
to access the rigging, plumbing, and some of
the other internal systems’ components. And
if you're a real pack rat, you can hide even
more stuff in this aft-most compartment.

The Charger 396 TF is a well-made bass boat
that has nearly everything you need to
terrorize the tournament circuit. Combine
the Charger’s easy-to-drive, proven hull with
Evinrude’s 225 E-Tec H.O. and you have a boat
that has the right stuff to kick bass. The rest
is up to you. BWB
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Base Price

(w/Mercury 200 OptiMax, trailer): $44,900
Price as Tested

(w/Evinrude E-Tec 225 H.0., trailer): $49,900
Top Speed: 74.2 mph
0-to-30 mph: 6.9 seconds
Construction: Fiberglass
Console Type: Dual
Length: 199
Beam: 711
Hull Weight:. 1600 Ibs.
Rigged Weight: . 3700 Ibs.
Trailered Weight: 4700 Ibs.
Fuel Capacity: 44 gals.
Livewell Capacity: 30 gals.
Maximum Horsepower: 225

Standard Equipment: Choice of colors; 7 storage
compartments; 2 rod lockers; OEM instrumentation;
equipment and accessories switch panel; Dual Pro-
Charger; Lowrance X-51 w/surface temp; time-delay
livewell system; 750-gph bilge pump; Sea Star hy-
draulic steering; 6-gauge trolling motor harness
w/40-amp breaker

Optional Equipment as Tested: Jackplate; elec-
tronics upgrades; choice of engine; Hot Foot; star-
board rod organizer; trailer upgrades

Engine Tested: Evinrude E-Tec 225 H.0.

Type: 90-degree V-6
Displacement: 3.3L(200 cid)
Weight (per mfg.): 509 Ibs.
Recommended WOT RPM: 5800
Gear Ratio: 1.85:1
Propeller: 141/2x26" 3-blade stainless steel
BRP Raker
Jackplate: CMC hydraulic
Setback: 10"
Weather Conditions:
Air Temperature: 49F
Water Temperature: 45F
Wind: 5-10 mph
Water Conditions: Light chop
TEST RESULTS
Engine Speed Fuel Range'
(rpm) (mph)  (gph) (mpg) (miles)
1000 5.1 12 42 166
1500 6.6 29 23 91
2000 75 49 15 59
2500 20.0 66 30 119
3000 28.3 7.8 3.6 143
3500 36.1 102 35 139
4000 40.4 120 34 135
4500 49.2 144 34 135
5000 58.3 170 34 135
5500 66.1 192 34 135

5850 (WOT) 742 222 33 131

' Based on 90% fuel capacity
2 Optimum cruise speed
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