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The romance of

a wooden boat

When Georgie Hare accepted an invitation to sail to the
East Coast she fell for the boat — and the boatbuilder.
The enchanting voyage led to a whirlwind year setting
up Butler & Co, a traditional wooden boatbuilding firm
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here's Harty Ferry, and

Whitstable and my

family home! There

see, across the marsh! |

wonder if Mum and

Dad are watching us
sail home? Ashlev's voice was filled
with the anticipation of arrival at a
destination, as only a sallor can
really know.

In the sepia light of late summer
dusk, with the tide far out revealing
the East Coast mud and marsh of the
Swale in Kent, wading birds cheered
us as we glided along with a
following brecze and flood tide. In a
few moments of stillness, | felt the
magic; the presence of history, of a
circle completed; a phyvsical and
emaotional end and new beginning,
which 1 felt enthralled to experience

I'd stepped aboard Sally B in Cowes
but for Ashley this was a
homecoming from Martha's
Vinevard, USA where he'd built
9.76m (321t) Sally B to the design of a
fishing Bawley.

Refore we knew it the shores of
Harty Ferry and entrance to
Faversham Creek were upon us and
it was time to down the sails and
drop the hook. Our trusty Sally B
gracefully and confidently took up
on her anchor among the other
traditional rigs as If she had been
doing o for years

Before the crew had time to take
breath and wait for further orders
Ashley had the dinghy over the side
and was rowing in the twilight
towards four small dark figures
waving on the shore. Out of the
dark Ash's life-loving laugh greeted
his family, so | hurriedly went below
to light up the lamps. Our vovage
was complete

New beginning

For me arrival in Kent on Sally B in
August 2004 was the end of a sailing
vovage as well as a step onto another
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path of life’s journey. The invitation
to join Ashley on his boat for the
final leg of her journey seemed a
brimful of adventure - a vovage into
the unknown. | simply had to go.
To a wooden boat girl from the
West Country the energy and
atmosphere of Sally B, which is
striking to anvone who has stepped
aboard, together with Ash's
animated stvle of storyvtelling about
East Coast I[Jljl:l{lllx. Wiay L'\.E ol
captivating web. As we sailed past
the white cliffs of Dover, Ramsgate
and North Foreland - a coastlinge
almaost instilled into the
subconscious of any seafarer’s mind
| became more aware of the
significance of the passage for Ash
For Ashley, arrival in Faversham
was the final leg of a long journey
and signified both a homecoming
and a fresh start. He had not seen his
family for more than a vear, and
hadn’t salled up the local muddy
creeks for more than six vears
Sally B, an engineless vaw] with no
1.'|l.'lt,'|_r|.|L al or \kl!-“tL Ii':Q aids, had
been his trusty home for more than
6,500 miles including his single-
handed transatlantic crossing. And
while alone in mid-ocean, the ldea ol
building traditional wooden boats
on a commercial basis became his

new goal

& Ashley Butler
learnt boat building
on the Thames
Estuary. He met
Georgie Hare ot
Cowes where she
joined him to sail
Sally 8 back 1o
Faversham in Kenl

¥ Sally B with
aimaost every sail
up, taking her place
among the Tall Ships
al a traditional boat
festival

Building wooden boats

After a summer of racing Sally B
with Ash, and an autumn of
commuting between Kent and
Edinburgh iwhere | was living at the
time), 1 decided 10 move south in
January to help him realise his
ambition to st up Butler & Co, a
traditional wooden boatbuilders.
Afver quite a struggle to find a
suitable workshop for the new build
we located a barn four miles outside
Faversham in the village of Selling
and the dream gradually became a
reality. With the bam cleared out
electricity installed, wood and
fastenings ordered and a lead keel
poured, by February we werne ready
Lo start on a new project - a 9.76m
(32ft) smnack vacht called Lucie B
During those freezing preparatony
wereks in the depths of winter, |
became aware of the reserves of
passion, focus and single-
mindedness that Ashley had for the
project. I stole a glimpse of the
maonths ahead and saw how the
building of a wooden boat was all-
absorbing for him. His quiet
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& Lucie B proudly
from a distance

Estuary and uses the same traditional

kaders frovm L

Jues as boat

Century

I

19t}

Scale model

First he carves a 8in: 1Rt half moded
based on a water Lne length/beam
ratho of 3:1 fow 3 smack. He then
scales up the proportions to life sire
1on | March, the

hour priman bullding frames wers

With the keel la

erected shortly after. Around these
the ribbons were h to gain the
shape of the hull, and then a jig used
to determine the shape of the
Memalning frames

Lucte B has iroko deadwoods and

s oAk frames overy two feet with
a steamed frame in between
Throughout the early stages of the
bulld | would work sporadically on
the boat. and as a practical person |

am not unfamiliar with wielding a

SMaCk, oWy es
my previous expenicnoes [ade into
All the tasks in hand

wele very Reavy-duhy

The old and the new

Ashlev's method of boatbuilding is a

InNYEnIfcanct

fusion of old and new in that he
combines traditional methods of
construction with the advantages of
using modern machinery

When instructed to bulld a wt of

mamed, | cautiously set about cutting
mvsedl a plece of wood with a chain
ww bhefore defining the sh ape on thi
S0-vear-old hand saw. Although the
frames were heavy and thi

T

12 atl the outset |

Chinery daunt
w0 found some confidence
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The difficualt bit car
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skill of being able o

hé frame, b
we’ the thape of the curve and thy
bevel required. Many times | can
recall a look in Ashley's eve, a sort of
hall blurred, dazed juint with

severe lines of concoentration on his

emerged from her shed 1 was the begt bime f was

brow as he studied the form of his

construction. Without strict lofied

low he determines the

plans to f
shape of his boats by eve. He can
see if a line Is even a few millimetres
out, thanks to a good eve and his
vears of experience

By 1 April we celebrated the long-
awaited signs of spring. the
completely framed up smack and the
launch of mv newly-built birt
a 2.9m (911 6in

day
present, Pegyy B
clinker-built salling dinghv. Time
also became a priority in April, for it
was then that Butler & Co made the
nnancal commitment to have a
berth at the 2005 Southampton Boat
show!, Suddenly it became necessanry

to work backwards from a deadline

with a timetable to try and keep
From May onwards the project grew

tically in momentum, 10- t

r davs, seven davs 3 week
the nornm
she was all i"|.::'IL1"-.'. up, th

number of tasks and apects of the

b, Byrlers

ABOVE The hand-

crafed intenor of

Locie § showing the
galley - a biend of

the traditional and

he modern

LEFT Peggy 8. 28N
fen clinker.buil
sauking dinghy
Geargie s birthday
present from Ashigy

Burler & L1
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ne multi-faceted. Athley
Rnger on and
bevond the pulse, setting the pace

P s

for work, multi-tasking and. with
sometimes four people to keep
working at full speed. alwavy
thinking ahecad

L'p to this podnt Ashley's friend of
ald. David Shoal. had been
methodically working on the
project. In the fnal staged, however
we were joined by Richard Hunn, a
well seasoned wooden boat sallor

freshiv out of Falmouth b

thullding

. \
and ready |

college T a baptism of
fire. Hot sunny davs of bunging
Hung
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nunning and organising absorbwd
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Seeing the light
On 19 August 2005 Lucie B proudly

emerged [T

d. It was a
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mormeEnt o

AhkeEy, 2% It was the furst Timee 1T was
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Ashley literally beamed with
pride at Lucie B's first sail.

He seemed relaxed and

exhilarated

possible to see her profile from a
distance. The first major deadline
had been reached. Dressed overall, in
front of a crowd of 70 well-wishers
Lucie B was named after my cousin
and blessed as she was lowered into
the water at Iron Wharf, Faversham

As we were towed o Hollowshore,
hardly believing we'd achieved so
much, [ saw Ashlev at last had a
relaxed expression on his face again
- ¢xhausted, but relaxed

With just three weeks till the start
of the show in September, however,
the tasks still to do seemed infinite
and the hours in a dav 100 few

Admiration

Lucie B's maiden sail was on a hot
and breezy day in the Swale. Ashley’s
exhilaration at the sight of her
sailing was one of the few times
when | have seen him express sheer
pride at his abilities. He was surprised
to find that seeing Lucie B sail for the
first time seemed to hold so much

4 Ten days al the
Southampton Boat
Show generated lots
of enquiries and
expressions of
admiralion

more for him than the maiden sail of
Sally B. 5ally B was built in America
as a potential home in his spare time,
and although she is three tons
heavier and much more ship-like
than Lugie B, Lucie B was much the
more demanding challenge

As a business venture and Butler &
Co's first build, she required much
more in terms of time, investment,
deadlines, employment and
reputation. Together with the
business strains, her traditional
simack counter stem (a much more
technical construction than a Bawley
transom) put at least a month onto
the building time and was a test-
plece of boatbuilding skills.

S5till, we made it, and the 10 days of
positive response and praise at the
Southampton Boat Show made the
last few months’ worth of gruelling
effort disappear into sawdust

Among the sea of white, somewhat
sterile glasshbre vachts, Licie B
seemed to have a living soul and
joytul spirit, and it was satisfying and
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reassuring to think that she would
still be on the seas in a hundred
vears time

From a business point of view,
introducing the concept of a new-
build wooden boat in this
environment was effective, and has
led to many enquiries

Heading home
Before we could stop to draw breath
it was time to leave S l'IJIh_”'IH'ITIII"I
and head back home to the east. Just
over a vear had passed since | first
made the decision to jump onto
Sally B and sail to Kent. As we neared
the entrance to the Swale, we both
looked towards the familiar shore of
Whitstable while picking out Butler
& Co's next project - the restoration
of the smack Favourite

As | turned to see Ashleyv's face in
the sun, his eyes had that faraway
stare as if they werne seving bevond
the horizon to blue oceans on which
to sail... or was he dreaming of @
new boats waiting to be built?

IN THE WORKSHOP

B As we wenl to press, Butler & Co has started work on several new
projects. Ashley has shaped and completed the keel, deadwoods,
mast and deck beams of a new-build ‘ichen Ferry'-like 7.9m (261t)
yacht. With the help of Richard Hunn, a 3.2m (10ft 6in) clinker sailing
dinghy is nearly complete and ready for collection.
B Butler & Co is also restoring a 6.1m (20ft) Plymouth Hooker, Little
Pearl. She is in need of a new deck, floors, bulwarks and interior. Any
information regarding the history of this vessel would be most
appreciated by her owner.
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