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CHAIRMAN’S NOTES - MAY MEETING – Peter Rogers 

A very good meeting with the main subject being miniatures. 

John Longstaff had brought along his latest 

model under construction, SS City of Lyons, a 

vessel on which he served as 3rd Mate in the 

1950s.  She was a cargo liner and he moved to 

her to widen his experience after serving on 

tankers.  General trade a lot in the Middle East.  

The model has a main hull carved from Rubber 

Tree wood with upper structure in Box, as 

I recall. 

Trevor King had brought along two items for 

which he was hoping to get advice.  He is 

making a Genoese Pink c.1800 and wanted the meeting’s 

opinion on whether the vessel’s boat was likely to be clinker 

or carvel built.  The view was clinker. 

He had also been given a plastic warship kit with no 

identification or instructions and it appeared 

to be a Frigate type, probably American as 

the helicopter in the kit is a Blackhawk 

variant.   

Programme Dates and Events 

July 26th Members’ models 

August 30th AR to give a talk 

September 27th TBC 

October 25th Workshop 

November 29th Xmas food and models.  

And a reminder that members’ models, irrespective of state of construction, are 

not only welcomed but positively required at all meetings. 

 

 
All meetings on 

FRIDAY 7.30pm 
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Geoff Fenn had his model of Mauretania (1918) before 

she was restored to civil use at the end of the war. 

He also had his model under construction of the 

Friedrich Wilhelm of 1680.  The method he is employing 

is to clamp together blanks for the frames so that each 

one can be removed, shaped and put back in the exact 

same position afterwards. The blanks are in lime, grain at 

right angles to the keel, and he has found this 

material too weak to permit the whole frame to 

be cut out so the model will be left solid below 

the gun deck which means the cut out part of the 

frames will have grain running vertically. 

He has a long description of the ship in German but needs a translation. 

Ron Thornton had brought along a 1:80 

scale 10.3” long model of a Humber sloop 

which he is making.  My first thought was 

a static model but no, this will be working, 

and he has managed to fit RC gear inside 

and she will take a ballast/skeg fin.  First 

prize for the smallest sail powered RC 

model I have ever seen. 

Les Derrick gave us more details of the 5 mm high 

railings he used on his model of Good Hope Castle, 

demonstrated at the April meeting. 

Robert Jopling had brought along a nice miniature of a 

German S-100 Schnell Boat (E.boat) of 1945.  It includes 

crew figures, despite being only a couple of inches long. 

Adrian Roberts has a new 

project, HMS Ben-My-Chree, 

a seaplane tender of 1915 

being built to a scale of 1:500.  

As he thought there was no 

point making the main model 

if he couldn’t make the 

seaplane, he built this first and 

produced it.  A very 

interesting project with a 

colourful history, mainly in the Turkish theatre.  Adrian has provided more detail in the article below. 
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I had brought along my RN/Excise cutter to show progress.  Most 

control gear in place and windlass just about finished.  John 

Dibdin has turned some cannon for me in aluminium, which is 

much appreciated. 

I found that, in spite of the bowsprit being reefing as shown on 

the drawings (Speedy), it fouled the mast when retracted, so I had 

to tweak things a little, especially bearing in mind it can only be 

installed from inside the vessel. 

HMS BEN-MY-CHREE: SHORT 184 SEAPLANE – Adrian Roberts 

With one thing and another it has been over two years since I completed a model, and it is likely be a similar 

length of time before I finish this one.  I thought I would have more time in semi-retirement, but somehow it 

doesn’t seem that way.  But at least I have finally put knife to plastic.   

Members may remember that my last effort was the 

First World War aircraft carrier HMS Argus.  I am 

now planning a model of the 1915 seaplane carrier 

HMS Ben-my-Chree, in the same 1/500 scale.  I will 

describe the ship later; for the moment suffice it to 

say that she was converted from an Isle of Man 

ferry, and the name is Manx Gaelic for “Woman Of 

My Heart”, or “Sweetheart”.  An immediate 

problem is that a model aircraft carrier requires 

model aircraft, which are likely to be of very small 

scale by aeromodelling standards and will need to 

be scratch-built.  If you insist on modelling Great 

War subjects, this means a very small biplane, 

complete with struts, at 1/500 scale.  The aircraft is 

going to be the most complex part of the model, and 

I decided that it was no good even thinking about 

starting the ship until I had proved that I could make a 

1/500 biplane seaplane.  At least I can get away with 

only one of them, as only one could be on the deck 

outside the hangar at a time.   

It took most of the war to develop aircraft carriers 

capable of flying off wheeled aircraft, but from the 

earliest weeks of the war there were seaplane carriers, 

usually converted from ferries.  Normally a hangar 

was built onto the aft end of the deck, and derricks 

were provided for lifting the seaplanes into the sea 

and retrieving them.  By mid-1915, when the more 

primitive or less suitable types of seaplane had been discarded, normal complement was two Short 184s and 

Ben-my-Chree as 
originally built 

HMS Ben-my-
Chree after 

conversion (1915) 

HMS Ben-my-Chree with 
aft hangar(1915) 
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two Sopwith Schneiders.  The Schneider, which was gradually replaced by a developed version, the Sopwith 

Baby, was a diminutive single-seater used for scouting and light bombing.   

I decided to attempt a Short 184.  This was a large two-seater, usually powered by a not terribly reliable 225hp 

Sunbeam Mohawk engine.  Maximum speed is usually quoted as 88 mph, which was slow even by 1916 

standards, but seaplanes are handicapped in 

performance and payload by the large floats.  The 

wings folded for storage in a hangar.  It was 

developed as the first-ever torpedo-bomber, 

though getting aloft carrying even the smallest 

type of torpedo available was hazardous and not 

always possible at all.  In the end, it was 

Ben-my-Chree’s Shorts that made the only torpedo 

attacks by Allied aircraft in the war (the Germans made a few attempts in the English Channel in 1917).  A 

basic history of the Gallipoli campaign of 1915 will relate that, in August that year, Ben-my-Chree’s aircraft 

sank three Turkish merchant ships, which is a simplified account.  There is no reason to doubt that they 

attacked three Turkish merchant vessels, but on one occasion the seaplane was on the water at the time and 

the target was said to be a tug but was probably a lighter.  Another target had previously been disabled by a 

submarine, and the other was finished off later by a submarine, and in both those cases the ships were refloated 

and returned to service.  But this is not to detract from the boldness and ingenuity of young men using totally 

new and untested technology, only twelve years after the Wright Brothers’ first powered flight.  The torpedoes 

had been developed for use by picket boats and only carried 77 pounds of explosive, so couldn’t do a lot of 

damage in any case.  However, the seaplanes played a vital part in the air war in the Mediterranean, spotting 

for the guns of the Royal Navy ships as they bombarded Turkish shore positions, and carrying out 

reconnaissance and light bombing missions, sometimes many miles inland - which must have been anxiety-

provoking in a seaplane with an unreliable engine.   

I am not very pleased with how the model turned out; please 

note that the main photographs show it as greater than its 

actual size so it will look even worse.  The Short 184 was a three-bay biplane; 

in other words it has three sets of interplane struts [struts between the wings], 

so six struts between the wings on either side.  All these twelve struts had to 

be cut to the same length, at a scale which made a ruler very imprecise, and 

made to stand vertically while the glue dried and the upper wing attached.  

Clearly they are of overscale thickness; at the correct scale they would have 

been too small to manipulate and bear the weight of the structure.  The wings 

are of 10 thou plastic card, and have warped where the wingtip floats are attached.  The struts supporting the 

main floats are massively simplified, though I have tried to reproduce the arched spacers between the floats 

where the torpedo was attached.  As a starting point, it was easy to find out the wingspan (63 feet, compared 

with, for example, 28 feet on a Sopwith Camel) and make wings to the correct scale span but, when the 

references give a length for the aircraft, is that the length of the fuselage, or does it include the floats where 

they project forward of the nose? All I could do was start with wings the correct scale span, and judge all 

other dimensions by eye.  Incidentally, the black box on the front fuselage right in front of the pilot’s cockpit 

is the radiator, placed where it caused maximum inconvenience.   

Ben-my-Chree was built by Vickers in Barrow for the Isle of Man Steam Packet Company in 1907.  She was 

the third of six ships of that name operated by the IoMSPC; the first was launched in 1845, the sixth is a 

Approximate actual size 
 (for an A4 page) 
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Ro-Ro vehicle ferry that entered service in 1998 and is still the company’s flagship.  The 1907 vessel was 

390 feet overall with a beam of 46 feet, of 2250 gross tons and 3200 tons displacement.  She was powered by 

three Parsons steam turbines giving her a top speed of 24 knots, extremely fast for a merchant ship of the time 

and for that reason, and because of the high standard of passenger accommodation, she was referred to in the 

press as “the little Cunarder”.   

The passenger accommodation was ripped out in January 1915 when the company donated her to the war 

effort, and a large hangar built on her after deck.  Derricks were provided for launching the seaplanes, and 

she was armed with four 12-pounder guns and two three-pounder AA guns.  As built, she also had a ramp on 

the foredeck for carrying more seaplanes, but this was soon removed as impractical.  The alterations increased 

her displacement to 3600 tons.  She was allocated to the Mediterranean and, as mentioned above, served 

throughout the Gallipoli campaign until the peninsula was evacuated in December 1915.  Throughout 1916 

she served with the Egyptian and East Indies Seaplane Squadron, based in Port Said, operating against Turkish 

land forces along the Gaza and Levantine coast, and briefly in Aden.  Her seaplanes played a part in the fall 

of Jeddah to Arab forces in July 1916.  On 9th January 1917, she berthed in the harbour of the Greek island 

of Castellorizo, which is overlooked by a deserted section of the Turkish coast.  

Allied vessels had used this harbour many times without problem.  

Unfortunately, the Turks had just established a shore battery of 150mm and 

77mm howitzers opposite the island.  They opened fire on Ben-my-Chree; she 

was hit only four times, but one shell holed the waterline and another hit the 

aviation petrol store, and she was burned out and settled on the bottom.  Her crew 

escaped onto the jetty without any fatalities, but the ship was struck off charge, 

and salvaged for scrap after the war. 

I have only barely started building the ship model; I will give more details as 

I progress.  My principal source of information is the excellent book 

“Ben-my-Chree” by Ian Burns, published by Colin Huston on behalf of Cross 

and Cockade International, the WW1 Aviation Historical Society.   

A FIRST EXPERIENCE OF SHIP MODELLING AT 1/1200 SCALE  (Part 2)– Alan Hall 

Bass wood is softer than fruit wood and was used in the construction of the ship's launch and the plated-in 

masts.  The launch was carved in a similar way 

to the main hull, the stick remaining in contact 

via the transom, and the cockpits excavated 

with the home-made narrow chisels.  The 

housing over the cockpits was made from pear 

veneer with sides and a roof.  The wood was 

stained to represent teak and finished with gloss 

varnish to provide a smart appearance.  

Sometimes the roof and/or the sides are painted 

white but photo evidence is obviously needed to 

check.  The whaler, being an open boat, was 

made from plasticard mounted on a flat piece of 

wood and a bass wood plug pushed through 

after heating the plasticard.   

Once trimmed up there is no attached strip to provide handling as for the launch.  While holding something 

about 6.7mm long [1/4”] in finger and thumb was tricky I found a helpful solution was to mount the hull on 

some upturned masking tape, which had been glued onto a piece of flat wood.  However the hull section is 

round so stability was still compromised, so I fitted two thin pieces of flat wood, one each side, to help keep 

the hull steady whist working on it.   

Fitting out involved end pieces, bow and stern, in polished 'teak' and extremely thin strips of 'teak' inside the 

length below the wale for seating.  The internals were completed with a rectangle of white plasticard to 

represent the motor housing.  Since the end of WW2 whalers are no longer pulling boats and are motorized, 

hence lack of thwarts.  The external keel and bowpiece were cut from the finest sheet of plasticard to about 

half its width, so about 0.08mm thickness.  This strip was curved to shape and glued to the underside and 

front of the hull, after release from the masking tape.  The rudder, which has quite a distinctive shape and is 

detachable in real life, was shaped from more plasticard and glued in place.   
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The hulls of both the whaler and launch were painted 

white in their lower parts but, usually, a dark blue above 

water.  Again this is not consistent in all instances and 

photos of the prototype are needed to confirm [even 

though many are still in B&W].  The boats are fitted into 

davits previously shaped and mounted into holes drilled 

into the deck edge.  Usually this is late procedure as other 

more central features are fitted first.   

The reason the 

plated masts are 

formed from 

bass is that the 

aerial spreaders 

can be push 

fitted into this 

softer wood.  The spreaders are from hard 0.1mm wire and are each 

side at right angles to the midline and some are at 45 degrees forward 

and some fore and aft pointing, all in the same plane.  The horizontal 

wire pieces that drop from the main spreader and have vertical 

connector pieces are narrower so 0.08 mm wire was used to represent 

the difference.  Other detail to the aerial array was added with 

appropriate wire being glued with the previously mentioned slow set 

Araldite.  It is wise to allow several days for this to set before 

attempting further work on the mast detail.  To facilitate the handling 

of these features the masts need to be mounted on a small block of 

wood of sufficient weight or size to reduce the likelihood of it 

toppling over.  Also keep them in a dust proof box when not being 

worked.   

Handling very small items can be testing.  Fine nose tweezers are essential; though of a suitable size to catch 

hold of the pieces being constructed; there is a powerful tendency for these to fly ballistically off into places 

never to be seen again.  This entails a number of remakes.  It is advisable to plan ahead and make more than 

may be required, especially if several of one item are needed and, apart from loss, the better and more 

consistent ones can be selected.  Sometimes a moistened fine brush is better at carrying small items e.g. tiny 

lengths of wire.  Once they touch the previously glued larger item then they stick and are easily detached from 

the brush by withdrawing this.   

Painting is mostly by brush and using enamel paints, sometimes thinned, to reduce the risk of 'thick' paint 

spoiling the thickness of items such as wires where fine differences exist.  Sometimes parts are so delicate 

that brush painting is not practical and spray painting is the preferred option.  This does leave less choice in 

the shades available.  Painted items should be allowed to dry under cover but occasionally dust finds its way 

onto pieces and these have to be checked under a light, sometimes after the paint has dried.   

To obtain lengths of completely straight fine wire the trick of rolling these on a smooth flat surface under a 

flat metal plate is very successful.  Extremely narrow gauge wire has a tendency to fracture into short lengths 

in this process, but this is not usually a problem at this scale.   

To give some examples, the main guns in the forward turrets are 4.5" and, to allow about double this diameter 

for the walls of the barrels, means they were fabricated from 0.15mm steel wire.  Although the full size barrels 

are tapered this was not feasible here but they were painted black, as is the original, apart from the muzzle 

ends which were left shiny steel.  The 40mm Bofors guns on HMS Chichester were, in keeping, at 0.08mm 

and the jack and ensign staffs at 0.06mm copper wire.  Again and narrower still, the whip aerials were from 

0.04mm copper wire.  This is so fragile that the slightest touch can cause it to lose its straight shape and the 

wet brush technique is really the only way to handle it.  Interestingly even these have weight and when locating 

them on the model after a touch of adhesive had been put in place, some fell over! The solution was then to 

invert the model with its mount on blocks each end, so the whips hung down vertical, straight and in line.   

I am sometimes asked how I make the 'sea'.  Firstly I choose to set the models at anchor in harbour or in calm 

waters.  I do not put them at sea at speed as replicating a large bow wave in a fixed 3D model is not realistically 

successful and I have seen no examples that look satisfactory.  However, superb reproductions of waves can 
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be seen in paintings.  In these miniature models the sea is 0.5mm [20 thou] plasticard with the waterline hull 

outline cut out centrally.  This piece is retained.  The 'sea' is mounted on firmer thicker card or plastic.  The 

hull template is repositioned into the hull cut out and the whole surface sprayed with a dark grey primer.   

To replicate the waves a round [rosehead] straight dental burr 

of desired diameter is placed in a hand held chuck and this is 

used to gouge out ellipses with pointed ends.  Keeping the 

movement of the burr and a steady force being applied 

consistently means each wave trough is nearly, but not quite, 

very similar.  Any grey paint left is the wave top and these can 

be adjusted so they do not leave a flat surface which is of course unrealistic.  When cutting is complete a fine 

sanding is lightly run over the 'sea' to give a little rounding to the wave tops.  A further spray of primer is 

applied followed by a matt grey of one’s choosing.  

Finally a coat of gloss varnish is applied.  This under 

light gives quite a good resemblance of small waves 

in a calm sea.  There is no need to paint the matt grey 

in selected wave troughs in other shades as well as a 

general appearance of the true sea is of one shade 

especially when viewed from above as would be 

these models.  The completed model is then glued 

lightly in place in the cutout in the sea and finally the 

anchor cable from hawse pipe to the water is placed.   

The models need protection and are 

therefore placed in home-made glass 

presentation cases.  These are wood 

covered in maple veneer and the mountings 

for the models edged in dark teak to 

contrast.  The ship’s name and approximate 

date are similarly added and, the ship’s 

badge copied from the original being also mounted on a teak base. 

Conclusion  

As this scale was quite new to me, 

the surprising thing was that they 

only took 4 months each to build 

[consecutively].  Other models, at 

larger scales, take 3 to 6 years to 

build, excluding research time.  

The answer must be that there is 

relatively much less detail in the 

small miniatures and several items 

can be made in a given period of 

time whereas for larger scales 

weeks or often months can be spent 

on making one item.  

Editor’s note: 
 to repeat my 

comment from 
Pt.1, this model is 
the same length 
as a cigarette! 
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A NEW GENERATION OF ICEBREAKERS – John Longstaff 

My friend Captain Bob Moore is now retired after a distinguished lifetime career in the U.S. Coast Guard.  

Part of his active seagoing appointments embraced service in command of Icebreakers employed in both 

Arctic and Antarctic waters.  I was not surprised therefore to hear from him that he had been consulted in 

respect of construction of a new generation of icebreaking vessels.  

The U.S. Congress recently authorised the Coast Guard to construct six “heavy icebreakers” and a contract 

for preliminary design has just been awarded.  The U.S. budgeting process is a two step system.  First there 

is authorisation and then, if all goes well, a second step which is the appropriation of funds.  Unfortunately, 

those steps do not always follow in sequence – or the appropriations step may never be completed.  

Recognising that the House Appropriations Committee must be convinced that six icebreakers should be 

funded, the Navy and Coast Guard combined talents to make a documentary on icebreaking, in essence a sales 

pitch to Congress in movie form.  Part of making the film included a day at Bob’s home on Vashon Island, 

near Seattle, with a long session talking about the 1957 Northwest Passage trip (a CD record of which was 

made at the time), Polar Star’s initial experiences, and the differences between their capabilities.  Bob tells 

me he is currently a Voice in the Wilderness, arguing for a self- sustaining ship as opposed to one highly 

dependent upon shore support for maintenance and repair.  The contrast between the “Winds” class, of which 

Burton Island was one, and the Polar Star illustrates the impact on design.  The Winds were set up and 

manned to provide capabilities of maintaining and repairing the ship’s physical needs without shoreside 

assistance except for major shipyard work – structural or underwater body.  Polar Star was designed and 

manned based upon the ship’s company as operators only. 

I can relate to Bob’s opinions favouring having a self-supporting ship – extremes of the planet are not ideal 

locations when you require help.  Not a dissimilar situation to cars built in the 1950s when a DIY book would 

suffice for most repair solutions whereas today cars are so mechanically complex there is nothing the driver 

can do other than open the bonnet.  (Editor’s note:  

for newer SMS members, I would point out that John 

was a long-serving Merchant Navy officer, so his 

opinions on the subject are worth listening to). 

The design contract mentioned above has been 

awarded for a three-ship package.  Conceptually, the 

ship will be about 460 ft in length, 22,800 dwt, circa 

90 days endurance, capable of breaking 8ft. of level 

ice at 3 knots (100 psi ice, a high standard), 

45,000 SHP with an integrated diesel-electric plant.  The notional illustration does not depict a particularly 

graceful ship.  The documentary film is not expected to be released until the Autumn and, somewhat cynically, 

Bob is very curious about how many microseconds of his interview got captured for posterity.  

Burton Island in 
McMurdo Sound, 1978 

Polar Star 


