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By Clare Hess

Building the 
Higaki Kaisen

A Japanese Edo Period
 Coastal Transport

(Part 3)

Photo 1. Completed Higaki Kaisen model starboard 
broadside view. Photo by Mark Shigenaga.

Deck and cabin details (Steps 30 – 59) 
starting with deck construction

This section begins with the actual framing and 
planking of the deck, starting with the aft end of 
the main cabin. The deck planking is interesting 
as it again mimics the real ship, which had 
removable deck planks grouped into more-or-less 
rectangular panels. These are themselves separated 
by removable longitudinal deck beams. On the 
model, all these things are glued in place, but the 
instructions seem to suggest omitting some of these 
panels in order to be able to view the hull interior.

The longitudinal beams are one of the major 
features in the model that are not laser cut and must 
be built up from two sizes of strip woods supplied 
in the kit. The deck planking is the other major Photo 13.
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feature that is not laser cut. 
I found that the deck planking looked best if a 

number of slightly long planks were first glued up, 
edge-to-edge, before cutting the panel as a whole. 
This created a cleaner looking edge than cutting 
the planks to length and gluing them into place 
individually.

Odds and ends
Besides the planking, most of the build at this 

stage covers various odds and ends that detail the 
deck and the cabin interior. The steps jump around 
a bit, and many of them offer assemblies that you 
might like to do in advance if you want a break 
from whatever section you’re working on. 

For instance, one step (Step 37) covers the 
construction of the display stand, two others (Step 
39 and 47) cover the building of what look like 
shelf units (Photo 15), another (Step 50) is the 
rudder construction, and another (Step 54) covers 
the assembling of the capstans.

I found this section particularly fun, as there are 
a nice variety of things to work on here. All the 
steps here are very limited in scope, so you feel like 
you’re making good progress through most of it.

“接着しない”

Another one of those “don’t glue” messages 
shows up in Step 32 regarding a short length of 
dowel that is the windlass for the rudder lifting 
mechanism. The reason for not gluing, which 
doesn’t reveal itself until later (Step 51), is because 
you will need to attach a line later that is used to 
support the rudderpost. To do this, you’ll need to be 
able to temporarily slide the windlass dowel out of 
position a little in order to fit that line.

Note that this is the last such message that is 
critical to the build. The message appears twice 
more in later steps (Steps 58 and 66), but those are 
more about build options that you may prefer to 
glue. 

Alignment issues
The most grief I had in the whole build, I think 

came in Step 31. In this step, you have to glue in 
supports for the aft roof support beam of the main 
cabin. I found that there is a bit of play in the 
alignment of this piece and I tried to use the plans 
to determine if the piece has any degree of rake to 
it. 

Photo 15.

Photo 16.

Photo 14.
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After playing around with 
it for a while, I decided that it 
might be best to use other parts 
from a later step to help get the 
alignment right. I think the best 
ones to use are the shelf and door 
assemblies in steps 39 and 40. 
These should rest nicely against 
the support-beam assembly if it 
is placed correctly. In my case, 
I think I glued the support beam 
assembly and popped it loose 
to re-align it at least three times 
before I was happy with the 
results.

Glimpses of the future
One oddity of the instructions 

in this kit is that the illustrations 
in the instructions, particularly 
the photos, often show parts on 
the model that aren’t added until 
a later step. It never caused a 
problem, at least in the case of 
my build, but it does make you 
look twice and wonder if you 
missed something. 

Usually, this merely results 
in one looking ahead in the 
instructions to see at what point 
the parts in question are supposed 

to be added into place. Anyway, 
in this kit, looking ahead in the 
instructions is a very good idea. It 
helps to understand where one is 
going on this model.

The changing challenge
At times, this section of the 

build slowed down, mostly in 
dealing with all the deck planking 
and the related support beams, 
but I found that adding all the 
cabin interior detail was a lot of 
fun. 

Woody Joe makes the capstan 
assembly and the partition walls 
assembly pretty easy with its 
laser-cut design. I only wish I 
knew something more about how 
the rooms were used because I 
think it would have been nice 
to add a few unique touches. 
Perhaps a futon, some bowls of 
rice and chopsticks, maybe a 
little Shinto shrine for prayers of 
good weather, etc (Photo 17).

But, with all the fun of adding 
the cabin details, I also found I 
had an issue with the bulwarks 
walls. Possibly due to an early 
problem of making the hull a 
little too wide, when I put the 
bulwarks pieces into place, I 
ended up with a small gap at the 
ends of the main cabin bulkhead 
(Step 44). I ended up using 
some scrap wood to fill the gaps 
while hoping that this wouldn’t 
turn into a bigger issue later 
(Photo 18).

How to display the model
By this stage, it is necessary 

to start thinking about how the 
model is to be displayed, and 
whether some deck panels will be 
left off or left removable. There 
are many interesting details to 
show off, but if the panels are 
glued into place, no one may ever 
see some of these details. In my 
case, with some of the trouble 
I had with the hull planking at 
the bow, I found it less desirable 

Photo 17.

Photo 18.



Q3 2017     Ships in Scale   27  

to show too much of the hull 
interior. 

One display option is to show 
cargo in the holds. This kind 
of extra detail can add much 
to a model like this, especially 
considering how different the 
traditional Japanese methods of 
storing goods would have been, 
compared with Western methods. 
But that also requires some 
knowledge of those Japanese 
methods – knowledge I don’t 
possess. So, I decided I wasn’t 
up to displaying that aspect of 
the ship, even though I could 
have located the cargo so as to 
hide some of the errors inside the 
ship’s hull. 

I went back and forth a bit as to 
what deck panels to leave off if 
any. In the end, I choose to leave 
a couple of panels on the main 
deck unglued so that I could put 
off the decision until later in the 
build. 

Upper hull details 
(Steps 60 – 78)

At Step 60, though only 32 
more steps remain, well past 
the halfway point in the build, 
things just seemed to continue to 
become more challenging. 

With the interior construction 
done, there are details of the 
exterior to deal with. The ship has 
what I would call inner bulwarks 
panels and outer bulwarks panels. 
I’m not sure what the reason 
is for the inner/outer bulwarks 
design. On the replica ships, 
the inner bulwarks seems more 
structural, while the outer ones 
seem more decorative, and 
perhaps it has some function that 
helps dissipate some of energy of 
waves hitting the hull. But, this is 
purely my speculation.

The inner bulwarks are already 
in place at this stage, so the outer 
ones are dealt with here. The 
installation of these is pretty 
straightforward. Much of the 

Photo 19. Cutaway model of a bezaisen at the Toba Seafolk Museum 
showing cargo storage. Photo by the author.

Photo 20. Close-up of the railing. Unfortunately, I think I put mine on 
backwards.

Photo 21. 
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work then involves the more decorative details. 
Also, the stern is completed here and features a 
railing that has a very Japanese-style look. The 
parts are again nicely laser-cut, and it all goes 
together pretty well. 

One small visual issue I noticed after the fact 
regarded the railings on the port and starboard sides 
of the poop deck. The railing pieces are identical, 
but they are not symmetrical, so the vertical posts 

are closer to one end than the other. Physically, it 
doesn’t matter which way they go on, but visually, 
I think I got mine on backwards. Fortunately, it’s 
not noticeable unless you’re thinking about it. 
Unfortunately, when you know it’s wrong, it’s hard 
not to think about it (Photo 20).

Also, I ran into another slight alignment issue, 
and the stern assembly was off by just a tiny 
amount. It was enough to create a small wedge-

Photo 22. 
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shaped gap in the hull. One of the laser-cut pieces 
(Part 20A) wasn’t big enough to make up for my 
error, but it was a simple piece, and it was easy 
enough to use some scrap wood to make a new, 
slightly larger version that would close the gap 
(Photo 21).

Lattice work
Probably the most delicate piece of wood that I’ve 

ever worked with on any model is the latticework 
that is the trademark of the Higaki Kaisen. There 
are four separate sheets of the lattice decoration, 
and they are beautifully laser cut. Not only are 
the diamond-shaped holes cut in this veneer-thick 
wood, but there is also laser etching to make it look 
like the pattern is made up of actual crisscrossing 
strips. The effect is very nice, but the sheets are 
extremely fragile (Photo 22).

I cut the pieces from their sheets using a razor 
blade. Then, I found it was important to not use any 
pressure on them at all, holding them in my hands 
like there were sheets of gold leaf. The strategy 
worked, and I was able to lay them into place on the 
model with minimal effort. Two sheets cover each 
side of the ship. The engineering that went into this 
kit must have been something because the lattice 
patterns line up pretty well with each other. Only a 
tiny amount of trimming was necessary, but again, 
it had to be done with the utmost care 

Masting and rigging (Steps 79 – 90)
At last, the structural work on the model is done, 

and attention turns to the ship’s rig. The Higaki 
Kaisen, like all bezaisen, are primarily single-
masted ships with one large square sail. Their large 
masts are built-up from several laser-cut pieces, 
which includes a sheave assembly built into the 
masthead. 

The whole thing is stepped into place and secured 
by lashing it to the mast-support bitts. I think the 
instructions provide a simplified method for lashing 
the mast. The actual method that I’ve seen in photos 
of the Naniwa Maru is a little more elaborate, 
but I think the mast-support bitts in the kit fit too 
closely to the mast to be able to do the lashings in 
an authentic manner. In any case, the difference is 
hardly noticeable (Photo 23).

The yard arm and sail
This is one of the parts of the ship assembly I 

find particularly interesting. The yardarm, which 
requires some tapering, is encircled at the middle 
by narrow strips. In the kit, this is simplified by 
providing a laser-scribed sheet that wraps around 

Photo 23. 

Photo 24. 

Photo 25. 
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the yardarm. It’s made the perfect length to fit 
precisely around the yard, making it one of those 
features that make you feel really good about the kit 
you bought.

The Woody Joe kit provides pre-printed sail cloth 
that is printed with the pattern of the cloth seams. 
The printing was done in brown ink, and it must 
look pretty natural, as I had people look carefully at 
the sails, thinking that I sewed them. 

The kit provides a piece of brass wire to fit into 
the bottom edge seam to give the sail some shape. 

This works pretty well to give the sail a slight 
billowing effect. I only wish I had taken some extra 
wire and done the same with the sides of the sail, 
as that might have helped give the sail a little more 
dimension. 

Another of those neat kit features is the set of 
parrals that fit around the mast. These are laser-cut 
and glued right onto the piece of line that attaches 
to the yard. The resulting effect looks so detailed to 
the eye that it almost looks real (Photo 25).

Stays and halyards
The simple rig of the ship makes this section 

pretty easy in comparison to most models of 
western ships. The mast is supported by a forestay 
and a couple of backstays and is sturdy enough to 
not require the use of shrouds (Photo 26).

The heaviest lines are those attached to the bitts 
inside the main cabin which must run through the 
sheaves in the masthead and secure to the yardarm. 
This part made me a little nervous because once 
those are tied off to the yardarm, the excess must 
be cut off. If there are any problems, it would be 
very difficult to untie and tie the lines back on as 
there will be too little line remaining to make the 
knots, no slack available, and no way to easily run 
new lines down inside the cabin. So, it’s good to 
make absolutely sure you’re ready to cut those lines 

Photo 26. 
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before you do.

Different kind of sheets
Bezaisen sheets aren’t secured 

to the sails the way they are 
on western ships. Instead of 

attaching heavy lines to just 
the corners of the sail, smaller 
separate lines are attached at 
the base of the sail at each seam 
of the sailcloth. So the Higaki 
Kaisen model has 25 of them. 

These are each tied to a heavy 
rope, which stretches across the 
deck and whose end is secured to 
the bulwarks.

In practice, I believe this allows 
more precise control of the shape 
of the sail. Also, the heavy rope 
to which the sheets are secured 
can be tied at different locations 
at the bulwarks, allowing the sail 
and yard to be angled such that 
the ship can sail closer to the 
wind. This is aided by buntlines 
and leech lines (Photo 27).

In any case, 25 sheet lines 
make for a mess of rope coils. 
I don’t know how these were 
secured on the actual ships, but 
it’s hard to lay them out on the 
model. I ended up tying off each 
of the lines to the heavy rope and 
leaving only a little excess tail. I 
then made separate rope coils and 
laid them on deck underneath. 
I just made it look like three 
adjacent sheet lines were coiled 
together, requiring only about 
eight large rope coils.

There are no belaying pins or 
cleats on these ships, so other 
lines are simply tied off to the top 
rails of the bulwarks, which must 
have been built very sturdily for 
this purpose.

Finishing details (Steps 91-
92) starting with anchors

The anchors are the only cast-
metal fittings in the whole kit. As 
castings go, they are excellent 
and don’t require any cleanup. 
On the down side, I checked with 
Woody Joe and was told that they 
do contain lead. So, it’s important 
to make sure that these fittings 
are well painted and that there 
is no exposed metal, in order to 
avoid possible lead corrosion.

Nobori
The banner at the stern, called 

a nobori, was a small project all 
to itself. I don’t know if these 

Photo 27. 

Photo 28. 
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traditionally displayed the name of the ship, but 
that seems to be how they are used on the modern 
replica ships. The material provided in the kit is 
plain white cloth with no writing on it at all, giving 
the builder the opportunity to write his or her ship’s 
name on it, ideally in Japanese (Photo 28).

I know other builders who simply asked a 
Japanese friend to draw the characters on the 
banner for them, and that’s an ideal solution, but, 
I went another route. I dug around to figure out 
the characters that make up the word “kakehashi”, 
which is a Japanese term meaning a “connector” 
or “bridge.” For me, a long-time ship modeler 
with Japanese roots, this model represents a bridge 
between those important aspects of my own life, so 
I named my ship the Kakehashi Maru. Written in 
kanji, it is:

懸橋丸

You may note that my banner doesn’t quite 
look like this. I discovered later that it would 
probably have been more correct to leave one of the 
characters out. You’ll note that on the stern of the 
Japanese ships, it should be written right to left:

丸橋懸

Other builders may have other name ideas. One is 
to name it Naniwa Maru since this model is based 
on that replica ship. And if you run out of ideas, 
you can always name it after a city, a person’s 
name, or perhaps a Japanese mythological creature. 
Just put “Maru” at the end of the name. The term, 
I’m told, refers to a circle or circuit, and is used for 
good luck and a safe passage. Naniwa Maru written 
in kanji from right to left is:

丸華浪

Putting the name on the banner was simplified 
in this age of Internet and computers, and I was 
able to put the characters into a document on my 
computer, align them vertically, adjust the size, 
and print them onto plain white paper, which I 
used instead of the provided cloth. Doing this still, 
requires some knowledge of Japanese, but not the 
calligraphy skills.

On the replica bezaisen, the name also appears 
above the rudder opening in the transom. The kit 
includes a copper plate for that, but I just left mine 
blank. However, if you do add the name there, you 
should remember that the Japanese read from right 
to left. For some reason, it took me a while to catch 
this, and I would look at the sterns of the replica 

bezaisen wondering why they kept writing the 
names backwards.

Things I Would Do Differently
I really enjoyed building this kit and did this build 

almost straight out of the box. Were I to do it again, 
there are probably a number of things I would do 

Photo 27. Copper work on the bow of the Hakusan 
Maru.

Photo 28. Inside of the hull of the Hakusan Maru.

Photo 29. Close-up of the deck cabin on the 
Hakusan Maru.
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Photos 30 -32. Views of the finished model.
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differently to improve on the model.

Iron Bands
I actually did add some simulated iron bands 

on my Higaki Kaisen model, but there are much 
more that I didn’t get to. This is mostly because I 
added these things mostly as an afterthought. Areas 
I didn’t get are the straps on the rudder itself (I 
managed to put a couple on the rudder post), straps 
on the forward windlass supports, and on the stern 
windlass supports.

Copper Caps
While etched copper pieces are nicely provided 

in the Woody Joe kit, their use is limited by the 
attempt to keep the kit from getting too costly and 
complicated, so, there are many places where the 
coppering isn’t detailed. For instance, on actual 
bezaisen the recesses for the nails were covered 
by protective pieces of copper sheet. These look 
something like stitching, which does appear on the 
model’s transom, but nowhere else (Photo 27).

Also, the copper in the kit seems to be some kind 
of alloy, rather than simple copper, as it does not 
tarnish like copper. It stays shiny instead of turning 
a dull brown with oxidation, which I think I would 
prefer. So, were I to build another model, I might 
consider using copper foil tape in place of the 
included photo-etched copper parts.
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American Boat Builder Douglas Brooks
Douglas Brooks is an American boat builder and 

author and has devoted much of his career to the 
study of traditional Japanese boatbuilding. Because 
of a cultural stigma in Japan regarding things 
that are old or traditional, as well as a shrinking 
population base and the lure of high-paying jobs in 
the big cities, most of these aging craftsmen have 
no apprentices, and when they are gone, so too with 
their knowledge.

To help preserve the craft, Mr. Brooks has 

completed five separate apprenticeships with 
traditional Japanese boat builders and has written 
a book in collaboration with an organization called 
the Kodo Cultural Foundation about the “tub boats” 
of Sado Island. 

Interestingly enough, the Kodo Cultural 
Foundation is a sub-organization of the Japanese 
taiko drumming group Kodo, based on Sado Island. 
Their goal among other things is to help preserve 
local Japanese culture. By sheer coincidence, as a 
former taiko drumming student and teacher, I have 
attended a number of cultural workshops with Kodo 
members in the US and have met many of the same 
people Mr. Brooks worked with on Sado Island.

In 2015, Douglas Brooks’s book Japanese 
Wooden Boatbuilding was published, describing 
the tools, materials, designs, and techniques of 
traditional Japanese boatbuilding and detailing 
his five apprenticeships. Personally inscribed 
copies are available through his website http://
douglasbrooksboatbuilding.com, with all profits 
going to the funding of his research.
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