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Modeling the New York Pilot Schooner, 1850 (Photo 

Predecessor to the racing yacht America

By Clare Hess

Photo 1. Finished model.

Mary Taylor

Building the Model
As mentioned earlier, this 

model began as a personal 
experiment in scratch building a 
solid hull. Given the amount of 
scratch building that goes into 
most solid hull kits, I figured if 
I could build the equivalent of a 
solid hull that comes with a kit, I 
could certainly handle the rest.

I chose to build my model to 
the same scale as the BlueJacket 
plans that I'm basing my model 
on, 3/16in = 1ft or 1:64 scale, 
and using the bread-and-butter 
method of hull construction. 

Laying out the lift patterns and 
the station templates required a 
quick trip to the local copy shop, 
making some regular copies as 
well as  some mirrored copies. 

Since most of the lines on the 
plan are shown for only half 
of the ship, making a complete 
template requires a little cutting 
and pasting, attaching a regular 
copy of a half-template to its 
mirrored counterpart. With this 
“paperworkincomplete, building 
can now begin.

Basswood is easily obtained 
and easy to work and, given my 
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goal of creating a “kitinhull, it seemed the obvious 
choice for constructing the hull. The BlueJacket 
plans call for three lifts that are about 9/32in thick, 
an odd thickness that I suspect is due to the fact 
that the original plans were done at 1/4in scale for 

the old Boucher kit, which would have had 3/8in 
lifts at that scale. In any case, the top and bottom-
most lifts are thicker at 1/2in thick and 3/4in thick 
respectively.

At this stage it helps to have access to a thickness 
planer. Otherwise, it would have been necessary 
to discard the lift lines and simply carve the hull 
as a solid block, loft new waterlines from the 
plans, or find a shop that would mill the basswood. 
Fortunately, I'd recently purchased a small thickness 
planer for my workshop that did the trick.

Before shaping the hull, I sanded in the deck 
sheer first - I was able to do this before gluing up 
all the lifts because of the extra thickness of the top 
most lift. The process was a matter of transferring 
measurements from the plans to the top lift. I first 
marked the locations of the stations on the lift, then 
measured the distance from the bottom of the lift to 
the deck line, making sure to allow for the thickness 
of the deck planking material, in the case of my 
model, 1/32in. A bench-top belt sander then made 
quick work of things, with sanding blocks and files 
for the final shaping.

Gluing up the lifts and carving and sanding 
them to shape is pretty straight forward, though 
it's important to use a lot of care in making sure of 
good alignment. It is helpful to mark station lines 
and centerline on the wood, and use small dowels 
passed through the lifts to help maintain alignment. 
It is also helpful to mark the edges of the lifts with 
a black Sharpie marking pen. In the final stages 
of shaping, this makes the seam between the lifts 
easier to see and helps align the templates to the 
hull.

The model starts off looking like nothing more 

Photo 3. Hull carving templates made from the 
BlueJacket plans. This photo contains an image of 
copyrighted plans.

Photo 4. The lifts stacked together before carving. The bottom most lift, shown here on top of the inverted hull, 
has already been sanded to the side profile of the plans.
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than a stack of blocks, but after 
a short time of carving, it starts 
to look like a ship. And I have 
to say that, while I love plank 
on bulkhead modeling, there is 
a great deal of joy to be found 
in carving wood, as long as one 
remembers to stop before carving 
away too much. Regularly 
checking the hull shape using 

the templates helps avoid over 
carving. Once the shape was 
pretty close, the final shaping was 
done with sandpaper. When done, 
I had something that was about 
the equivalent of a solid hull that 
you would get in a kit. In fact, 
you could pretty much follow the 
rest of this article as a guide to kit 
bashing the Bluejacket kit.

Before proceeding with 
planking, I cut openings in the 
deck for the cockpit and skylight, 
and also cut away openings for 
companion ways, just in case I 
decided to build the model with 
open hatches (Photo Photo 6). 
In the end, I chose to leave the 
hatches closed.

Making room for 
some hull planking

I decided to plank the hull 
above the waterline, with the 
lower hull to be covered with 
copper sheathing. I could 
have made allowances for the 
thickness of the planking when 
planning out the lifts, but I 
chose instead to approach this 
as I would with a solid hull kit. 
That is, by building the full solid 
hull first and then carving away 
enough wood to allow for the 
thickness of the hull planks. It’s 

Photo 5. Sanding completed and filler applied where needed. The deck 
has also been sanded to shape.

Photo 7. Carving away at the hull above the water line to make room for hull 
planking.

Photo 6.  The hull is marked out for deck details. Aft companion way 
was cut out before I decided not to build any open hatches. Note also 
the opening in the foc’sl where the companion way on the plans.
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the harder way to do it, but it is 
in keeping with the original idea 
of building the equivalent of a kit 
from scratch.

The hull planking used was 
1/32in thick cherry, 3/32in wide. 
I chose cherry, because I’ve 
worked with it a lot, and it’s 
hardness helps to keep it from 
getting “dinged upintoo easily 
during construction.

If you work carefully, in small 
cuts, it’s pretty easy to carve 
down the hull. Starting at the 
deck, cut down through the hull, 
1/32in in from the edge, the 
thickness of the planks, and not 
much more than 1/8in down or 
so. Next, make a horizontal cut, 
about 1/8in down from the deck. 
This releases the carved wood in 
a strip. Continued this process 
along the length of the hull until 
and then start over on the next 
strip (Photo Photo 7). 

It's a good idea to check the 
carving work regularly by laying 
a plank down on the hull to see 
that enough material has been 
removed to fit the plank - It's 
way easier to take some extra 
time making sure not to cut away 
too much wood than to try to fix 
places where you cut too much.

The trickiest part was under the 
transom, which needs extra care. 
I ended up making a template 
at the stern and just carving and 

sanding down the wood until 
1/32in had been removed.

With the carving all done, I 
added the keel, stem and stern 
post using cherry, and added a 
thin 1/64in birch plywood for the 
transom.

Planking
The deck is easier to plank 

before the hull planking is begun 
and the bulwarks are added. 
Also, the run of the hull planking 

Photo 7. Carving away at the hull above the water line to make room for hull 
planking.

Photo 8.  With the keel, transom and waterways planks added, the hull 
is ready for application of deck and hull planks. 

Photo 9.  Batten pinned in place as a guide for additional carving of the 
hull for the bulwarks piece.
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is easier to see once the deck is laid. So, the next 
thing was to add the waterways which edge the 
deck. These were added, leaving a 1/32in ledge 
at the outer edge. This allow for the seating of the 
bulwarks pieces.

Next was the application of the deck planking 
for which lemonwood was chosen. This hardwood 
works well for deck planking, but a source can 
be a bit tricky to locate. It’s a little yellower than 
basswood, adding warmth to the look of the model. 
The deck planks are 1/32in thick and 3/32in wide, 
which would make them 6in wide at full scale. 
That’s perhaps on the larger size for this time 
period, but I felt the wider planks would look nice 
on the model. 

One edge of the planks was painted with acrylic 
paint. This has some thickness, as opposed to 
pencil or marker, 
and I think more 
accurately represents 
the caulking of a 
real ship. To keep it 
from standing out 
too much, gray paint 
instead of black 
which I'd often used 
in the past.

When these were 
dry, planks were 
laid parallel to the 
centerline on the fore 
deck and parallel to 
the bulwarks on the 
aft deck. This meant 
nibbing the fore deck 
planks into a margin 
strake and the aft 
deck planks into a 

king plank.
After the planks were all in place, I lightly drew 

in pencil lines to mark the rows for the addition 
of treenails. While some might argue that this is 
a detail that would not be visible at such small 
scales, I like the look of them. And, I think of the 
observer's eye as being fairly close to this small 
model, and as an observer’s eye would be fairly 
close to this small model, it would give them some 
interesting detail to look at.

Rather than shaving down real wooden treenails, 
I chose to simulate them by drilling out the holes, 
and letting sanding dust and a thinned wood glue 
mixture fill them in. A little wood sealer applied to 
the deck made the detail stand out just enough.

Once the deck planking was done, 1/32in-thick 
basswood strips were used to build up the bulwarks. 

These had to be cut 
to a curve in order to 
fit the hull correctly, 
so paper templates 
were used to get the 
shape. After adding 
the actual wood 
piece, a little sanding 
at the bottom edge 
to made it flush with 
the hull. Working 
with the bulwarks 
takes some extra care 
as it is particularly 
weak until planking, 
stanchions and cap 
rail are added.

Next, the sheer 
molding went on, 
with extra care to 
get the top edge in 

Photo 10.  Margin planks shaped, but shown prior 
to cutting of scarf joints.

Photo 11.  Margin planks shown in place with scarf 
joints added.

Photo 12.  Deck planking started and already covering the 
hole for the deleted forward companion way. Planks are 
lemonwood (Photo degamé).edged with gray acrylic paint to 
simulate caulking.
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Photo 13.  My paper cutout guy is copied from some old ship model plans and used to help keep me building in 
proper scale. 

Photo 14.  Deck planking completed with simulated treenails.
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perfect alignment with the top of the waterways. 
This is particularly important here because the 
open slot scuppers on the model will make any 
misalignment really stand out.

I used 1/32in thick cherry strips, 1/16in wide for 
the bulwarks planking, and made the height of the 
scuppers the same as the width of one plank. The 
planks themselves then formed a perfectly clean 
edge for the openings.

Since the hull planks would be painted later, I 
didn’t worry about treenails in the hull. Instead, the 
main focus here was to make sure that the initial 
planks nicely followed the curve of the deck. I 
also tried to soften the edges of the planks before 
applying them so that the seams would show up 
after painting. Without having to worry about 
planking below the waterline, the remainder of the 
hull planking was pretty simple, requiring only a 
little tapering at the ends.

Now, ideally, the bulwarks should be only the 
thickness of the planking, but the basswood support 
piece doubled that. So, it was necessary to thin 
down the basswood backing of the bulwarks, 
trimming it almost entirely away at the top edge, 
leaving it just a little thicker at the base for strength, 
much like one would do for a solid hull kit.

The bulwarks are really fragile at this point, so I 
didn't waste much time before adding the bulwarks 
stanchions. With the addition of the cap rail, the 
bulwarks were then strong enough so that I no 
longer worried about breaking them.

Finishing the hull
American pilot boats were typically copper 

sheathed below the waterline up until the late 19th 
century. Copper sheathing plates were standard at 
14in wide and 48in long. On this model, that comes 
out to about 1/4in wide by 3/4in long. I fashioned 
the plates from adhesive-backed copper tape, which 
is available in many widths from stained glass 
supply houses.  

Working with strips cut about 6in long, I began 
by simulating the patterns of nails used to fasten 
the real plates to the hull of the ship. One school of 
though suggests that at this scale, the nails shouldn't 
be shown as they wouldn't be visible (Photo 
Possibly the same school that advocates omission 
of treenails). But, there are photos of ships where 
the nail patterns are clearly visible from a distance. 
The nails themselves may not be visible, but rather 
the dimple formed in the metal around their heads, 
and that’s actually what is being modeled.

I simulated the nail pattern using pounce wheels, 
laying down 5 rows of nails. The outer rows were 

Photo 15.  Basswood bulwarks piece in place.

Photo 16.  The first of the hull planking – the shear 
molding and the bulwarks planks.

Photo 17.  View of the bulwarks planking. The scuppers 
are easily shaped as they fit the width of a plank.
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done with a 1/4in wheel at 21-teeth per inch, the 
center row with a 7/16in wheel at 15-teeth per inch. 
The remaining two rows, one to each side of center, 
gave me the most problem. A steel ruler served as 
my guide to keep the rows mostly straight, though I 
did suffer many "do-overs". It was difficult keeping 
a nice evenly offset pattern (Photo like a layer of 
bricks). Since the vessel was fairly small and the 
number of plates weren't too overwhelming, I gave 
up trying to use only the pounce wheel. In the end, 
I just clamped a straight pin into the jaws of locking 
pliers and added those two remaining rows by hand.

Now, this would seem like a crazy way to do 
it, except that it worked and didn't really take all 
that much time since the Mary Taylor is a small 
schooner. Most importantly, I was happy with the 
results. This is not necessarily any more painstaking 
work than tying ratlines on a square rigger, or 
trunnelling the hull of a framed ship model.

With the nail pattern in place, the tape was scored 
to simulate separate plates. A tool from Northwest 
Short Line called "The Chopperinworked quite well 
for this. It's designed as a mitre cutter for model 
sized wood strips, but with the right amount of 

pressure, the copper tape could be scored without 
cutting through, and at perfect right angles.

Next, before laying down the copper strips, the 
hull below the waterline was coated with a gloss 
varnish with the idea that the adhesive backing 
on the strips might stick to the surface better. The 
copper sheathing was laid starting at the base of 
the sternpost forward, with each successive row 
just overlapping the row below it. It was laid in 
four bands with the lower most laid parallel to the 
top of the keel instead of the bottom edge since the 
Mary Taylor's keel is slightly rockered. 

The next band began at the top of the keel and 
up to a gore line drawn across the hull for the third 
band of plates, which follows the upward sweep 
of the hull at the ends. That third band ends at 
the edge of the fourth band, which is simply one 
row of plates where the top edge is flush with the 
waterline. Afterwards, to keep the plates bright, 
they were sprayed with a coat of flat lacquer.

Next Issue
In the next issue we’ll focus on adding the deck 

details.

Photo 18.  All planking is done and the bulwarks stanchions are now in place as well as the cockpit coaming, 
and the paint goes on using slightly blue tinted colors.


