'This Is The Beginning
Of A Beautiful Boat Company'

... said the four friends graduating from the Boat Building Academy.
Wife-of-a-friend Sophie Olszowski has their story.
With photographs by the author – and friends.
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hen my husband said to me one evening
a couple of years ago “Do you fancy
living in Lyme Regis for nine
months while I do a wooden boatbuilding
course?” I wasn’t sure whether Simon
was sending me to Lyme while he went
elsewhere, inviting me along or joking.
We lived in a landlocked bit of Kent,
with jobs, friends and family and while
Simon, a lifelong sailor, had always been
a good occasional carpenter, this felt like
DIY on a different scale.
But the lure of Lyme was strong and a
meeting with the inspirational and encouraging
Yvonne Green, then Principal of the Boat Building
Academy, led Simon to enrol for a one week woodworking
course. Yvonne’s suggestion was that he see whether he
felt comfortable, after a week, that the mental and physical
effort demanded by such a course could be sustained for nine
months. A wise caution but when I met Simon at the end of
day one, it was clear that he was hooked. Within a month,
he’d signed up to join 'The Class of February 2017' and I was
flat-hunting.
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Eighteen months later, we’ve relocated to Dorset
and Simon is a founding partner of The Beautiful
Boat Company, the first ever set up by
BBA graduates in Lyme Regis.. His fellow
directors, Sam Smith, Sam Sheppard
and Jamie Chitty, approached him a
month before their course finished.
Would he consider joining them as an
equal partner in a venture that would
see them all invest enough to rent and
kit out a workshop, with no-one taking
salary until they had a float in the bank to
cover their costs for year two?
They found their workshop through the
wonderful word of mouth network that seems to make
so much happen in Lyme. Their delightful landlords - who
have fast become friends - asked encouraging questions about
luxuries such as what sort of heating they'd like and in March
2018, they moved into a 1500sq ft (140m²) barn, a mile inland
from the harbour.
But roll the clock back to their student days at the
Academy: where did these four unlikely soulmates come from
– and where are they heading?
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Today's Wooden Boatbuilders – 3

Facing page: A 1904 photograph showed the unusual Hestercombe Garden punt which the new company was asked to replicate.
The inset restages the shot today. Above: The 'beautiful boys' with their very first commission completed successfully.

We happy few...

Both the Sams are ex-forces: Sam Smith, who has a good
handful of RYA qualifications, spent ten years as principal
clarinet of Her Majesty’s Coldstream Guards Band but
hankered for things watery, having grown up on a marina run
by his parents on a Peak District canal. Sam Sheppard was in
the Royal Navy for nine years and when he wanted a career
change as far away from a desk as possible, boatbuilding
seemed a perfect fit. Jamie, a qualified sailing instructor, was
IT coordinator for the Trussell Trust, the foodbank charity, and
took a furniture restoration course at the BBA before signing
up for boatbuilding. Simon, a shipbroker by training, has his
own marine recruitment business from which he was planning
nothing more than a nine month sabbatical.
Like so many graduates of the Academy, whose training,
while set around the City and Guilds 2463 Level 3 Diploma in
Marine Construction, Systems Engineering and Maintenance,
goes far beyond this, they all joined with immense enthusiasm
but little specialist knowledge. The course has been described
as 'squeezing a 5 year apprenticeship into 9 months' and it
would have been easy to brush off their plans to set up a
business together as the ramblings of the utterly exhausted as
their course drew to a close.

Prototypes

This exhaustion – physical and mental - was especially acute
for Sam Smith and Jamie who were both 'commissioners.'
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These are students – typically about half of those on each
course – who not only train at the BBA but also choose a
design to build, fund it and own it once the course is finished.
Both their boats are now in the portfolio that the Beautiful
Boat Company builds to order, a list best summed up as
anything wooden and up to 22' (6.7m) long.
Sam’s boat is a 16' (4.9m) elongated adaptation of the 14'
(4.3m) Rascal by American designer Ken Bassett. Sam explains
“I was really struck by the beauty of this 1930s inspired
Roadster design. She’s incredibly sleek, rather like a classic car,
and we chose red and cream colours to bring out this aspect.”
The Rascal’s superstrong lightweight hull is built of
cold moulded marine ply over Douglas fir frames, sheathed
externally in epoxy-glass and painted with Jotun two pack
Xtreme gloss yacht paint to enhance durability and scratch
resistance. The deck, made from Sitka spruce veneers, is both
oiled and varnished and the 60HP Evinrude outboard, a direct
injection 2-stroke which meets current emissions regulations,
should see her reach her designed top speed of 45 knots.
So high is her sheen, some refuse to believe she is made
entirely of wood, a scepticism also evoked by Jamie’s scow.
Based on the traditional Beaulieu design and Lymington
Scows built by John Claridge, at 11’3” (3.4m) Ophelia is perfect
for teaching youngsters to sail. Her cold moulded hull was
made by laying khaya veneers over a temporary jig and then
adding two further khaya layers to create a stable lightweight
skin before a final, fourth layer, fore to aft, creates the
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appearance of a traditionally planked carvel hull, minus the
associated maintenance headaches.
Jamie chose a bright finish to show off this 'planking' to
best effect and Ophelia’s immaculate internal fit out uses
various woods including sapele and spruce. Her balanced lug
rig and unusual turquoise sail make a spectacular sight against
the Lyme bay sky.
With a nine month course, City and Guilds qualifications
and two builds under their belts, you might have thought
the four partners would have eased gently into their new
business, fitting out their workshop while relocating homes
and families. But a chance conversation at a Christmas party
changed all that.

Taking a punt

Philip White MBE, Chief Executive of Hestercombe, an historic
garden open to the public near Taunton in Somerset, needed a
boat. Asking what kind of boat, the beautiful boat boys were
thrilled if a little terrified when their brief essentially rested
on Philip producing six photographs of an estate punt from
1904 and asking if they could recreate it. The pictures, which
could politely be described as a little grainy, showed the Hon
Mrs Portman, the last private owner of Hestercombe, boating
with her sons, their dog and her husband’s private secretary.
Philip explained: “I asked a boatbuilder about these
photographs some years ago who said it was an unusual punt,
shorter and deeper than most estate or lake punts and finely
built in the Thames tradition. Ever since, I have wanted to see
a punt back on the Pear Pond as we suspect the one in the
photographs was sold at the estate sale in 1951.”
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Facing page top: BBA builds – Jamie Chitty's 11'3" (3.4m) cold-moulded scow based on the Beaulieu and Lymington orginals.
Facing below and this page above: Sam Smith's enlarged 16' (4.9m) version of Ken Bassett's American runabout design Rascal.
Photographs courtesy Richard Austin Images.
The remnants of a boathouse on an as yet unrestored
lake at Hestercombe gave some clues as to the punt’s likely
size. Using these measurements and the photographs as their
primary references, the quartet studied estate punt plans and
researched the materials that would have been used to build a
punt more than a century ago.
Sam Smith says: “We worked with Philip to agree
specification and colours and set to work sourcing beautiful
wood for the boat’s interior and trim. We used a mix of
modern and traditional skills to create a punt in keeping with
its heritage and with a traditional look and feel.”
The timbers used include iroko, sapele and teak with an
interesting history, in that it was reclaimed by Philip White
from East Reach Hospital in Taunton. The team also built the
pole of ash – the wood traditionally used for such things as it
breaks cleanly if leant on too hard, rather than splintering –
oars and a paddle. They also worked with a foundry to recreate
the unusual square rowlocks visible in the original pictures.
While the Hestercombe commission was a dream for a
company so focused on beautiful craft, they are also realistic
about the need to balance work of that quality, which may not
come their way regularly, with work that keeps them in bread
and beer. To that end, they take on wooden boat repairs and
renovations, mainly in Dorset, Devon and Somerset and also
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have clients for their non-marine joinery services. Pragmatism
has seen them build many things, from custom kitchen
worktops to a summerhouse and a yurt for a local farm.
Undeniably, all four directors were fortunate to be able to
afford the cost of the course – currently just under £15,000
– the time to do it and to have supportive friends and family
who kept them afloat while they studied. That said, less than
six months after opening, they launched the punt to a gentle
media storm in August and have their running costs for next
year safely banked, which means that from here on in they
have the heartening prospect of earning a salary.
So often, one hears the mantra about living the dream. All
four members of the Beautiful Boat Company know well what
it is to work hard and commercial boatbuilding was never
going to be an easy option. While they are clearly happiest on
days they can devote their time exclusively to cold moulding,
carvel planking, chines and double chines, they will knuckle
down to non-marine work when the order book is fallow. That
said, the buzz and enjoyment are almost palpable when you
walk through the workshop door. As one visitor said "This isn't
a workshop, it's a play centre."

Contact

www.thebeautifulboatcompany.co.uk
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