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SIX METRE SAGA

PART I 1924 - 1972

by John Reeve-Fowkes

She lay in & dark corner of the shed - a sleek keel-less hull, shored up on high
chocks, dusty and forelorn. At first sight she was not for me: . a hull without a
kecl presented fitting-out problems wey beyond my experience (and probably beyond my
means).  In the immediate post-war years the price of lead was still high, and I
would need zbout 23 tons of 1it. Drawings would have to be found, or a naval
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lews inhibited was my fricnd, Gleve. he fell i1nstantly tor the hull and the
challenge it presented. True, he had no financial worries since I was golng to be
the paymaster, but his enthusiasm scon perSuadea me that this had to be the yacht we
were looking for. Under the dust and dirt we found narrow mahogany planking in
remarkatle condition for her age, and down btelow the whole 36 feet of her varnished
racing hull, unimpeded by any bulkheads, looked as good as new.

YHow much?" was the all important question. The owner of Bursledcn Shipyard,
whose name escapes me after nearly 40 years, owned the hull. Subsequently, we
lcarncd that she was a 'debt' boat which explained the absence of a Keel - the lead
had teen so0ld to settle yard bills. The answer - £60 for the hull, spars, rigging
and a sult of sails - sounds today like the bargain of the century. But in 1952 it
was still quite a lot of money for a young teacher with a growing family.

L think the yard owner saw in us a couple of likely lads who would rid him of
= hull too good to scrap but almost unsaleable without a keel., His charming soft-
sell appreach was irresistible when he pointed out a sister-ship lying close by, with
a czast jron keel replacing the original and fitted out as a cruiéing yacht. Further-
morc, there was an architect-designed 'plug' for the keel which we could borrow with-
out charge. By the end of the day I was the proud owner of Zenith, 6- metre, designed
argd bullt by Fife in 1924, a successful yacht in the heydey of 6-metre racing in the
'twentiles and'thiﬂties, a champlon of the Q Class (with sall number Q8) when racing

resumed in the Sclent after the Second World War. She was built for Mr J lLauriston

Lewls, anid subsequent entries in Lloyds Register show that ownership passed to his
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daughter who, I belileve, raced[in the United States. In the 'thirties she was
owned by Lu. Col. H.M.E, .Bradshaw, described by Susannah Ritchie in her book
'Solent Days and Ways' as "a large ginger-haired man with a powerful voice and
splended record. Appropriately his first name was Hercules but he was Known
as 'Monty'...... for thirteen years he held the record for the best time in
the Round-the-Island race, sailed in Ronnie Burton's Iskareen and he had many
successes with hls 6-metre Zenéith.

In 1952 it must be admitted that Steve and I knew very little about
6-metrz or any of the International Rating classes other than that they were
bu1]t'}ﬂ & formula which permitted some variation in design through a system
of compensations: for example, a lengthening of the waterline to cbtain a
theoretical speed advantage would have to be offset by a reduced sail area, or
some other factor. Thus the class could be raced as if it were 'one design!
and withoul the necessity for ﬁanég;;apping, while designrners could experiment
in hull design {albeit within restricted limits) to the advantage of yacht
design generally.

The principal dimensions of Zenith were 36 feet overall, breadth 6 feet 8

/7
inches, and depth (with subsequent iron keel(-3/feet 6 inches. The original
Cat =
kool gave a designpdepth of 5 feet. The bow and counter overhangs amounted'ﬁb

so
almé&ﬁbsb a third of the overall length. The mast was #8 feet from truck to

keelson and the boom 18 fret long.

At ths time we were not very concerned about these dimensions. Cur mailn
interest lay in the size and shape of the hog and whether the plug for an iron
keel would fiL without too much modification. We need not have worprlied - the
mat@h was accurate to within an eight of an inch, 1qcluding keel bolt
locations.

We were plannlng to Fit out Zenith as a cruising yacht with an augiliary

engine and decided to reduce the welght of the new keel by about 10 per cent

compensate for the engine, malerials used in construction, fuel and waler

to/

tanks, and for &ke interior ballast to restore any imbalance which might(&UﬂLLc>

o
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Jn restrospect this was an error: we should have kept the balast keel 1ntac:t',,r:g
even though she might have floated below her designec marks, for Zenith proved
to bec very tender. It was easy enough to reduce the keel weight - the plue
was built of 2 inch planks and we simply remcved the top.cne (using 1t as a
pattern for deadwood between hog and keel) before sending the plug away for

casting. The cast keel, which weighed 2.3 tons, cost £€4 delivere

Zenith was constructed like a dinghy with steaned frames af 6 1inches
apart and every fourth frame made from sawn oak, finished to a = Jjon abcut
one and a half inches square, Mahogany planking, three inches wide and
finish;d to between half an inch and three eighths of an inch were fastened
with copper rivets to the steamed frames and bronze screws to-the sawn frames.
Some of the latter had broken across the grain and had bdeen strengthened by
short frames spanning the fractu;e, or by large¥ frames lying alongside. The
steamed frames were virtually undamaged, though many of the rivets had lost
their heads and had to be replaced. Someyof the original steel [loors were
still intagt, though rusting rather tﬁin. However, the main floors
accommodating.the keel bolts é; been recently replaced with heavier wrought
iron. Generally the 28-year o0ld hull was in remarkasbly good conditicn and
there was very little we had to do in the way of repairs and renswals.

By May 1953 the iron keel had been fltted, the hull and cCanvassed deck
painted, the bottom anti-foulinged, the spars varanished and the galvanised
rigging treated with rust-preventing fluid. As I recall nelther standing nor
running rigging needed renewing, while the mainsail and Jjib were worn but
sLill serviceable. SO we were ready for the great day - the launching of a
thirty-two year old 6-metre after a long lay up. We haqmbéaq warned by
friends that she might leak a bit, but we were not prepared for éhe enormous
inrush of water which threatened to sink her alongside the crane jetty.

There was frantic activity by yard staff and worried owner to fipnd sawdust,

which sprinkled around the hull 1s suppoed to be sucked between the planks and

expand, thereby providing ‘instant' caulking. Whether this palljative works

- '3_
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or not I have doubts: I can see tqg};awdust may fill and caulk seams close to

a
the surface, but how it can reach gaps in the garboars is beyond me. However,
re

by the time Zenith had sunk to a level of half her freeboard the inrush hag

slowed down, and by the end of the day we were reazonably hopeful that she
would remain afloat overnight, Indeed, after pumplnz out the following
morning she was falrly 'tight' and within a few days she was as dry as she
would ever be without exterior hull treatment.

After a weekend stepping the mast and setting up the rigging we were
ready to take to sea. Without an auxiliary engine and with two and a half
miles éf the River Hambl to navigate before reaching the Solent, we cast off
with some trepidation, having first made sure that winds weuld bte light and

tidal slreams favourable. We nheed not have worried -~ Zenith handled 1like a

e

dingq{ responding quickly to helm and sail adjustments. In those days the
Hamble had no marinas, very few piles, and only well scattered moorings, so
there was pienty of room to tack.

The exciting saiiing we enjoyed in theféummer and actumn of 1953 gave us
plenty of inférmation about the hull andrlﬁs salling qualities. Firstly, we
found- that £he iron Keel, though it brought her down very close to her marks,
altered her centre or lateral resistance very considerably and she had heavy
weather heim. Secondly, the garboards and adjacent planks were vislbly
opening and closing when under sail in force 4 and over b@n«éaéi, and we were
constantly pumping out. Thirdly, the lightly constructed hull, with only the
hog and the deck shelf beams in timber of any real substance, twisted like a
racing dinghy when under sail, made clearly visible by the canvassed deck
which rucked inte a wave formation, running diagonzlly from ng‘tq stern and
rhanming Afracrtion arcarding to tack. ;

N ot -
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in Pursiedon Shipyard for fitting out as a cruising yacht. Our plan was
A

simple: to stiffen the hull laterally witb three bulkheads, and lagitudinally

with solid cabin sides, including cockplt coamings and extensions over thz
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spent planning the shape of these long members to dlisguise as, far
as possible tne height of the doghouse coach roof to give
standing headroom at the aft end. The ?oreward bulkhead was
placed just in front of the mast with a small door, through which
we could enter the fo'c'sle by crawling con hands and knees. Here
we installed the heads, but even with the coachroof extending

forward some three feet we had to bullt a hatch over to make use

@02 151G The world knew what was going on when a head appearéd.

o
The sal%n had two conventional berths at the fcrward end,
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¢children. They used these under protest, for they wera narrow
and uncomfortable, with very little headroom over. In the

doghouse there was a quarter berth on the starboard side, running
under the cockplt seat. So we ¢could sleep five! An engine bHox
occuped abouts half the sole in the doghouse, the top serving as a
galley worpking surface. The galley stove was housed on the port
sidc oven the engine box, which was’.itself‘ offset for a2 shaft ,
passing “‘through the port quarter. Stggi 1 was an  Austin 7
enthueiast and we found an engine which he marinised very
successfully, and which gave Zenéﬁh a forvard speed of 5 knotg at
half throttle. The engine gave us satisfacticn for nearly 18
years with only rare failures. There wWere, of course, locks
exchanged and re-bores made during thig time and I recall
searcnes 1in scrapyards for suitable magnetos. Th2 gearb&éx was
madified with s svstem of sorockets and cvcle chain“Which enabled
third geat to be used for driving Zenith astern at about 31
knots. Abaft the engine box was a bulkhead with a central
companion way 1into a fairly spacious cockpit, with the third

r

bulkhcad positioned just forward of the rudder post.

-5
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L think our plan was probably &s good as it cculd be, having

.

regard to the shortage of space below decks. Certainly we never

made any significant changes to the s&accommolation. , We sailed
A~

almost every weekend from April to October and cruisad during the

summer uaonths, enjoylng very happy salling, some anecdotal

incidents, and two major disasters, before parting with Zenith in

ISR
1 recell our first day-sail in Zenith after her conversion
to a2 cruising yacht. As long ago as 1954 Cowes at the weekend

teemgd with yachts and dinghles scurrying around sapparently
aimiezsly, waiting for the starting Zun, and with our
comparitive 1nexperience wWe were reluctant to enter,. So we
salled into Curnard Bay without reference to charts and dropped
anchor. When we re-appeared from below after lunch and an
afternoon nap we found ourselvesiiafloat in a peol, entirely
surroundedbyirocks. A quick referénce to the chart showed that
Wwe were 1ni§ secyaon of the Solent harked 'Anchoring and Fishling
Prohibited™ and when we 1lifted the anchor we Jdiscovered thea
reason - a submarine cable was entangled in the flukes. We
quickly freed the damning evidence, and on a rising tide beat e
hasty retreat.

A few seasons later I had, 1 fear, become over-confident in
my ability to handle Zenith in all circumste&nces. Returning to
Bursledon after a day sail with my brothner David and his family
uhn had...never <sailed hefore., 1 1inadvertently -ab?hdaned Sinsene
l;avlng them in charge of a 6-metre under full satl, TeE
circumstances were these: Zenith had an 18 foot boon feaching
out abeam on a run to a distance of nearly half the yacht's
length and almost out of sight{ It was sad that a very slight

ment on mx_nart should cause the end of the boom to touch

- . .
4 g -
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the rigging of a mooré yacht, snagging on the boit-nead of the

-6~
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outhaul Troek. It was even sadder that the skipper, acting .with
admirable promptness,’ but without due consideration, should leap
out onto the counter and manhandle the noom to (ree 1it. L

freed, of course, and swung out as Zenith sailed past, taking the

skipper with 1t and landing him &s neatly as a circus artist on
the foredeck of the moored yacht. David still remegmders with
dazed shocx what happened next.. To be left in charge without
warning, the skipper having abandoned him 1in such an odd manner,
was not inltially frightening; indeed, there was scme laughter at
the antics of the skipper, But when the truth dawned and the
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right into the river bank' a panic situwaticn began to develop., 1
have to admit that Davlid mastered the art of steering in double
guick time, and managed by great good luck tc strike the bank
where 1t was soft and muddy, and before we were mutually out of
earshot. He heard and understonsd ny next order to urdo all the
bits—cf. nadEesat- the foot of the mast and pull down the salls.
This was-a mistake on my part, for as soon ags the salls were down
pressure holding the yacht against the river bank was resleased
and cn a rising tide Zenith drifted off and proceeded tlde-borne
upstream, her mnainsail and boom hanging overside in the wvaler.
Wnzt might have happened next does not bear thinking about.
Fortunately I was =t out of earshot or I #ight have 1ssued
further disastrous orders. Even more fcrtunately, 2 retired
loﬁgshoreman~who was fishing from a dinghy in Barsleﬁ;n:pool, and
who had crewed Zenith in her racing days, saw what was happening
and rowed over to take charge. He helped David toe drop anchor
and then collectéd the marconed skipper. He didn't have much

sense of humour, nor did we at the time see the funny side of 1it,

o) his derisory comments about amateurs stated in very




ur-parliamentary langusge, were not well received. ég‘_‘j.r

The first of the disasters occurred in the egarly 'sixtiesy.
}ﬁi had joined the Portchester Salling Club and had a swinging
mooring off Eortchester Castle. After a heavy overnight gale I
drove down to the harbour on my way Lo work to ftind Zenlth sunk
at her morrings, with only the topmast zppearing shove the water.
~She had been holed under the forefoot, probably by a baulk of
timbter, The boatyard at Gosport Hard salvaged har in 1aas tw-o
245 hours, lifting her on slings between two launches tc shallower
water on the first tide, thean patching her with canvas and

-

pumping her out on the second tide, when she was towed round to

DY
sl g

& bl S ISt aie . o Even 1n this short time the bilges

t

filleu wlih several inches of mud and evervthing was eantsminatad
with engine c¢ll from the sump. The dinghy, which we specially
designed and built to sit on Zenith'!s counter, either upright 1in
a cradle or upside own over the ¢€radle, disappeared and was

?

ncver seep/agata. This was a sad Iogs for 1t was light enough to .
1ift aﬁcén&'single-handed, yet roomyiénough to accommodate three
adults, érteit witn limited freeboard. Within six weeks repalrs
and renewals were complé?, the engine stripped down and rebullt;
only the magneto needed to be replaced. We also took advantage
of the disaster to do something about the rig 1n an attempvto
reduce both Zeplth's tenderness and the weather helm she carried.
To tnis end we cut B feet off tne mast and &4 feet off the voom,
reducing the sail area and moving forward the centre_pf effort.
The result was that Zenith salled at a much mnoré  cohfortable
angle with reduced weather helm, and with a new suit of salls
seemec to léée nothing in performance. We also-made an effort to
;
stop the ever-present leaks in the garboards when under sail.

From the beginning there had been some copper tingles and these

we rerlaced with more eXtensive copper sheathing. This only
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pertly resolved the problem of leaks caused by the downward

ol

ressure of the mast on the hog, frames and rlasking hoth faruanrd
and art ot the mast step., At a later date we tried what was then
a new treatment linked with the development ¢f waterprool glues -
Cascover =~ In whilch a closely woven fabdbric was glued to the
prepared hull and the fabric moulded to the hull =shape, We
cevered an area of about 8 feet % 4 feet on both sidss, tanting
the hull s5 that we could apply heat from electric fngzzﬁé to

cure the glue. After application the clcth was painted with a

/ ]
water-proofing fluid which gave a /fgloss/, mackintosh finish.

The result was very satisfactory and leaks diszappeared.

The second gisaster occurred in the summer of 1372. My son
and his wife, together with her teenage sister, verntured too
close inshore when anchoring in Osborne Bay, 1sie of Wight.

We sl
Zenith toolk the. ground and lay &t an‘angle at low water, This

had happencd. on 'a number of occasioms bafore in Jdifferent places

and was not gf grcat concern. Unfoqtunately the sumny of 1972 was*

very hot and dry and the gunwhale-and adjacent planks had opened
ups On a rising tide they admitted quite a lot of water into the

bilges. The acuteness of the angle also caused some engine oll

{r

to escape from the filler pilpe {if she had heeled Lo port this
;}w&kJ

would not have occurred) andypetrol from the carb%urettor. This

was a lethal mixture on & hot summer's day, and when My son

w

decicded te make tea while walting fer tne tide to float her off,
there was an explosion and fire. He 3sufrered 1irsti degree Liasu
purns to his legs = fortunately he nhad putl on.@"spirt after
sunbathing. His wife, still sunbathing én the c¢cckpit, leaning

against the doghouse and her legs stretched out =2long the cackptit

L
seat, was out of the line of flash and eacaped uninjured. Her
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young asidter, sitting at the end of the countsr «4ith her feet in
the water, bnhad her hair, eyebrows .and eyelsashes singed  even
though she was mo;e than 12 feet away from the doghouse
companicnway. His wife reacted with admirable premptness andé had
wy son up from below and over the side into thebsea in a matter
¢f seconds -« there was only three feet of water at the time and
| Wias
no fear of drewning. Not far away, anchored in Geep water wisn a
Brazilian yacht competing in the Admiral's Cup sevtes, with two
crew members (the rest had gone ashore in the yacht's dinghy)
waving frantic 7y €ach with a couple of shiay cihromium.plated
fire extlinguishers, hut with no means of geéting close encugn to
use thnam. My son, recovered from the shock of the explcsion and
revived hy his sudden immersion in the sea, scrambliad back on

ey g ad the Adnghy an
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nrecicus time wags Lost ian trying to'make bthe extingulshers work -
instructions were 1in Portugese. Eventually a numbser of jets were
playing onfithe seat of the fire 1injthe doghcuse. By that time‘
the polie€ launch Ashburton had arrived and my son and his rfamlly
Brven,
were taken off. The last thing‘?& tried to do before leaving was
/OJIM s!opb g ﬁ-vm.f-(c'o‘,
to explain to the Brazilians thal they were standing on top of

the petrol tank while fighting the fire, By greal good Iortune

there wze na furrher. ezplosions and they zsucceeded 1n putting the
fire ot Meanwhile the policE&-launch langded 1ts paasengers in

Ccwes, where an ambulance was walting to take them to HNewport

Hospital. Ashburton returned, and when the tide—lifted her,

_—

Zeniin was towed to Cowes and mcdred alongside the Iowf Quay.

When 1 saw Zenith the following morning she was a. sorry sight.
The Sower mast and boom were blackened, the terylsns malnsail had
partiallv melted and hung down 1in festeons, while down below,

thhere were large area- of charred timber, including frames and

planking. I found the petrol tank stili half full of fuel -

Pebteb. . rreg . .. _Soma .



gallons - while under-the tank where paint was storad, every
=¥ploded with the heat.

This was &almost my last view of %pnlgf. A= [ar a=z the

“underdriters were concerned’‘'she was a write-off.. They so0ld hep

to a preaxker's yard in Southampton and she was hrought Ly -an

enthusiast who had her eXtensively repair

<M
=)
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by the Eleghant
Boabyard in Bursledon. It was said thet the new cwpner cruil :4

.he Balt'c and road out 2 very severe gale in the North

A

3 Bl el znds said that =she had been seen in a Welsh

l"_ar-— 1

H@/ (?héren(:e: enith was Jjust a memory of 2ightesn years of very

/

happy sailin imagine my surpilse, therefore)when i vl O g
dasugntar ok me Lo a boatyard 1n;Falmou¢ (EAE e %;Q;th as I had
wawen rseen before - completeiy festored te the £-.veftre ahe
Was er: la 'e‘dj- at Fairlie Jnth%J.,ld— in 192¢. Rut that is

anethTTStory . it =



	‎C:\Users\Jenny\Documents\Projects\2 6mR archive project\Collections\SPTY\Reeves Fowkes Memoirs of Zenith 1952-1971\Zenith Reeves Fowks 1 memory051.jpg‎
	‎C:\Users\Jenny\Documents\Projects\2 6mR archive project\Collections\SPTY\Reeves Fowkes Memoirs of Zenith 1952-1971\Zenith Reeves Fowks 2 memory 1041.jpg‎
	‎C:\Users\Jenny\Documents\Projects\2 6mR archive project\Collections\SPTY\Reeves Fowkes Memoirs of Zenith 1952-1971\Zenith Reeves Fowks 3 memory 1042.jpg‎
	‎C:\Users\Jenny\Documents\Projects\2 6mR archive project\Collections\SPTY\Reeves Fowkes Memoirs of Zenith 1952-1971\Zenith Reeves Fowks 4 memory 1043.jpg‎
	‎C:\Users\Jenny\Documents\Projects\2 6mR archive project\Collections\SPTY\Reeves Fowkes Memoirs of Zenith 1952-1971\Zenith Reeves Fowks 5 memory 1044.jpg‎
	‎C:\Users\Jenny\Documents\Projects\2 6mR archive project\Collections\SPTY\Reeves Fowkes Memoirs of Zenith 1952-1971\Zenith Reeves Fowks 6 memory 1045.jpg‎
	‎C:\Users\Jenny\Documents\Projects\2 6mR archive project\Collections\SPTY\Reeves Fowkes Memoirs of Zenith 1952-1971\Zenith Reeves Fowks 7 memory 1046.jpg‎
	‎C:\Users\Jenny\Documents\Projects\2 6mR archive project\Collections\SPTY\Reeves Fowkes Memoirs of Zenith 1952-1971\Zenith Reeves Fowks 8 memory 1047.jpg‎
	‎C:\Users\Jenny\Documents\Projects\2 6mR archive project\Collections\SPTY\Reeves Fowkes Memoirs of Zenith 1952-1971\Zenith Reeves Fowks 9 memory 1048.jpg‎
	‎C:\Users\Jenny\Documents\Projects\2 6mR archive project\Collections\SPTY\Reeves Fowkes Memoirs of Zenith 1952-1971\Zenith Reeves Fowks 10 memory 1049.jpg‎
	‎C:\Users\Jenny\Documents\Projects\2 6mR archive project\Collections\SPTY\Reeves Fowkes Memoirs of Zenith 1952-1971\Zenith Reeves Fowks 11 memory 1050.jpg‎

