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PURITAN BUILD: A DIARY - Ron Thornton
Before the end of any current build, which is now approaching as I progress with my pole junk, I try to seek
out my next project. Once the decision is made on what to build, it gives me time to have a break and do
some research during the often demanding final touches.

I have long been an admirer of the sleek lines of the American Fishing Schooners. The best known is, of
course, Bluenose but that has been well modelled and kitted so, whilst I wanted similar, I also wanted
something different to scratch build.
Helen B Thomas - 1901
Browsing through ‘The American Fishing Schooners’ by Howard I Chapelle,
I was much taken with the lines of Helen B Thomas and I had more or less
decided to settle on this vessel as a project. It was the first of a type known as
a ‘Knockabout’ where the bow was extended to remove the need for a
bowsprit, a useful simplification in a working model.
I then found
the sail plan
and doubts
began
to
form. There
are
three
headsails shown with large overlaps. There is also a genoa but that would just
not be practical. This is not a problem in a static model but for a practical
sailing machine it is difficult and complicated to haul over large overlaps
mechanically by radio control. They are reluctant to traverse in anything other
than a very strong blow and there is so much sail area that this model is likely to be at its best in light to
moderate winds. Making large reductions in the foresails would be a solution but it is moving away from
scale and could unbalance the rig.
Puritan - 1921
Puritan is a much later design
but with similarly attractive
hull lines.
The beam is
uncomfortably narrow and the
original was essentially built
as
a
racing
machine.
Unfortunately she was short-lived, becoming a total loss after only three fishing trips in 1922. She had,
however, shown her potential and was credited by the press of the day with achieving 15 knots.
I looked at the sail plan which was much more to my
liking, with small overlaps and, once I had expanded
the drawing, I was surprised to find that it is
dimensioned with all the measurements of the full
size. What a bonus to the scale modeller not to have
to measure and calculate dimensions, but simply
read off the plan and divide by the scale.
Another consideration is the rake of the sternpost.
Rudder operation will need a mechanical linkage
below deck. The more upright sternpost in Puritan
helps make the mechanical linkage slightly easier
but it is always more difficult when the pull from the
servo motor is not at 90 degrees to the axis.
Puritan was lightly built and it will need to be
similarly so in a model, with an additional lead keel
well below the hull to help with righting moments. I am sure it will be a difficult challenge to get a model of
this extreme type to sail well.
A winter of discontent ? Perhaps.

October
The first photo shows all the frames attached to the building board with two fairing test planks in position.
I found that despite
some very careful
plotting some of the
frames were not
quite meeting the
keel, as I would have
liked. Two frames
were also incorrect
as I had the testing
planks achieving a
fair curve but not
connecting. These
have been lifted and ‘packed out’ and
I am now happy with the result.
The shape of the hull is different from
any other model I have made, in that it
is quite impossible to get a garboard
plank into the keel rebates in one piece.
I decided that I would work up from the
testing plank and fit as many in one
piece as possible until I came to the
sternpost and then infill in the keel area.
The second photo shows progress as
described.

Initial planking trials showed I had a problem. I took the keel up as far as the bowsprit support position
because I have previously had difficulty cutting down the keel for a bowsprit once the planking is in place.
This is well below where the gunwale planking will be so my final planks do not have an anchor point at the
bow but still need to be far enough apart to insert a bowsprit. Fortunately I have a good photo of the original
to work from so it is a case of ‘fittery pokery’ at this point.
I drilled 1/8” dia holes in the keel whilst under a pillar drill as pilots for brass tubes for a removable lead keel.
I am keeping the diameter of the tubes small enough to bury in the keel which is only ¼” wide, and for
sufficient strength it means using steel rod for the insert. I have some hard 8 gauge rod left from making
aircraft undercarriages and I will try softening it in parts so that I can drill through for retaining pins.
The third photo shows the hull fully planked.

The overall shape is satisfying despite not being quite finished in the bowsprit area. The transom also needs
some work to finalise the shape but I am leaving this until I have cut in the sheer. Close up it is not a great
finish and I have used epoxy fibreglass mixed with a filling compound to hide low planks and some ‘flattish’
areas. I don’t think my planking skills are improving but with a bit more sanding and filling I should get to a
fairly smooth hull.
Late Nov
The hull is shown removed from the building board with the majority of the frames removed and replaced by
beams at the under deck level. This has given me a bit more space for installation of the control servos.

I decided to install the rudder servo so that it can be reached under the after hatch utilising a smaller servo
than usual. The mount is attached to the inside of the sternpost giving me a 90-degree pull on the rudder and,
whilst the forward end of the servo is above deck level, it will be contained within the deck house. A ball and
socket connection on the rudder arm should compensate for any slight misalignment. I also obtained a smaller
winch servo, fine except that it still has a tall pulley arrangement and needs to be mounted low down for the
cable pulls. Fortunately there is just enough room.
I like to get the servos or at least their supports into the hull at a very early stage as they will be secured and
supported by the fibreglass internal coating. This will be of the hard variety. The next plan will be to create
an area for radio and battery so that they do not move around and interfere with the controls. Marking hatches
on the under decking tells me these are very small so all equipment will have to be installed and recoverable
through the main aft deckhouse. This is likely to be a very wet boat so the fewer hull access points the better.
December
Using card templates the under decks have been cut from 1/16th ply. There is a small step between the
foredeck and after deck, which follows the increased sheer line. Some work has gone into measuring up sheer
line points but it will probably be left for final shaping once the decks are installed.

The photo shows the fore and after deck in position but not yet fixed. Polythene tubing has been heated and
bent to form near 90 degree bends and these are in position
through the decks. I want to connect the sail sheets to the
travelling line below decks and feed them through these bends
to emerge on deck prior to fixing. This will save a fiddly job
later. Deck fixing is being held up as I have yet to decide on
and find a suitable cord for the sheets. At 1:40 scale it needs
to be fairly thin but also wear resistant.
I will also need a fore hatch to reach the bow pulley in case of
a malfunction. I have yet to find one on the lines drawing large
enough to re-feed lines but looking at photos there does seem
to be a large box close to the foremast. I think this is an engine
box but will need more research.
(…….to be continued)

January
The installation of 138 simulated bulwarks 3/32” square was repetitive and time consuming but at least these
were fixed before the gunwale was fitted allowing sanding down to size rather than cutting to a perfect fit.
All deck planking is now in place and the photo shows work in progress using 1/32” thick strip, the edges
having been run over with a permanent marker. I used only a few jointed strips and tried to keep these in line.
I found that, with a scalpel, a fine score across a plank can then be run over using a permanent artists’ pen
with a 0.1mm tip and it gives the same appearance as a real joint. I will do more of this before staining and
varnishing.

5mm deadeyes have been attached to brass strip using fine copper wire. Each has been drilled for a brass nail
to go through the hull as added security to the cyno used to glue in position. After fixing I then ran 1/32” thick
strip around the hull - slightly thicker than scale but as fine as I can manage. These will be slightly rounded
to finish and I will paint with fibreglass to toughen them as they are in a vulnerable position for a working
model.
Turning my attention to the deck and layout I find that I have built just about as far as the line drawings can
take me and I have an almost complete absence of detail for deck hatches, winches etc. I have been unable
to find more than a couple of photos of the full size and these are of limited value. Two other schooners,
Columbia and Bluenose, are very well documented and are quite similar; they are of the same era and could
be useful. There are also some details in ‘The American Fishing Schooners’ by Howard I Chapelle but they
are often ‘of type’.
I will try to make as accurate a model
as I can but there will have to be some
liberties. Once again my enthusiasm
for the project has overridden one of
the basics - you have to have very
good documentation and helpful
photographic information of the
prototype before you decide to build.
However,
even
with
some
documentation there can still be areas
of doubt. Line drawings for the
Puritan cabin show four portholes,
which I followed. Looking at a photo
I found it shows only three so whilst
line drawings are essential the
prototype has not necessarily been
built to them.
I have started work on the windlass and, having turned the barrel, I pondered how I could make the serrations
for the pawl. I hit upon taking a normal cable tie, cutting off the
smooth edges to leave a
serrated strip. With some
hard sanding on the rear side
it can be reduced in thickness

to bend around a small diameter
shaft, in my case ½”. The photo is not great as it still contains remnants
of skin, having used cyno and repeatedly glued myself to the job. It will
require some needle filing to finish up.
(…….to be continued)

February
I decided I would stain the deck using teak stain very watered down On
trial pieces it stained quite well. On the deck however it stained the
timber but where there were invisible traces of glue or sanding sealer
from rubbing down, it did not work. Consequently I have a very patchy
finish but since it is a fishing schooner, I guess it would be unlikely to
have a uniform pristine deck finish, so I have decided to leave it alone.
Deck furniture and some clutter will help to mask certain areas.
The hull has had
its first coat of
paint. I need to
have a painted
finish before I fit
the bowsprit and
once that is in
position
I can
measure
for
winch positions
etc.
Mast construction
has commenced
and without any
information other
than dimensions
I decided to fit the
topmasts as in the
topsail schooner
drawings
by
Harold Underhill
- I hasten to add, however, in a simplified form. They
do seem to mirror what I can glean from photos of the
original and drawings of other schooner masts. The
many mast rings on the original have been counted and
manufactured from brass tubing, for both lower masts.
Much lighter than brass rod, which is a bonus, but it
needs more cleaning up at the soldered joint.

In the photo you might detect there is a strip of masking tape painted black. From this I cut strips to simulate
mast bandings, fix with a spot of cyno and then drill through to inset an eye.
For the topmasts I have found rings from a
hideous broach I bought years ago in Roman
Road market for 50p, quite a bargain as it came
with much chain. The chain has been used on
several models and will feature on the windlass
in due course.
The gunwales have been painted with Humbrol
matt white, which I find quite difficult to use.
I much prefer to use white undercoat, as it is
easier to get a uniform finish. I am concerned
that it looks too stark but, having tried Humbrol
off white, that turned out to be more a shade of
light grey and not at all suitable. I am going to
leave it and hope the varnish coats will take it
down somewhat.
I want to try to fix topsails in position before final mast assembly. This will make sewing to rings much easier
than working at arm’s stretch. With this in mind I have boiled a piece of the blue architects’ tracing material.
After some subsequent rinsing I have got a very lightweight fabric, perhaps a little widely woven. This could
help the model’s stability. It is just a question of being able to sew it. I don’t think sewn-on bolt ropes would
look right for a 1920s schooner so I am going to experiment with including a cord within the folded seams.

March
As most of the deck fittings have been completed but not yet
applied, I have been giving the keel construction some thought.
I need to make the support rods for the lead keel before I install
the masts, for no other reason than I don’t have sufficient room
on my workbench to lay the model down fully masted. I had
4mm spring steel for the keel supports, which I tried to soften
and drill, but without much success. I decided to go to mild
steel and this worked much better, case hardening does not
seem to be required as the legs are quite stiff. I have fitted each
leg with a collar of brass tubing to act as a stop so that when
I assemble at the pond it will be much easier to line up the
1.5mm holes vertically for pins. Flotation tests showed a keel
of approx 6 lbs would be needed to get to the waterline.
The only difficulty left is keeping the split pin holes in line during casting. Originally I thought of having the
legs in position in the model and supporting it over the moulding box. I have now however soldered pieces
of wire across the legs and tested that they slide easily and line up for pinning. The photo shows the keel
‘armature’ wired in position to the moulding box, which once held a rather good port! Satisfied that I can
now mould the keel there is nothing to stop me adding the masts. Fixing of the remaining deck fittings will
not be finalised until I have the sheets for sails in position and operating, to ensure the runs don’t foul anything.
I have made two dories and that will be it, even though they are simply slab sided structures. I do not intend
to include any internal ribs, as they are quite
small. I believe the original carried 10 per
stack on port and starboard, but I also read
that latterly they fished from the mother
craft rather than using dories. I am at the
transition point so two will have to do!
I have painted them to complete and a trial
position is shown.

Both masts have been installed after much adjustment to
get the separate rakes and once achieved I clipped a
batten in position to hold until glue set. The batten is also
useful to hold the gaff at the 40 degree angle to enable
me to make paper sail patterns.
The ratlines are going to be a tedious job so hopefully
when I have had enough I can alternate with sail making.
Overall the rigging will be much simplified from the
original.

I decided to make one sail from the architects’ linen to
see how it works. It is very thin and light and the first
thing I noticed was that it shows needle holes. It cuts
without fraying and I think it would be great on very
small models. I shall soon know if it is worth going
further with large sails. As the original was built in
1922 and intended primarily for racing I decided not to
sew on bolt ropes but to include them, as in later sail
making practice.
From a paper template the sail was cut out with the
edges of excess material folded to make a seam and
ironed to size. I put a cord into the fold and using
thinned PVA glue fixed it in position. After ironing the
seam to get the cloth tight to the inserted cord, two rows
of stitching finished the edge. The PVA stiffens the
cloth quite considerably and, coupled with the cord,
I hope it will retain its shape. I have sewn in seams at
5/8ths inch spacing, which would mean original bolt
widths of approx. 2ft 6ins. Looking at the original they appear to have used much narrower material but I did
not fancy sewing twice as many seams and I think those I have sewn give a fair impression of construction.

The keel is cast. I heated the lead in a double handed Balti pan on top of a small camping gaz burner. I didn’t
know if this little stove would do the job but in practice I found it has surprising power and the keel was
quickly cast.
I came to the conclusion that I would not be able to
paint PURITAN on the model without it looking a
mess. Using a computer publishing programme
I found Egyptian script that closely matches the
original and printed the name with additional character spacing in white on black. Sprayed with Artists’
Fixative and then coated in varnish I intend sticking these ‘labels’ in position and touching up any white edges
with black paint; a bodge which I am sure
will raise shock horror from our purists! At
least I am trying to paint the scrolls around
the anchor hawse.
With all deck fittings in position and
adjusted slightly to make sure the sails’
sheets do not foul any of them, the model
is approaching a finish. The photo shows
it as far as I intend to go. I am not fitting a
flying jib because the sheet would need to
go as far astern as the mainsail for it to set
properly - not practical on a working
model.
In conclusion it has been an interesting
model to build but on reflection I regret not
having sufficient detail of the original.
I have made as many areas as accurate as
I can and, if successful under sail, it should
give a good impression of a Gloucester
Schooner.

