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Modeling the New York Pilot Schooner, 1850 (Part 3)

Predecessor to the racing yacht America

By Clare Hess

Photo 1. Finished model.

Mary Taylor

Deck Details
I built the cockpit coaming 

immediately after planking the 
deck. With the opening in the 
deck for the cockpit carved 
nicely to shape, a piece of thin 
basswood was cut to the shape 
of the cockpit to drop in for the 
cockpit floor, adding treenails as 
needed. The floor didn't have to 

be a particularly tight fit since the 
cockpit walls would cover the 
edges.

With the floor piece glued 
into place, the inner walls of 
the cockpit were planked with 
1/16in wide cherry strips edged 
in pencil, enough so that the 
individual planks stood out. As 
with the cap rail, all cockpit 

details would be left natural. 
Next, the outer cockpit wall was 
planked, again with 1/16in wide 
cherry. For strength, the seams of 
the outer planks were staggered 
so that they didn't line up with the 
seams of the inner planks. 

Then, for the cockpit cap rail, 
thin, wide cherry strips were 
pieced together, and I traced the 
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shape of the cockpit onto them 
and cut and sanded to shape.

For the skylight and 
companionways, I worked in 
basswood for the portions that 
would be painted and cherry 
for everything that was to be 
left with a natural wood finish. 
Cherry starts off a bit pinkish, 
but deepens to a really beautiful 
reddish brown. This creates a nice 
accent against the light colored 
deck and the white painted 
bulwarks and deck structures, 
giving Mary Taylor the yacht-
like appearance that I believe she 
would have had.

Arguably the most complicated 
feature on the model is the 
windlass pump. The plans give 
little detail here, but showed 
a configuration that I wasn't 
familiar with at the time, and 
it took me a while to figure out 
what I was looking at. Then, 
in an old issue of the Nautical 
Research Journal (Vol. 33, No. 4, 
Dec. '88), I happened upon 
detailed drawings of a “Patented 
Windlass Pump” which exactly 
matched what I was seeing in the 
plans, so these drawings became 
my starting point. 

This pump required two 
identical gears, windlass barrels 
and pump handles. I considered 
trying to buy miniature gears, 
but since I felt this would be 
the most difficult part of the 
model, if I could build this from 
scratch, I could certainly make 
all other parts from scratch too. It 
became the big challenge of the 
Mary Taylor.

Making gears with evenly 
spaced teeth was tricky, 
particularly without the 
knowledge needed to do it right. 
So, I did it the hard way, making 
the wooden gear by hand using 
a small knife and needle files. 
It wasn't easy, but with a bit of 
patience, I had something that i 
found acceptable on the first try. 

Photo 19.  Building the deck structures.

Photo 20.  Test fitting the new location of the forward companion way.

Photo 21.  Test fitting the deck furniture and imagining how it will look.
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Knowing that this fist gear came out as well as 
it did due to a fair amount of patience and a lot of 
luck, I decided the best course of action would be 
to learn basic metal casting. If I could cast identical 
gears I would be able to apply what I had learned 
to the construction of the windlass barrels and 
anchors.

Casting Parts
Casting small parts was intriguing idea. In the 

past, it seemed too "advanced", but it turns out that 
it's not that complicated a task. Parts are commonly 
cast in either resin or metal. Preferring to keep my 
model essentially wood and metal, I chose to cast in 
metal. 

Starting from scratch, the sub-project required 
a relatively small investment. I purchased a ladle, 
RTV silicon mold material (the 10-to-1 mixture 

 Photo 22.  Caprail added to the hull and to the 
cockpit coaming.

Photos 24 - 26.  Skylight construction. For the 
bars, rather than drilling out holes for them, they 
were simply glued behind thin wood frames. Thin 
wood strips were added to the ends of the frames to 
further hide the bars.

 Photos 23.  Completed forward companion way in 
place.
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Photo 31.  Completed hawse pipes ready for 
installation.

Photo 32.  Hawse pipes in place. Note the slight 
damage to the shear molding in the process.

Photo 27.  Completed aft companion way in place. Photo 28.  Carving the tiller from a 
sheet of cherry wood.

Photo 29.  Completed rudder ready to install. The 
gudgeon and pintle straps were made from a thin 
piece of copper wire, hammered flat and edges filed 
to even out the width.

Photo 30.  Installed rudder.



24  Ships in Scale     July/August 2013

Photo 37.  Making the bitts. Note that I originally 
made six of them before I decided I was only going 
to use four, and only two of them with the cross 
pieces.

Photo 38.  Hawse pipes were brass tubing with a 
piece of sheet brass soldered to the end and filed to 
shape.

Photo 36.  Completed windlass in place. The pawls 
and barrels were among the first parts the author 
cast from Britannia pewter. 

Photo 33.  Wooden pattern made for the anchor 
mold. The anchors are cast from Britannia pewter.

Photo 34.  The folding stocks on the anchors are 
brass wire with a ring soldered near the center. The 
problem of how to make nicely shaped iron balls on 
the ends was solved with some polymer clay.

Photo 35.  Final castings of the anchors.
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that Micromark sells) and most of the accessories 
online. Being extremely wary of the flowering 
decay of lead rot (I've seen many examples of the 
horrible results in person), I went with lead free 
pewter. 

There are a lot of alloys available which are 
all called Pewter. These vary in content of tin, 
bismuth, antimony and copper. I don't have 
enough experience to tell you which to use, but 
I used something called R-92 that I purchased 
from Rotometals, which seems similar to what 
Micromark sells called "Type-R" casting metal. 

The casting process is an article unto itself. But 
basically, I made wooden masters of the windlass 
parts and the anchors, then made molds of these 
from the RTV silicone for the anchors, heated the 
metal in the casting ladle using a propane torch and 
poured the metal.

It took several tries at making a decent mold and 
getting the pours right, but I eventually got it right, 

Photos 39.  Kevils and cleats under construction. 

Photo 41.  Finished kevil glued and pegged into 
place.

Photo 43.  Charlie Noble added, made from a 
length brass tubing.

Photo 40.  Wooden deck pumps. Iron diaphragm 
type pumps were considered, but these didn’t seem 
to show up in use until around the 1870s.

Photo 42.  Wooden deck pumps in place abaft the 
mainmast.
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and the final parts just required a little clean-up. If 
you don't mind the risks of working with molten 
metal and the open flame of a propane torch, it's a 
fun and rewarding process. I'll definitely be casting 
more of my own parts for future models.

Pilot Yawls
This was another fun and interesting challenge - 

a true mini-project in itself. I'll mention now that 
I considered just making one of these and then 
using the newly learned casting process to make 
the matching pair for the model. But, the process 
of making these little models from wood was too 
much fun, so I built up both from wood.

The plans used to make these were from the 
"Pilots" book. In comparing the plans shown of the 
San Francisco and New York pilot yawls they were 
found to be very similar, so the drawings for the 
San Francisco yawl were used and scaled to fit my 
model. 

To my pleasant surprise, the waterlines at this 
size were exactly 1/16in apart, meaning that readily 

Photo 44.  This photo of the deck was taken and printed to allow me to mark belaying locations. But, it makes a 
nice overview. Note the rubbing rails added where the Pilot Yawls would be deployed and recovered.

Photo 47.  My “Poor Man’s” lathe used to shape the 
deadeyes and later the masts and other spars.

Photo 45.  Pilot yawls built up using the lift method, 
much like the Mary Taylor.

Photo 46.  Completed pilot yawls didn’t have to be 
hollowed out since they were stored inverted on 
deck.
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available 1/16in thick basswood for my lifts, while 
copies of the drawings could be cut and applied 
right to the wood to shape the lifts.

After building Mary Taylor's hull, making the lifts 
for the yawls was a very simple matter. Carving 
and sanding these two small boats to shape took 
surprisingly little time. And, since pilot yawls were 
normally stored inverted on deck, there was no need 
to detail the interiors, so they were left solid.

An interesting feature of New York pilot yawls 
was that they were clinker built, with overlapping 
planks, but only on about the upper half of the boat. 
The lower part of the boats were carvel built. So, 
the solid hull was left to represent the carvel built 
bottoms while lapped planks were added above. 
For the model, the planks were shaped so that when 
glued up, they appeared lapstraked, though the 
planks really just butted up against each other. 

Finally, the keels were added as well as cherry 
trim at the gunwales. The yawls were painted and 
then mounted, inverted, on chocks on the deck. The 
chocks themselves were made so that they were 
open at the base, allowing them to serve as fairleads 
for the jib sheets.

Masts and Spars
A fore-and-aft rigged schooner is just about as 

far as you can get from the complicated lines of the 
big square rigger. Not only did this mean the boat 
could be handled by a minimal crew, it also means 
relatively quick work in rigging the model.

There is a fairly simple and expedient approach 
to mast making. To taper them, cut a dowel a bit 
longer than the length needed and chuck one end 
into a hand drill. With one hand, hold the drill, with 
the other, hold a piece of sand paper around the 
dowel. For the Mary Taylor, I used birch dowels, 
which are readily available in many different 
diameters, and a circle gauge was used to measure 
progress.

For the gaffs, boom and main topmast, the same 
tapering technique was used as for the masts. 
Features such as jaws and cleats were then added. 
The small amount of iron work needed on the 
bowsprit and masts, metal pieces such as mast caps 
and eye bands, were made from thin brass strips. 
These were cut and bent to shape, soldering and 
filed, adding wire eye bolts as needed. 

Deadeyes and Blocks
On this model, the trickiest part of masting and 

rigging was the fashioning of the deadeyes and 
blocks. While a lot of great commercial parts are 

Photo 48.  Blocks were shaped from boxwood.

Photo 49.  Blocks were strung together in part 
because they all had to be made by hand, so losing 
one was a extremely frustrating. However, this also 
aided in staining the blocks where were dipped in 
Minwax Golden Oak stain.

Photo 50.  An 1/8in long, double-block attached to 
the foremast for the fore throat halliard.
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available, after scratch building everything else, I’d 
pretty well painted myself into a corner and felt I 
really had to make these from scratch as well.

So, deadeyes were turned on a lathe to cut them to 
shape. In my case, I used the poor man’s lathe, the 
same drill used to taper the masts, but now clamped 
into a vise with a clamp on the trigger to keep it 
running hands-free. I used a piece of 3/32in square 
stock boxwood, shaved and sanded to a dowel.

Once shaped, the deadeye blanks were cut off the 
dowel and then individually drilled out with the 
3-hole pattern. I’m not much of a jig maker, so I do 
these things the hard way. I just mark a bisecting 
line across one face of the deadeye, then use a 
scribing tool to poke two small indentations on the 
line. Then, I eyeball the location to mark a third 
indentation, forming the triangular pattern for the 
holes to be drilled.

I used my Dremel drill press to drill out the holes. 
While not the most accurate machine for drilling 
holes (mine flexes too much), the indentations I 
made kept the drill in place and deadeyes were 
completed in short order.

In addition to deadeyes, the Mary Taylor model 
needed 70 blocks in 6 varieties. These were made 
from strips of boxwood, sized to the width and 
depth dimensions of the blocks. For the bulk of the 
work, an AcraMill Plus from Vanda-lay Industries 
was used. This is a fairly low cost, Dremel-powered 
tool that offers the flexibility of a vertical mill in a 
very small size. It’s very versatile, but perhaps at 
the cost of set-up time to re-configure the machine 
for different tasks. In any case, you can basically 
do the same kind of work using a table saw, or even 
with a lot of care and patience using a modeler’s 
hand saw. 

Making the blocks was a matter of cutting 
grooves in the wood strip. One groove is cut on 
opposite sides of the wood strip for the strop and 
one or two equally space grooves are cut in the 
remaining sides for the simulated sheave holes. 
Once these are cut, the strip can then be marked 
off for individual blocks, and then drilled for the 
sheave holes.

At this point, it’s a simple mater of filing the 
block to shape, best done while still attached to the 
stick. Then, these are cut off, stained and set aside 
for rigging.

Rigging
The material for the rigging line is linen. While 

I’m told that the quality of available linen line 
today in not what it used to be, the fibers in linen 
line are natural, and more durable than cotton and 

Photo 53.  Deadeyes were turned on my “poor 
man’s” lathe. Holes were drilled by “eyeballing”. 
Completed deadeyes shown here next to a cast 
metal deadeye purchased from BlueJacket.

Photo 52.  While glass beads are often used to 
represent parrals, for this model smaller parrals 
were possible when shaped from polymer clay.

Photo 51.  Mast hoops were cut from a piece of 
brown paper bag glued into a tight roll on the shaft 
of a drill bit. They were then carefully sliced off with 
a single-edged razor blade.
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will hopefully hold up better over time. The line 
was dyed as necessary – tan for the running rigging 
and black for the standing rigging.

To help improve the longevity of the lines and to 
reduce fuzziness, I rubbed them with beeswax and 
heated under a light bulb to allow the wax to melt 
and penetrate. 

There’s not a whole lot to be said about rigging 
this model. It’s a pilot schooner with a very simple 
rig and not even some ratlines to tie. The actual 
process of rigging was relatively quick.

I chose to put the gaffs in a lowered position, 
as they might have appeared when docked or at 
anchor. With such a minimal rig, this actually gave 
me the opportunity to show more rigging lines, 
as the peak and throat halliards have to run from 
the mast heads all the way down to the lowered 
gaffs and back up again. Also, to make it more 
interesting, I decided to hook the jib sheet blocks 
from the jib halliard, leaving them hanging up just 
above the deck. I’d seen this done before and I like 
the way that it adds another visual element to the 
rigging.

To finish up, lines were belayed and coiled as 
necessary, holding their shape with dilute  Elmer’s 
white glue.

Painting and Finishing the Model
Painting was done over the course of construction, 

but it makes more sense to talk about it in one 
place. Artist’s acrylics were used all around. 

There were a couple great articles in an old 
Nautical Research Journal by Rob Napier and Erik 
Ronnberg, Jr. which discussed colors and scale 
colors, using the art of color to trick the eye.

As a result, the black on my Mary Taylor model 
is actually a very dark blue. It looks black, but the 
blue is there and if you brush the paint onto a piece 
of white paper you will clearly see it’s blue. The 
white paint, also has a tinge of blue in it, which will 
show up when held against something that is truly 
white.

The reason for the blue is that the hull of the Mary 
Taylor is coppered, which has an orange hue. In 
art class, something I regrettably didn’t pay much 
attention to in school at the time, they taught that 
blue and orange are complimentary colors. Without 
going into any detail about it, and showing my 
ignorance in the process, I’ll just say that the result 
on the model is noticeable.

But, I didn’t realize just how much a difference it 
made until I started working later on a model of the 
yacht America, choosing to paint the coppered hull 
a normal black color over the waterline and white 

for the interior bulwarks. For the longest time, I 
didn’t know why the model seemed so much less 
lively than my Mary Taylor model, and I was just 
really unhappy with it and uninspired.  Then, it 
dawned on me that I had used a different color mix. 

I went back to the bluish-black paint scheme 
against the copper coloring and all of a sudden the 
model popped to life and I found my inspiration 
again. But, that’s another story.

After adding the anchors, the finishing touch on 
the Mary Taylor was the making of the blue and 
white pilot ensign. For this, a simple piece of cotton 

Photo 54.  The brass “iron work” of the main mast 
top shown before clean up.

Photo 55.  A view of the deck showing the masts 
stepped, boats tied down and gaff with parrals and 
mast hoops in place. Blocks on the deck are the 
sheet blocks for the jib. The shrouds in place and 
deadeyes reeved.
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Photos 59.  Copper sheathing strips were 
made using two different pounce wheels and 
a straight pin.

Photo 56.  A closeup of the 
mainmast top showing the 
smaller mast hoops on the 
topmast, main boom topping lift 
and the blocks for the main gaff 
peak and throat halliards. The 
throat halliard rigging has yet to 
be trimmed.

Photo 57.  Bowsprit with iron work in place. The wooden sail battens 
have yet to be added.

Photo 58.  The bowsprit mounted with the sail battens in place.

Photo 60.  Bowsprit fully rigged with stays, foot ropes 
and jib stops. The jib down-haul and halliards are hooked 
together.
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cloth was used, taped down to a glass surface and 
painted using artist’s acrylics. To create a natural 
looking drape, after drying, weights were clipped 
to it at various points until it had the right look. The 
flag was then tied to a pole which was raised up by 
a halliard to the top of the main topmast.

Mary Taylor began very timidly as an experiment 

– an attempt to see if I could scratch build a hull, 
then, to complete a scratch built model using 
commercial fittings. In the end it turned into a 
validation that I could research and build what I 
believe to be a fairly accurate model from scratch, 
and end up with something that turned out to be, a 
real visual gem.

Photo 61.  Copper sheathing was done using 7/32in wide copper 
foil tape, which is exactly 14in wide in scale. The copper foil tape is 
available in many width from stained glass suppliers.
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Photo 62.  The bowsprit mounted with the sail battens in place.


