'The Fabulous Fifies

The Scots have their own special brand of
classic sailing. Alistair Law tells the story of
the Fifies which are a part of the history of the
Buchanness Radio Yacht Club.

Model yacht building and sailing has
been around Peterhead and district for
well over a hundred and fifty years that
we know of. Some present members
of the club own yachts in excess of
a hundred years old, and the history
has been handed down through the
generations by word of mouth.

In the eighteen hundreds along the
east coast of Scotland there was an
abundance of herring and fishermen
wanted desperately to catch them
and to do this they need a boat with
good sea keeping qualities, stable, fast
and easy to handle. These men would
go forty miles out into the North Sea
chasing the herring, and found that the
Fifie was the best choice. No one really
knows who designed the boat but it
was exceptional and a beautiful boat to
look at.

Fishermen build

sailing models

Towards the eighteen fifties fishermen
began to build sailing models of these
superb craft and it is said they would
start a race from the harbour mouth
to a mark set offshore, the fleet would
follow them to see what boat would
reach the mark first, then they would
carry on out to the fishing grounds

to begin the summer fisheries. The
models would be allowed to sail away
into the bosom of the sea never to be
seen again.

This kind of sailing continued until
they turned to the Den Dam which is
situated in a valley at the top of Stirling
hill behind Boddam south of Peterhead.
Instead of letting the yachts go they
began to race them in the Dam every
New Year’s Day. The skippers would
meet in the village (Boddam) and with
the local flute band leading the way
they would walk up the hill to the Dam;
many times they would get there to
find it frozen over. Then they would
break the ice before sailing could
begin. In those days boats were raced
only for the sons of the model owners.

Boddam Boys -
and Girls

Soon a club was formed called the
Boddam Boys Yachting Club. No prizes
were given at this time; the practice of
giving prizes came ten years later when
the winner received a pair of galleasses
and the runner up a pair of socks.

Each boy and girl who had walked to
the Dam received a candy apple at

the end of the day. After the end of the
First World War the first trophies were
used. In the fifties the sailing date was
changed to August and in the last few
years it has changed again to June.

A party was held on the second of
January for all the children in the village
and the boys who had boats entered
for them received their prizes.

In the sixties the name of the club
was changed to the Boddam Junior
Yachting Association and the girls
were now able to have boats sailed for
them. We continue to this day sailing
these yachts which range in size from
twelve inches to four feet. The party
is still held on the second of January
but is confined to children with yachts
entered in the summer racing. We feel
this is our heritage and we will never let
it die.

The Buchanness
Yacht Club at Slains

Getting underway at Slains. The weather
looks to be cold this day!

In 1900 the Buchanness Model Yacht
Club (or the big club) was formed. It
was the same modellers (fishermen and
ships’ carpenters mostly) and they built
beautiful yachts - three foot, four foot,

five foot and six foot; some were single
masted, some two and others three.
The larger yachts were sailed in
a large loch called locally “the Loch
of Slains” some twelve miles south
of Peterhead and a horse and cart
was used to transport the yachts and
skippers to and from the water. This
went on until around the late forties
when it seemed to die out.
In the early fifties another group
of enthusiastic modellers called the
Peterhead Model Yacht Club received
permission to built a new yachting pond
on ground overlooking the harbour
of refuge inside the town’s boundary,
and commenced to race Fifies, mainly
at three feet. They continued to do so
till around nineteen fifty nine, when on
one winter’s night a gale of wind blew
the water out of the pond onto the
main road causing the traffic to skid.
The council emptied the pond and
bulldozed it!

The present Club

The present club was formed after a
visit to Fleetwood around nineteen
eighty four. There we saw radio
controlled Marbleheads and decided
this was for us. It was never our
intention to sail Fifies but one stalwart

Alexander Lemon waits for his schooner built
Fifie. This boat was built on a mould prepared
by Graham Elliott’s grandfather. Here she is

on Den Dam.

joined the club and built a new Fifie -
and he became the man to beat. We
are still, to this day building and racing
Fifies. Now we have at least fifty three
footers in a project run with Aberdeen
university in the local heritage centre.

(The full story of the Aberdeen University
boats will be featured in a future article Ed.)
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