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Learning the lessons in 
developing performance 
RC yachts
Two amateurs team up to design 
and build  IOMs and Marbleheads. 
With little time to test their designs, 
they raced both at National level. 
John Taylor tells us a about their 
experiences.

It has been the season for lessons 
learned for two UK amateur yacht 
designers and builders. John Taylor 
was, and is, very enthusiastic about 
designing and is always keen to 
see his creations perform on the 
water.   Damian Ackroyd had been 
developing his skills as a moulder and 
builder, taking advice from the more 
established David Creed. Always keen 
to try new ideas Damian had been 
working to master the art of vacuum 
moulding, but for him, as it is for John, 
radio sailing is a pastime  and both 
men had restricted time to in which to 
develop and test their ideas.

They teamed up at the 
start of 2012 to build two 
of John’s designs, the IOM 
Shiraz and the Marblehead  
Pixel. In the previous year 
John had been approached 
by a gentleman based in 
Thailand who asked him 
to design a One Metre 
that would be produced 
overseas. Unfortunately after 
the design was complete the 
Thailand deal fell through, 
and John was left with a new 
One Metre design but had no 
moulder. 

During this period Damian 
had been experimenting 
with moulding and trying to 
perfect his technique, having 
already successfully produced 
a boat of his own from a David 
Creed drawing.  Meanwhile, 
John had planked a complete 
Marblehead plug, to his own 
design for the fi rst time. From 
this he had produced two 
hulls which were still to be 
completed. A decision was 
made in the winter to fi nish one 
of the Marblehead hulls ready 

for the new 2012 season. During the 
completion phase John Fisher (USA) 
took great interest in the Marblehead 
Pixel and the hull ended up going 
abroad to feature in the 2012 (US) 
Championships in 
San Diego.

Getting ready 
for the Vane 
Marblehead 
Championships
Still with no hull to test locally, and 
with only fi ve weeks to go to the UK 
(Vane) Marblehead Championships, 
the team decided to complete the 
second Pixel hull. Time 

for completion was always going to 
be tight, taking onto account their 
professional work schedules, and they 
realised from the start that there would 
be no time for testing before the event. 
Damian struggled but managed to 
complete the boat up to deck level, and 
then delivered it to Dave Creed to have 
a removable skeg attached, so that the 
boat could be dual rated as a vane and 
radio boat. Once completed, this was 
passed over to John who had travelled 
to Fleetwood. With only 5 days left, he 
started to build the rigs for the boat 
prior to competing! 

With the Championship weekend 
upon John, the Pixel Marblehead was 
measured and sailable but still not 
completed. Testing Pixel’s performance 
was actually carried out whilst 

competing, and a very creditable 
second placewas  achieved, behind 
Peter Stollery’s Crazy Tube.  Clearly 
the boat had potential!

� ree weeks 
to the IOM 
Championships
As soon as the Vane Marblehead 
Championships were fi nished, the 
second project, the IOM Shiraz, 
was started. The plug for the 
hull was quickly planked up to 
completion, but the deck design 
was somewhat complicated to 
produce, as John’s choice was 
to adopt a more concave shape 
within the after deck sections. 
With only 3 weeks to go to 
the (UK) IOM Championships, 
Damian again delivered the 
boat built to deck level.   John’s 
plan was to prepare the boat 
and launch it a week later at 
a South Western District race 
at Dartmoor; he had already 
built the rigs for the Shiraz and 
all that was required was to 
fi t them to the boat and get it 
measured. Finished, the boat 
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was then launched at the Dartmoor 
race as a preliminary to the IOM 
Championship. 

In severe conditions
The Championship began with the 
wind conditions far more severe than 
those seen at Dartmoor.  A hard top 
suit breeze blew across the lake and 
during the seeding race all seemed well 
with Shiraz, as John fi nished the race 
in 3rd earning a place in A-fl eet. For the 
fi rst part of the fi rst A-fl eet race, John 
was comfortable within the fl eet and 
looking to secure his position for the 
next race -  until disaster struck. The 
boat’s rudder linkage system failed. 
The system, using cord from the servo 
and through the deck to the rudder tiller 
arm, suddenly severed. Instantly John 
had no manoeuvrability.

Chafe was the culprit and John had 
to renew the linkage using thicker cord, 
as a wire linkage couldn’t be used 
because of the way the deck was built. 
However, whilst making the repair John 
found another problem that would 
hinder his efforts. The concave shape 
of the after deck meant there was little 
access underneath to the rudder servo. 
Eventually, the rudder linkage was 
back in operation as John’s B-Fleet 
race was about to start. Setting the 
boat off racing, John struggled again, 
keeping the boat on the right course 
as the rudder wasn’t properly central. 
Nevertheless Shiraz was in a position 
where promotion was possible despite 
minor gear failures in the strong winds. 
After lunch Shiraz rose from C-fl eet 
to A-fl eet in consecutive races, and 
in the continual hard top suit breeze 
John remained in A-Fleet for the rest of 
the fi rst day.  For the remainder of the 
regatta, John would fi nd himself mainly 
sailing in B-Fleet. Clearly Shiraz also 
had excellent potential!

A radio 
Marblehead
After an excellent performance in 
the Vane Marblehead Nationals, 
John decided to convert his Pixel 
Marblehead to a radio yacht and 
compete in the RM Championships at 
Fleetwood. Again no time was available 

to test the reliability of the boat’s 
equipment and in the strong 
breeze that blew during the 
championships John struggled 
to keep his boat on the water. 

Pixel’s best period came in 
the afternoon of the fi rst day 
when John picked up some 
creditable scores within the 
upper section of the A-Fleet. 
It is these results and the 
observed sailing performance 
of both Marblehead 
Championships that have 
inspired John and Damian 
to continue with this second 
project. However, next season 
will see a revised Pixel or 
possibly a different design 
built specifi cally for radio. 
Their development continues 
in this exciting class.

Friendly 
partnerships
To conclude; for Damian and John 
there have been some tough lessons 
to learn, happily combined with some 
successes and both continue to 
express their own theories in design 
and construction.  In recent years 
we are continually seeing more 
top skippers forming friendly 
partnerships with established 
designers or suppliers such as; 
John Tushingham / Phil Playle 
and Graham Elliot / BG Sails. It 
is these partnerships together 
with a well made boat that help 
to give a yacht design an overall 
good name. Other enthusiasts 
watch the top skippers perform 
with their chosen boats, and 
together will inspire others to 
buy the same designs. When 
you discount other personal 
factors, it is the top skippers 
that lay the foundations of a 
successful product. 

John Taylor
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