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Model boat design choice and basis, Sundowner 
This document was written by Paul Naylor and is published here for FMES online viewing, and was 

written during 2025. 

The Project: A Model Boat, Sundowner build 1 

Like many others, I started model making with model boats with IC engines as a teenager…I am (just) 
old enough to remember regattas with straight running, RC steering, RC speed and tethered 
hydroplanes as regular features. Not an electric motor for propulsion in sight, only varied by a few 
steam engine boats. These were the days when radio control systems were fine until the local taxi firm 
started using their CB radio sets…(and aircraft modellers like my brother got used to coming home 
with a tissue bag full of broken balsa bits!) 

I progressed then (eventually) to making steam engines and joined the wider model engineering 
fraternity, but that is another story. The seed, though, was sown and I wanted to return to making a 
boat or two as I find the combination of wood and metal crafts used of interest. 

I should add that my motivation for writing this set of articles is NOT to demonstrate a master at work 
(!) but to show how someone who has learned himself - mainly through trial and error - to tackle model 
making projects, gets a real satisfaction in the activity. In my case, the end product needs to work and 
be demonstrable but will probably spend its life on a shelf as an ornament as I get more interest in 
making than operating. I also ought to add that I have no claims to be a master craftsman and my 
mantra is ‘if it looks right, it will be’ applies, so no rivet counting here please! If you have an interest in 
model making, have a go! 

Well, now I had the time and looked around for a suitable boat to make. Something reasonably large 
and, for me, to a familiar scale (such as 1”/foot or 1/12th scale or thereabouts), where you could 
challenge yourself making the features with reasonable realism! The rub is of course that this scale 
makes for ‘sensible’ models to be of smaller prototypes. 

I was always attracted to the story of Charles Lightoller. Lightoller was mainly known for his role in the 
Titanic disaster as second officer and portrayed by Kenneth More in the original film. He came to this 
role after a career of some experiences (including other shipwrecks!) well explained in many articles 
and books. After the Titanic escapade, he went on to a number of commands in the Royal Navy during 
WW1, winning the DSC and bar, and ending up as Commander and on the retired list in 1919. If you 
want a real-life thrilling story of ‘derring-do’, look him up (search on line for ‘Charles Lightoller 
biography’)!  

Retaining his love for the sea, he purchased a converted naval steam pinnace in 1929 for private use 
by him and his Australian wife, Sylvia, and engaged in inter-war activities (and holidays!) with some 
parallels with the well-known ‘Riddle of the Sands’ novel by Erskine Childers.  



He called his boat ‘Sundowner’ (Australian for ‘tramp’, thanks to Sylvia!) and this came to more fame 
as a WW2 member of the D-Day flotilla of ‘little ships’, where, under Lightoller’s command, it rescued 
127 soldiers from France in a single trip. He was not allowed to go back for more as by then only the 
faster boats were allowed to go (Sundowner tops out at 11 knots). Since the somewhat spartan 
internals of the boat look like it could sleep 4 or 5 maximum, 127 (plus crew of 3) was presumably 
somewhat cramped: there is a photo of it returning to port thus loaded and the water line is just below 
the porthole rims! 

After much use, and Lightoller’s death in 1952, the boat became regarded as nationally important, 
spending its life in Ramsgate harbour and latterly in private ownership undergoing significant 
restoration. 

 

Sundowner, with credits to The Association of Dunkirk Little Ships 
(https://www.adls.org.uk/sundowner) 

So, my choice was made and I elected to model this in the above condition at 1” to the foot (1/12th 
scale). This translated into a model 52” (1.32m) in length and with a beam of 12.5” (317mm). 

Since I wanted to use wood and be more or less prototypical, this meant that the hull was to be double 
diagonally planked over a traditional framework of ribs and sections mounted on a rigid keel. I was not 
going to ‘rivet count’ though so as long as it met a ‘6 foot’ rule (ie looks right from 6 feet away) so I felt 
that I had some latitude on construction. I relied on photos visible on the internet, suitably scaled with 
reference to close ‘known’ sizes for most detail. I did not travel to see the boat and take my own 
photos, as by then it had been taken into preservation and existed as a stripped-down hull. 

https://www.adls.org.uk/sundowner


With thanks to https://ontheslipway.com/50ft-steam-pinnace/ 

I was able to find some hull ‘lines’ for a 50’ naval steam pinnace of the same vintage that Sundowner 
was based on that seemed about right and adapted them to the modified lines of Sundowner to give 
me a set of sections for making the keel, ribs, stringers etc onto which I would fix the planks. Some of 
the changes were a little speculative however and it was with some trepidation that I committed to the 
build, hoping that the eventual hull shape was authentic. Time was to tell whether this was justified or 
not. At the time of writing this section, it was still a little uncertain…  

Some links for your interest, amongst others: 

https://www.nationalhistoricships.org.uk/register/96/sundowner 

https://www.adls.org.uk/sundowner 

https://www.paullee.com/titanic/Sundowner/index.php 

https://sundowner.online/ 

https://www.facebook.com/DunkirkShips/videos/clip-of-the-bbc-news-report-on-
sundowner/2772388569675053/ 
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