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In 1911 a group of London clubs 
used The Yachtsman to call a meeting 
of clubs with a view to forming a 
national organisation. At that meeting, 
held in a hotel in Fleet Street, the Model 
Yacht Racing Association was formed, 
embracing both sailing and power boat 
clubs. It was essentially an association 
of clubs and looked to the formation 
of regional groupings because of the 
difficulty of travelling long distances to 
compete. 

One of the moving spirits was  
E Hobbs, who was working as manager 
of Bassett-Lowke’s model engineering 
shop in High Holborn, but representing 
a power boat club based in Balham.  

The Secretary’s post 
was taken, pro tem 
by the editor of The 
Yachtsman. Shortly 
after the foundation 
Hobbs became 
Secretary and this 
led to Bassett-Lowke 
having some influence 
on the development of 
the organisation. Initially 
membership was limited 
to some of the London 
clubs, a few on the South 

coast and the Merseyside 
centred Northern Model Yacht 
Racing Association, which 
became the Northern district 
of MYRA. The number of 
affiliated clubs was small 
enough for the MYRA 
committee to be formed of 
a representative from each 
club.

The recognised  
classes and the  
debate over rules
At the outset the MYRA intended to 
recognise only one class for sailing 
competition, which was to be the 
current full size Rule, the 12-metre to 
the first International Rule of 1906, 
built at a scale of one inch to the foot. 
However the 10-rater to the Length and 
Sail Area Rule was so popular that it 
had to be recognised as well, despite 
not being linked to the Rule that had 
been in full size use only between 1887 
and 1896. This was the beginning of a 
long debate over the propriety of using 
Rules that were different from full 
size Rules. 

The Association made relatively 
little impact on the modelling press, 
receiving no mention in Model Engineer 

until a report appeared of its second 
AGM in January 1913. A report of its 
first 12-metre championship, written 
by Hobbs, appeared, bizarrely, in The 
Captain, a magazine that competed 
with Boy’s Own for the public school 
market. The Captain seems never to 
have carried any other model yachting 
material.

The beginnings 
of international 
competition
At its 1913 meeting MYRA adopted, as 
an additional class, the French 80 cm 
Rule, so that a match could be held 
in France against French and Belgian 
competitors. This Rule was based on 
the International Rule of 1906, but with 
some relaxation of the controls over 
the shape of the ends of the boat, and 
being to an 80 cm rather than 1 metre 
rating, produced a somewhat smaller 
boat than the 12 metre. This match 
took place at Enghien-les-Bains, a 
spa just north of Paris and the rather 
unsatisfactory racing in very light winds 
and rain resulted in a runaway win for 
the MYRA team, led by W J Daniels. 
The trip was organised by Hobbs and 
entirely financed by Bassett-Lowke, 
who was already making his name as 
an internationally minded modern man 
who saw wide advantages in forging 
links with like minded groups on the 
Continent. It was intended that there 
would be a return match in London in 
1914, originally planned for the spring, 
but re-arranged for October and 
ultimately overtaken by the outbreak of 
war. There was no repeat of this style of 
international match. 

1911 and the Model Yacht 
Racing Association (MYRA) 

Russell tells us that there are no extant MYA or MYRA records before 
1930 and what there is does not help much. Most of what is written 
here and in the next section is based on reading in the specialist model 
yachting magazine literature which has existed since 1884, and in full 

size yachting periodicals. These, from time to time, gave considerable 
coverage to model yachting. Nevertheless there are significant gaps, 
which can probably never be filled.

Southsea Lake 1911, probably 
the first MYRA 12 Metre championship. The 
image shows the hull forms of the early 12M 
and also the very gentlemanly collection of 
skippers and officials
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At one point a  
design was proposed 
for a boat at a length 

specifically to be 
carried on a  
London bus

The 10 Rater remains 
the ‘meat and potatoes’ 
of class racing

Although in the subsequent writing 
about the sport, much was made of 
this match and of 12 metre competition, 
particularly at the London MYC, 
the 10-rater remained the meat and 
potatoes of sailing competition and 
the 80cm was to fade away. Building 
on a series of well established open 
meetings for the class, a London 
10-rater League was founded in 1911 
and survived as a major competition 
almost as long as the free sailing 10-R 
remained in use. This involved travel 
over a wide area of London, most of it 
by public transport. 

The membership of the MYRA 
remained relatively small and by 1914 
activity was still modest. The 10-rater 

championship was held at Forest Gate 
in July and attracted entries from 18 
clubs, including one from the Ormeau 
Road club in Belfast. On the other 
hand the 80 cm championship, held at 
Highgate, attracted entries from only 
four clubs, all in London, and the 12 

metre race attracted five entries, 
one from Bristol, the rest from 
London. National championships 
were still typically one day, or even 
half day events, held on a Saturday 
afternoon. 

All stop for the  
first World War 

MYRA seems to have gone into 
complete hibernation during the 
1914-18 war; no reports appear in the 

modelling press. Though individual 
clubs continued to sail, there are 
relatively few reports of what they are 
doing and where reports appear, they 
often emphasise that their sailing was 
only an occasional relaxation from the 
commitment of their members to war 
work. By 1916 the Solent club, largely 
made up of service officers, reported 
that 60% of their members were on 
active service. 

1918 and the war is 
over, only fifteen clubs 
remain in the MYRA
After the war, the clubs on Merseyside, 
describing themselves as the Northern 
Model Yacht Racing Union rather than 
the Northern Branch of the MYRA, 
reported that they had sailed a full 
programme of matches right through 
the war without interruption, but 
the 1920 report to the MYRA AGM 
suggests that none of these clubs were 
still affiliated.

After the war model yachting was 
at a low ebb; there were only 15 clubs 
with a current affiliation to MYRA. 
Seven of these were in London. 
The total membership was only 232 
members. The committee’s report 
to the 1920 AGM complained of the 
low level of support for the national 
championships. Even the most popular 
class, the 10-rater, attracted only 12 
entries. They also reported that there 
had been no interclub races in the 
course of the year, though I find that 
rather hard to credit. 

Change comes in 1923 
as the MYA breaks 
away from the MYRA 
There is a steady stream of letters 
from disgruntled modellers and club 
secretaries asking what MYRA is doing 
and whether it has completely gone to 
sleep. MYSA had reached the stage of 
putting a proposal to its members that 
it should break its link with MYRA. The 
Association was in a period of crisis 
and rather vaguely invited suggestions 
from clubs as to ways of improving 
its operation. At a five hour special 
meeting in 1923 a number of changes 
in organisation were made in a fairly 
irregular manner and a new committee 
elected. 

The moving spirit seems to have 
been C Stansfield-Hicks, a London tea 
merchant and non sailing member of 
Forest Gate, who became chairman for 
the first four years of the new regime. 
He must by then have been a fair age, 
as he had published his Yachts, Boats 
and Canoes as far back as 1887. The 
new constitution was based on that of 
the Yacht Racing Association (YRA) 
and contained provision for individual 
membership. This was supposed to 
attract gentlemen from the full size 
sport to take an interest in model 
yachting, but their numbers were 
small; this was just as well as, if their 
numbers had been larger, their votes at 
one vote per member, as opposed to 
two votes for most of the clubs, could 
well have controlled the racing of the 
active skippers in the clubs. This was 
not universally popular and attempts 
were made in later years to move back 
to a District based organisation, which 
had been the basis of the original 
MYRA constitution. The individual 
membership seems never to have 
fulfilled its alleged purpose but was 
only abandoned quite recently. 

Once again arguments 
about the Rating rules
Much of the activity of the Model 
Yachting Association (MYA) as it 
became in 1923 when it was reshaped, 
seems to have been taken up in 
arguing about the merits of different 
rating Rules and here was some bad 
tempered bickering over points of 
detail. The MYA was constantly urging 

Oriane, a 10-rater from the early years of 
MYRA. Certainly before 1923, because she 
retains a through batten in the main, very 
probably from before 1914. Designed and built 
by G F Gibson, a member of the Hackney club 
in the 1920s. 

mya-uk.org.uk



11acquaint

clubs and members to buy 
copies of the Rating and Racing 
Rules, partly to recoup the costs 
of printing but more importantly 
to encourage clubs to use MYA 
Rules so that their members 
were familiar with them when 
they came to national events. 
Most championship meetings 
were held in London and 
seldom attracted more than 
one or two entries from 
outside the capital. When an 
event was held on the South 
coast the entry would be 
dominated by the host club, 
again with only one or two 
from further afield. 

The ambitions of the 
MYA were not shared 
at the grass roots
The root problem seems to have been 
that the small number of enthusiasts 
who ran the MYA had ambitions for 
the sport that were not shared by the 
average club member. This is typified 
by the development of the ‘Yachting 
Monthly 6-metre’ class, that became 
the A class in 1927. 

It all stemmed from a challenge 
issued, on an entirely personal basis, 
by Bill Daniels to the model yachtsmen 
of America for a match to be sailed in 
the USA. After some negotiation this 
took place in 1922 on Oyster Bay, Long 
Island, using boats designed to the 
American Universal Rule and sailing 
from skiffs to American open water 
Rules. Daniels was comprehensively 
defeated by A E Bull sailing Polka Dot. 

The Yachting 
Monthly Cup
However, Daniels’ desire to establish 
a high profile international competition 
coincided with Malden Heckstall-
Smith’s conviction that the International 
Rule was unsuitable for small racing 
craft of 6-metre size in the full size 
world. He was anxious to promote a 
different form of Rule and Yachting 
Monthly was persuaded to put up 
a ‘100 guinea cup’ for competition 
between models built to the proposed 

Rule at a scale of 2 inches to 
the foot. The intention was that 
the models would show what 
a fine Rule it was, and that this 
would lead full size owners 
to build boats to the YM Rule 
rather than to the International 
Rule. It never happened.

It is now unclear how 
much input Daniels made to 
the Rule as all the details were cut and 
dried by the time they were published 
in Yachting Monthly, but it seems 
that a conscious effort was made to 
compromise between the European 
Rules and the American Universal Rule. 
Daniels called together a committee 
of model yachtsmen to sell the idea 
to them, more or less by-passing the 
MYRA. The MYRA agreed to run the 
competition for Yachting Monthly, and 
in doing so managed to originate a 
dispute with the Scottish MYA over 
their right to mount a challenge as a 
‘nation’, which rumbled on through 
the interwar period. MYRA initially 
made no move to recognise the class, 
which did not occur until 1925. Many 
model yachtsmen regarded it as too 
big, too difficult to move about and 
too expensive for more than a minority 
of modellers. Others simply did not 
accept Heckstall-Smith’s arguments 
against the International Rule 6-metre, 
which in any case did not really apply 
with any great force to models. It was a 
few years before the YM Cup attracted 
worthwhile challenges, and the YM6 

Class became more than a very small 
part of the model yachting scene 

Most modellers 
went on sailing the 
10 Rater …
The great bulk of modellers went on 
sailing their 10-raters, which occupied 
a position comparable to that of the 
IOM today. There was almost no club 
that did not sail them, while all the 
other classes were, relatively speaking, 
minority interests. In the period 1925-51 
the 10-rater register had reached 1195 
boats, and several hundred had been 
built and discarded before the central 
register was started in 1925, while the 
A Class managed only 562. The 36R, 
starting only in 1930, had reached 698. 
The 18 footer, admittedly in only 10 
years on the register 1920-1930, never 
got beyond 63.  

 
 

The Marblehead became popular only 
after 1945; in the two years before 
the war just over 100 were registered. 
However, by 1951 the ‘M’ Register had 
reached 550.

And in the 1920s the 
MYA recognised these 
classes
The classes recognised by the MYA 
in the 1920s included 12, 10, 8 and 
6-metre boats to the 1920 International 
Rule (the last three of which sailed as a 
combined class), the 18 footer and the 
80 cm, all of which related to existing 
full size Rules. The old faithful 10-rater 
and the new YM 6-metre had no 
parallel full size Rule, though for a long 
time the expectation was that full size 
YM6s would be built.

Bill Daniels with Invader, winner of the first 
contest for the Yachting Monthly Challenge 
Cup in 1923

Opal, a 10 Rater designed and built by 
Jack Drury in 1934 and heavily restored by 
him after 1945.
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We lose the  
12 Metre  
and the  
18 footer…
In 1930 the 12 metre was 
dropped, as was the 18 footer. 
The combined metre class 
was collapsed to the 6-metre 
and at the same time the 36 
inch Restricted class was 
introduced as the first class that 
was from the outset conceived 
as a class with no link to full size 
practice. There was also a 30 
inch Restricted class, but this 
never attracted any support and 
less than a dozen were  
ever registered. 

And now in 1937 and 
from America comes 
the Marblehead
In 1937 the Marblehead class, which 
had originated in the USA and was 
again a purely model Rule, was 
adopted. It was designed (it was said) 
at the time to fit across the back seat 
of a car – and cars were by now more 
than ever available to the ordinary 
public at least in the US. Model 
yachts become racing machines in 
their own right. The abandonment 
of the desire to sail to a current full 
size Rule was influenced by the 
rapid expansion of the number of 
full size Rules as much as by the 
crucial recognition that models 
were racing machines in their own 

right, rather than models of possible full 
size craft.

The MYA makes 
progress
Club affiliations crept slowly upwards, 
reaching 30 by the late 1920s but the 
MYA struggled to be in any real sense a 
truly national organisation. Many clubs 

did not affiliate and entries to national 
championships remained small, 
partly because there were now more 
classes recognised, partly because 
most skippers were unwilling to travel 
far. By the end of the 1930s however, 
entries were more respectable, national 
championships for the 10-rater were 
held at a Bank Holiday weekend 
over two days and eventually (after 
arguments over Sabbath breaking), 
over three days.

As for the YM Cup, the competition 
gained in strength, with regular 
challenges from the USA and 
later from European skippers. 
An international organisation 
was founded in 1927 as the 
International Model Yacht 
Racing Association. Initially 
the membership was limited to 

the UK, USA, France, Germany, 
Sweden, Norway and Holland. Though 
it had large ambitions, the IMYRA never 
really fulfilled them, and was essentially 
a pimple on the side of the MYA. It 
adopted the YM6 as the International 
A Class and deferred a decision on 
what would be the international B 
class. In 1936 the name was changed 
to IMYR Union and in the following year 
the Marblehead and 6-metre classes 
were adopted as international classes, 
leading to the MYA recognising the 
Marblehead for domestic competition. 
The difficult economic conditions of 
the 1930s meant that there was little or 
no international activity apart from the 
YM Cup, which went to a challenger for 

Sagitta, a Marblehead from the first 
generation, built from the Wampum II design 
of James Potter, an American.  The boat was 
placed third in the unofficial M Championship 
held by the Ryde Club in 1937.  She is seen 
here restored by Russell Potts, in Fleetwood 
in 1990

Ripple - a very early boat to the the 36 
inch restricted rule, designed and built by 
Alexander of Preston.

The Yachting Monthly Cup of 1925. 
This is Slipper the first American 

challenger. On the left Joe Weaver, and 
on the right Malden Heckstall-Smith. 

The diminutive figure carrying the back 
end of Slipper is Hubert Pyne.
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the first time in 1935 when Sam Berge 
of Norway won with Prins Charming, a 
boat equipped with a non self-tacking 
vane gear.

Most competition  
in the UK took  
place locally
Most sailing in the UK was still within 
individual clubs and in interclub 
matches. These matches, even over a 
short distance, required considerable 
organisation. Relatively few skippers 
had cars and boats had to be 
transported either by public transport 
or by hiring a coach or lorry. There is a 
charming home movie shot as late as 

the 1950s, of an expedition by coach 
which the Southend Club mounted 
to sail in a Carnival Cup event at 
Dovercourt. Logistics imposed severe 
limitations on what could be attempted. 
Clubs almost universally found 
somewhere adjacent to their water to 
store their boats. 

Those that were able to do so built a 
boat house, others used a store in the 
yard of a nearby pub, as did the South 
Eastern club that sailed at Blackheath, 
or the coal hole of the café where they 
would take tea after their sailing as did 
the Clapham club in the 1930s. How 
different from present practice when 
the boat is kept at home and skippers 
will drive long distances to venues that, 
in many cases, before and after the 
racing are no more than open water.

Russell Potts is a retired Civil Servant 
who served for the most part with the 
Ministry of Defence. In the 1970s he 
turned from model aircraft (having, he 
tells us, encountered too much concrete) to 
model yachting, and had the distinction 
of racing in the first radio Marblehead 
Championship held in 1974. In the fullness 
of time he became the Secretary of the MYA 
and was to be Secretary of the organising 
committee of 1986 and 1990 world 
Marblehead Championships at Fleetwood. 
A journalist at heart, he wrote the Curved 
Air column in Model Boats from 1987 to 
1992, and in the processes invented the 
Vintage Model Yacht Group (VMYG)  
He also edited the Sports Historian, the 
learned journal of the British Association 
of Sports History, for a time and today he 
serves as the MYA’s Archivist. Russell 
has long researched the history of model 
yachting; a visit to his home reveals many 
a famous boat highlighting intimate 
knowledge of the sport. All illustrations in 
this section are courtesy Russell Potts unless 
otherwise captioned.

W J ‘Bill’ Daniels, 1882-1959,  
was the premier model yacht 
designer, builder and skipper 
of his generation
First active in the late 1890s, he developed 
procedures for calculated hull balance in the 
early years of the 20th century. By his writing, 
both alone and with H B Tucker, he established 
what would become the standard construction 
methods for the wooden boat with cotton 
sails. For many years he kept his family in 
some comfort solely from the profits of his 
model yachting supply business.

Boat England Scotland Total

36 153 0 153

Marblehead 219 5 224

10 Rater 220 0 220

12 M 0 21 21

A 140 18 158

6M 137 110 247

This table compiled by 
Norman Hatfield, sets 
out the number of boats 
with current Certificates 
at the time of the 1949 
AGM. Already the 
number of Marbleheads 
is increasing to rival the 
established 10R Rater.

The Vintage Model  
Yacht Group at 
www.VMYG.org.uk
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