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Tidbits from the Past  by Gene Bodnar  

ñThe Uses of Hammocksò 

     Hammocks have been employed 
in the British Navy since the time of 
Sir Francis Drake, around 1590.  In 

1597, they were formally adopted.  
Officially, each hammock was allowed 
a space of 14 inches per man, with 
28 inches per man for a petty officer.  

This doesnôt sound like a lot of space, 
but half the crew was usually on deck 
at the same time, so each man really 
had twice that space, which is more 

room that in todayôs double bed.  Of-
ficers usually slept in cots slung from 
beams in their cabins.  
 

     A canvas hammock typically 
measured six feet by three feet, with 
a mattress made of flock in it.  Each 
sailor either brought his own hammock on board or he bought one from the purser.  Each 

hammock was slung at a numbered peg.  Each sleeper used the same numbered peg for 
every sleep session.  At rising time, the hammock was taken down and lashed with seven half 
hitches, with the number of half hitches representing the seven seas, and then they were 
placed in the netting at the side of the ship.  Thus, the hammocks served as protection from 
musket balls or splinters caused by cannon fire.  

 
     By the early 1700s, each man had two hammocks, one currently in use and a second to 
be cleaned on Saturday.  
 

     Hammocks sometimes served as life preservers.  Thrown to a man overboard, they could 
keep him afloat for several hours.  
 
     When a seaman died at sea, he was sewn into his hammock, with the last stitch placed 

through his nose.  With round shot placed at his feet within the hammock, he disappeared 
into Davy Jonesô Locker immediately upon being thrown overboard. 
 
     It is said that hammocks provided a very comfortable nightôs sleep, much more so than a 

bed or a cot.   Since a slung hammock moves in concert with the motion of the ship, the 
sleeper has no risk of being thrown out of his hammock onto the deck during rough seas, and 
furthermore, the sleeper is wrapped in the hammock like a cocoon.  Basically, the hammock 
stays still, while the ship rolls around it.  

 
     Hammocks were used by navies well into the mid - twentieth century.  Even today, many 
leisure sailors prefer hammocks over bunk beds because of better comfort at high seas.  
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Model Ships of  the Royal Museum Greenwich  

Scale: Unknown. A model of a plank former, used for bending planks for shape required 

before fitting to a hull. The model is made of both wood and iron with the bending bed 

constructed of a single piece of wood inscribed with individual planks, mounted on several 

rectangular beams. On the deck are a series of iron bands, which have been drilled with a 

number of holes at different intervals and at different angles to each other, into which are 

located the vertical pairs of adjustable iron clamps. The method of bending the plank is 

demonstrated in the model by turning a number of square headed threaded bolts drilled 

with a small hole, through which a t -bar is past through to enable turning. The model is 

fitted with a single plank in the process of being bent into shape.  

 

Date made:  Unknown  

Materials  coating: varnish; metal: steel; wood  

Measurements  Overall model: 126 x 591 x 229 mm  

Plank Former Model  

Thereôs more models that can be built than just building model ships. So 

this month hereôs something a little different for you.  

Source: Royal Museums Greenwich  
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Ship Wrecks of the World 
 

ñThe HMS Sapphireò 

HMS Sapphire was a 32 -gun fifth rate of the Royal 
Navy. She was designed and built by Sir Anthony 
Deane at Harwich in 1675, at a cost of £4,175 and 

accommodated 135 men and 32 guns during war.  
 
Capt. Thomas Harman was assigned as her master by 
the King on the 12th of June 1675. In 1677 HMS Sap-
phire was also the first command of Sir Cloudesley 

Shovell, who later became Admiral of the Fleet and 
eventually died in the Scilly naval disaster of 1707.  
 
The Sapphire spent most of her early service in the 
Mediterranean.  
 

HMS Sapphire was cornered in Bay Bulls Harbour by a 
French squadron in August ïSeptember 1696. Her 
master, Captain Thomas Cleasby, in fear that the 
French would capture the ship, scuttled her and es-
caped across land to the colony of Ferryland.  

 
In the end it was a good thing Captain Cleasby scut-
tled the HMS Sapphire. He was able to save his own 
life and the lives of most of his crew and keep the ship 
from the hands of his enemies. More importantly for 

us today, the HMS Sapphire has taught us a tremendous amount about 17th century ships, war-
fare and life in general. This is evidenced by the 20 published articles written about HMS Saphire 
by NMAS and Parks Canada staff. As well, the National Film Board of Canada created a documen-
tary called ñThe Mystery of Bay Bullsò and there are more than 30 unpublished articles and thesis 
written about HMS Sapphire.  
 

The wreck site was found in the early 1970s. Looting of the site prompted the start of the New-
foundland Marine Archaeological Society (NMAS) to protect the site. They along with Parks Can-
ada conducted some preliminary studies of the site from 1972 to 1977. Through their efforts the 
site was later classified as a Heritage site.  

NMAS Diver over the wreck site 
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Saint Brendanôs CurraghðPart 3  

James M. Norton  

 

 

The first two installments of this series described the construction of the curragh frame 

(Part One) and the covering of this lattice - like frame with a leather skin (Part Two).  Once 

the leather skin covering the curragh was securely in place, it was time to begin outfitting 

the hull.  The first step was to add the thole pins for the oars.  There are six thwarts, for a 

maximum of twelve rowers, so I added twelve thole pins appropriately placed on the gun -

wale according to the Colmcille plans.  I also eventually added a thirteenth thole pin at the 

stern, in the midline of the transom, to accommodate a steering oar.  Apparently two 

forms of steering were used in these curraghs, steering oar and steering paddle, depending 

most likely on the characteristics of the water and on whether oars or sail propelled the 

boat.  

 

Four wooden pegs were used to secure each 

thole pin support to the upper gunwale, the 

pegs passing through the leather into the gun-

wale frame.  The thole pins themselves passed 

through the base, the leather, and the upper 

gunwale, eventually resting on (but not pene-

trating) the lower gunwale.  This conforms to 

what I have been able to see in photographs 

and diagrams of curragh construction.  Figure 1 

shows thole pins in the center section of the 

curragh.   

 

Assembling and installing the framework for the steering paddle was the next step.  

The H -shaped structure was constructed of ¼" dowels, simulating 6" diameter logs.  The 

uprights and crosspiece were pegged together and 

tied with rope, corresponding to the method used in 

Severin's Brendan reconstruction.  The uprights 

were secured to the upper gunwales by pegs, and 

fitted into spaces in the deck. The steering paddle 

with its blade and handle was carved out of bass-

wood, and secured to the frame with rope knots 

that allowed a rotational movement.  A wooden 

strip with a concavity was pegged to the outer edge 

of the upper gunwale, to serve as a rest for the 

steering oar and to prevent the oar from rubbing 

through the leather skin with repeated use.  The 

oar was pulled tight against this support by a leather 

strap and rope that attached to the upright on the opposite side of the boat.  This steering 

paddle appears to represent, in my opinion, a transitional form between a steering oar and 

a fixed rudder.  

 

    Figure 2 above (as well as subsequent images) also shows the additional ropes 

that served to help keep the leather skin in place.  These ropes were secured to the lower 

gunwale on one side of the boat, passed up over the upper gunwale, around under the 

boat, over the upper gunwale on the opposite side, and secured to the lower gunwale 

there.  A thicker rope extended around the gunwale frame in a circumferential fashion.  

Figure 1  

Figure 2  
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The additional compressive forces provided by these external ropes would offset the ten-

sion created by stretching the leather skin over the gunwale frame.  

 

 To assure safe passage, the builder of each Irish 

curragh would traditionally place a vial of holy water in 

the boat, usually attached to the gunwale frame at the 

bow of the boat.  I simulated such a vial using a small, 

tear -drop -shaped glass bead, hung on a peg attached to 

the stem, as shown in Figure 3.  

  

 Next came the deck shelters, one amidships and 

one at the bow.  The framework for the shelters was 

constructed in the same fashion as the hull ï curved ribs 

and stringers, tied together, and covered with sewn 

leather skins.  The shelter located amidships was constructed first.  The wooden frame was 

tied to the thwarts and gunwales, and a leather skin was pulled down over it and secured 

to the thick circumferential rope.  Leather flaps covered the ends of the shelter, and in the 

model these flaps are held open with rope ties so that the interior can be seen. Figures 4 & 

5.  

 

 The forward shelter was constructed in a similar fashion, but was left open with no 

flaps, so that the items that will be eventually stored there could be readily seen.  In Fig-

ures 6 & 7 below, the mast is in place and the main shroud is shown temporarily attached 

Figure 3  

Figure 4  Figure 5  

Figure 6  Figure 7  
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to the stem post, which protrudes through the leather skin at the bow.  The excess rigging 

line will be trimmed and coiled on the final model.  

 

    The figure of Brendan himself was a challenge, and went through several incarna-

tions.  My final choice of material for the figure was epoxy clay, instead of the Sculpey 

polymer clay I have used in the past for figures.  The latter is cured by baking in an oven, 

which can be inconvenient, depending on what my wife is doing in the kitchen.  It also 

smelled up the house while baking and proved to be brittle, often cracking or shattering 

when I tried to drill or carve it after hardening.  The epoxy clay, once mixed with the hard-

ener, allowed 2 -3 hours of working time, during which the clay gradually became harder 

and harder.  The clay could be shaped by hand and small modeling tools while soft and 

rubbery.  Once fully cured overnight, the clay was very hard and not brittle at all, and 

could be drilled and shaped by carving, filing, and grinding with a small rotary tool.  The 

1/24 scale results in a three - inch high figure of a six - foot man.  I chose to pose the figure 

standing at the stern, with one hand on the steering paddle handle and the other resting 

on the steering paddle frame.    

 

Figures 8 through 11 below shows the construction of the Brendan figure.  In Figure 8, 

the upper arms are still wire armatures, but the forearms and hands have been roughly 

shaped and positioned to grip the handle and frame. Figure 9 shows the figure after the 

upper arms have been filled in with clay, but before final shaping has taken place and be-

fore the details of the robe have been added.  Covering the upper arms with clay, and let-

ting the epoxy clay harden with the figure in place, firmly and permanently positioned the 

arms to support the figure in the boat.  

 

          

   

Figures 10 & 11 on the right above show the completed figure.  The forearms and 

hands have been refined by carving and grinding, and I have added the large open 

sleeves, mantle, and hood of the monk's robe.  I chose to depict the hood of the robe low-

ered, because I found that it otherwise obscured too much of Brendan's face.  I lengthened 

the hair on the figure after reading once again descriptions of Brendan in the initial chap-

ters of Fred Hoffmanôs book, Beyond Crystal Castles . Metal pins embedded in the heels of 

the figure helped secure it to the deck, and his feet and hands were glued into position 

with CA glue, giving a strong, four -point attachment of the figure to the model.  

    

Figure 8  Figure 9  Figure 10  Figure 11  
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 The 12', thin -bladed oars, scaled to 6", 

were carved out of 1/8" by 1/8" basswood 

strips.  Triangular blocks of wood with a central 

hole, for sliding over the thole pins, were fas-

tened to the oars.  The distance between the 

blocks and the oar handles was determined by 

the width of the boat, and was set at a point 

where the handles of opposite oars would not 

hit each other as the pairs of oarsmen worked.  

I decided to make eight [8] oars, and to mount 

four of them in place on the thole pins between 

the amidships and forward shelters.  The others 

would be stored in the boat.  Having some of 

the oars in place would allow viewers of the 

model to see how the oars were attached and 

used, as well as reinforcing the peculiar but functional shape of these unusual oars.  Figure 

12 to the right shows the eight oars just after initial staining.  Also visible in the picture is 

a feature derived from the fictional book, Beyond Crystal Castles  ï an Inuit harpoon with a 

walrus tooth tip, given to Brendan and his crew just before they sailed from what is now 

known as Greenland.  The harpoon was outfitted with a coiled rope and stored in a visible 

location on the finished model.  

 

Water skins were modeled using epoxy clay, with their shape and eventual color based 

on Internet images of water skins from various cultures.  The food packs ï presumably 

wrapped in folded, oiled leather ï were also modeled from epoxy clay, painted to represent 

the dark color of treated leather, and bound with short lengths of rope.  I made only two 

each of the water skins and food packs; I believe that more would have cluttered the deck 

and obscured too much of the inside hull detail.  I experimented with methods of reproduc-

ing the sheepskin bedding that would likely have been used in the main deck shelter, and 

finally settled on a piece of white towel that was cut to the scaled shape and size of a six -

sheepskin rug.  The simulated sheepskin was soaked in diluted white glue, allowed to 

harden in a somewhat tousled position, touched up with yellow and light brown highlights 

to simulate the natural oils and staining that would have been present, and put in place on 

the deck under the amidships shelter.  A sea chest was made from a carved basswood 

block covered with leather.  Hinges, handles, and a lock were added, and the chest was 

glued to the deck under the forward shelter.  Figures 13 & 14 show these accessories in 

place on the deck, in or near the for -ward and amidships shelters.  

Figure 12  

Figure 13  Figure 14  
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 The sail was made from a piece of washed, unbleached, finely woven linen cloth.  A 

sail pattern was drawn in pencil on the cloth, based on dimensions in Tim Severin's book 

and pictures of his boat, currently housed in the Craggaunowen Project in County Clare, 

I r e l a n d  ( h t t p : / / w w w . s h a n n o n h e r i t a g e . c o m / A t t r a c t i o n s /

CraggaunowenTheLivingPastExperience/TheBrendanBoat/).  Seams and reinforced stitch-

ing for the reef bands were sewn onto the sail pattern using a sewing machine and thread 

that was only slightly darker than the sailcloth itself.  Previous experimentation had shown 

that too dark a thread color detracted from the appearance of the sail.  Heat -sensitive fab-

ric binding strips were ironed in place around the perimeter of the sail pattern, the pattern 

was cut out, and a double - folded hem was ironed in place.  Folded into the hem, all around 

the sail, was a continuous piece of steel wire (0.02" diameter) that would allow the sail 

eventually to be shaped and positioned as if wind were propelling the boat.  A boltrope was 

sewn by hand around the perimeter of the sail, and cringles were simulated by leaving 

small loops in the boltrope at the sail corners.  Reef lines were attached along the two reef 

bands, and stitched in place.  The sail was fastened to the single spar with rope loops, ac-

cording to the method used by Severin in his reconstruction.   

 

The mast was glued in place, and the forestay was secured to the hole in the stem 

piece.  The shrouds for the mast were secured to the lower gunwale, just forward of the 

amidships shelter.  A halyard for raising and lowering the sail was attached to the spar 

with a loop of leather and passed through a hole in the top of the mast.  The sail was 

raised into place, and the halyard was secured by tying it around one of the thwarts, a 

method appropriate for the general lack of rigging sophistication in these ancient boats.  

Under sail, the spar would not be resting against the mast, but held away from it by the 

wind, so a hidden wire reinforcement was used at the point of attachment of the spar to 

the mast, to hold the spar away from the mast and simulate this look.  I chose not to 

stiffen the sail in a "billowed" shape with glue or spray starch, as is sometimes done, be-

cause I am not sure of the long - term effects of this treatment.  The wire embedded in the 

hem gives a good enough shape to the sail, in my opinion.  

 

The braces for the spar were made from rigging line, stretched relatively tightly from 

the ends of the spar to the frame of the steering oar, a convenient point of attachment 

that would most likely have been used on the actual boat.  The two sheets were made 

from straight lengths of braided wire instead of rigging line, because these would have 

been pulled taut by the wind pushing against the free end of the sail and needed to be 

straight.  These braided wires were painted a linen color to match the rest of the rigging 

Figure 15  Figure 16  
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line.  They are shown attached to unused thole pins on either side of the boat, just aft of 

the main shelter ï again, corresponding to what might have actually been done.  The final 

appearance of the sail is consistent (to me, anyway) with the look of a boat sailing with the 

wind, as can be seen in the images below.  

I had planned all along to leave the model loose in its cradle, so that it could be picked 

up and examined, allowing the viewer to appreciate better the nature of the unusual hull, 

but I eventually decided to mount the model securely to the base.  For traditional models, 

this is easily done, using screws that pass upward through the base and pedestals into the 

keel of the boat or ship.  The Brendan curragh has no keel, however, which presented a 

problem.  (This was a problem not just for me as a modeler, but must have made sailing 

the boat quite difficult for its crew!)  

 

My solution was to drill two small holes, very close together, in each of the four "arms" 

of the cradle holding the model, and simply sew the model to the cradle.  A needle 

threaded with a double thickness of black upholstery thread was passed from the interior 

of the boat outward through the leather skin and through one of the holes in a cradle arm, 

and then pushed back through the other hole, through the leather skin, back into the inte-

rior of the boat.  Care was taken to include in this loop of thread one or more ribs and 

stringers for additional strength and security.  The thread was pulled tight to draw the boat 

tightly against the cradle, and knotted.  A drop of cyanoacrylate glue was placed on the 

knot to prevent its unraveling.  Using this method, the boat was firmly attached to the cra-

dle (although a slight bit of "give" was still present).  The boat cannot be accidentally or 

forcibly removed from the cradle without destroying it.  The method of attachment is 

nearly invisible and, from the inside the boat, all the viewer can see is a few more knots 

against a background of the many, many more knots used to secure the stringers to the 

ribs.  If the boat ever actually needs to be removed from the cradle, these lines can be cut 

Figure 17  
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between the side of the boat and the cradles with a razor blade or sharp utility knife blade, 

and the boat will come free.  The cradles for the boat, inserted into holes drilled in the flat 

base, were carved from pine blocks into a branching, twisted, organic form that suggested 

either driftwood or similarly weathered heavy branches.   

 

The final three images below show the finished model, mounted securely to the base, 

with the sail, rigging, all of the accessories, and Brendan himself in place at the helm.  

 

 I hope that this series of articles has provided the reader with glimpses into the con -

struction of traditional Irish curraghs and into the legend of Saint Brendan the Navigator.  

Happy modeling!  

 

  

 

My primary sources for planning and constructing the model were:  

 

1.  The text of the Navigatio sancti Brendani abbatis (Translator: Denis OôDonoghue, 

Date of Translation: 1893; source, http://markjberry.blogs.com/StBrendan.pdf)  

2.  The Voyage of the Brendan by Tim Severin (McGraw -Hill, New York, 1978, ISBN 0 -07

-056335 -7);  

3.  A National Geographic article (also by Tim Severin) entitled ñThe Voyage of the Bren-

dan -  Did Irish monks Discover America?ò (National Geographic, 152(6):769-797, Decem-

ber 1977);  

4.  Ancient Boats in N.W. Europe: The Archaeology of Water Transport to A.D. 1500 by 

Sean McGrail (Longman, London and New York, 1987, ISBN 0 -582 -49287 -X);  

5.  The Curraghs of Ireland by James Hornell (Society for Nautical Research, Greenwich, 

1973).   

6.  Beyond Crystal Castles, by Fred Hoffman (Xibris Corporation, 2003, ISBN 978 -

1413420203).  

 

 

Figure 18  Figure 19  
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The Model Shipwrights 
Apprentice 

The Model Shipwrights 
Apprentice 

The articles contained in this section are presented for your perusal. They represent 
one of many possible ways of completing a given modeling task. We hope you find 

the information helpful in your modeling endeavours. Like to share the way you do 
something with others? Contact mario@modelshipbuilder.com for more details.  

A METHOD OF BUILDING  
A PLANK - ON - FRAME LIFEBOAT  

By Gene Bodnar  

 

     While building my 1:48 scale model of the American Civil War ironclad USS Cairo, I 

reached the point where the only things remaining to build were four lifeboats.  Although 

the plans for the vessel are outstandingly detailed, they do not provide any details on the 

lifeboats, only their basic shape.  Since the rest of the model was so well -detailed, I 

wanted to present the lifeboats in similar detail.  

 

     There are many ways to build a POF lifeboat, and a variety of those methods can be 

found in many building logs.  The method described here is one I have developed and used 

for several years with much success.   

 

     The first thing I did is carve out the shape of 

the lifeboat shown on the plans from a piece of 

basswood, as shown in Fig. 1.  On my scale, it 

measures 6 İò long, 1 ıò wide, and only Ĳò 

deep.  I cut out the basic shape on two sides with 

a band saw, and then shaped the remainder with 

a Dremel sanding drum.  

 

     The next step, illustrated in Fig. 2, is to build a 

jig for the lifeboat.  It is simply a piece of ıò-thick 

basswood that has been cut about an inch wider 

all around than the lifeboat carved in Fig. 1.   

Draw a centerline lengthwise down the piece.  Place the carved boat in the approximate 

center of the jig, and then mark out ıò intervals from stem to stern.  Use a T-square to 

draw the lines all the way across at each marking.  These lines represent the location of 

each of the frames.  At each end of the jig, I glued İò pieces of basswood to raise the jig 
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off the surface about an inch.  

     Now glue the carved boat upside down 

onto the jig, centering it as perfectly as 

possible.  Then cut a 1/8ò slot at the bow 

end of the jig right up to the boat itself.  

This slot will eventually hold the keel in 

place.  The slot shown at the stern can be 

used for your rudder assembly, but it is not 

necessary at this point.  See Fig. 3.   

 

     Next, drill 1/8ò holes on each side of the 

inverted boat at each one of your frame 

locations.  It is best to use an awl before 

drilling the actual holes so your drill bit 

doesnôt slip.   

 

     We are now ready to make the frames.  I used 1/32ò basswood strips about 1/8ò wide 

for the frames.  They should be long enough to extend from one frame hole to its partner 

on the other side, plus another inch or two to extend below the jig a bit.  Finally, they 

should be soaked in a bowl of hot water for at least 10 -15 minutes before using them, so 

that they will be easily bendable.  See Fig. 4.  

 

     Take a frame strip in your fingers and bend it gently several times.  Insert the strip in 

any one of the central holes on your jig, ex-

tending it about an inch below the jig.  Hold 

it in place in the hole, and then bend it 

around the boat, inserting it into its opposite 

hole.  Use your fingers to press it down 

tightly, so that it comes in firm contact with 

the boat in all places.  While holding the 

frame in this position with one hand, turn 

the jig over and place a droplet of glue at 

each side of the frame holes.  Then clamp 

into position on the underside of the jig.  

Donôt use too much glue.  The goal is to use 

just enough to glue both sides of the frame 

to keep it from shifting position.  Fig. 5 
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shows three frames in place and one about 

to be bent to the opposite side.  Fig. 6 

shows the clamps hold the frames tightly in 

place on the underside of the jig.  Of 

course, you may not be able to lay the jig 

upright while the clamps are in place, but 

you can set it sideways, too.   

 

     The order of placing the frames on the 

jig doesnôt matter.  You may have to wait a 

while for the glue to dry before installing 

more of the frames, but you are known for 

your patience.  

 

     When all the frames have been in-

stalled, and after all glue has dried, you 

may remove the clamps and snip off the 

excess framing material from the underside 

of the jig.  Your finished framing will appear 

like that shown in Fig. 7.  

 

     The next step is to cut out and glue the 

keel to the frames of the boat.  The shape 

of the keel can be determined from the 

plans given.  Carefully cut it out from a 

1/16ò-thick piece of basswood.  I like to 

make the keel extra -wide so that planking 

has plenty of room for attachment ï the 

keel can always be sanded down later.  

Make sure you cut the keel to extend one -

half inch or so into the jig.  

 

     Test -fit the keel onto the frames.  If itôs not quite right, make the necessary adjust-

ments ï this must be a perfect fit!  Once you are certain the keel will fit properly, apply a 

SMALL AMOUNT of glue to each frame at the point where it will meet the keel.  Donôt use 

too much glue.  You DONôT want the glue to seep onto the carved boat, because it will be 

next to impossible to remove the frames if this happens.   

 

     Place the keel in position.  Use rubber 

bands around the jig and the boat to hold 

the keel in position while the glue is drying.  

Make sure the keel remains perpendicular 

to the jig, which can be accomplished by a 

slight shift under the rubber bands.  See 

Fig. 8.  After everything is in alignment, 

you might want to place a very SMALL 

AMOUNT of glue on each side of the keel at 

each frame to make sure the keel is defi-

nitely in contact with each frame.  Wipe off 

excess carefully.  

 

  














































