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His Majesty’s Yacht

Many of our racing members 
also have an interest in scale 
sailing and I had the privilege 
recently of sailing John 
Cadenhead’s model of the Royal 
Yacht Britannia - John’s fine 
model is of the 1893 yacht under 
her 1926 rig.  

It was at once clear that this was 
a fast ship even in a very moderate 
breeze, standing well up to her canvas 
of which, frankly, there is a great 
deal!  John sails the boat competitively 
and the boat seems to be an ideal 
crossover between modern and scale 
racing.  A small group of Britannias 
has built up at Southwater Dabblers 
near Horsham, and others are being 
built elsewhere

John’s boat is in glassfibre with 
carbon fibre blending into the upper 
hull.  Decks are Liteply which has 
been scale planked and sailcloth is 
derived from bed linens sprayed with 
tent proofing material.  Spars are 
wooden. John Cadenhead and Bill 
Letten devised an ingenious sheeting 
arrangement for the flying jibs as 
you will see from the photograph.  
Because scale modellers are faced 
inevitably with the problems of linear 
reduction of length, but reduction of 
displacement by the cube, she needs 
extra weight low down to ensure 
stability and this has been provided 
by adding a One Metre keel.  The 
resultant hull is roughly 46” (1168mm) 
long,  Fortunately her bowsprit 

retracts, fully extended she is  54½ “ 
(1384mm) overall, and weighs about 
10lb (4½k)

The original mould was produced 
by Ray Baxter from a planked hull 
which he also built and several boats 
have been derived from that mould. 
However, the boat may be built 
planked in traditional style on frames 
(shadows) and Bill Letten used this 
method for his successful Britannia, 
planking with Balsa. 

Plans drawn by Sandy Cousins 
are available from Marine Modelling 
International  http://www.
marinemodelmagazine.com (click 
on the Plans link in the right hand 
column) and it is on these plans, 
which show her in her 1926 rig, that 
the Southwater boats are based. An 
article by Bill Letten appeared in MMI 
in Jan/Feb 2007.

The original HMY Britannia was 
commissioned in 1892 to a design 
by GL Watson for King Edward 
VII and built by Henderson on the 
Clyde. She was put into the water in 
1893 and sailed as a highly successful 
competitor in the then “big class“.  
On the death of Edward VII she 
passed to George V who raced her 
with great success, then for a time she 
cruised until she was again rigged for 
racing in the early ‘20s and started a 
second successful competitive career.  
In 1931 she was re-rigged yet again, 
this time with a Bermudan sails, but 
her long string of racing successes was 
coming to an end.

There is a postscript: George V 
left instructions that on his death 
Britannia should be stripped, taken 
out into deep water off the Isle off 
Wight and sunk – such was his regard 
for her that he was determined 
that she should not pass into other 
hands.  In the Summer of 1936 she 
disappeared for good, and it is nice 
that we can re-create this famous 
yacht. Perhaps one day we might re-
create her keenest competitors and 
see “big class” racing on our waters.
With grateful thanks to  

John Cadenhead and Bill Letten.

HMY Britannia

Ingenious sheeting allows simple adjustment of the several flying jibs

Britannia’s fine spread of canvas.  

She stands well up to it in a blow.
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