A Maine Lady
and Her Ship Models

LICE Washburn of Perry, Maine had a partly
finished model of an old Maine coasting schooner
on her work bench, its rhythms and meanings as yet

fully realized only by the artist. “I begin to have a
feeling for the way she would respond to a quartering
wind, or her helm put hard over.”

Miss Wasburn’s model boats are not made to
sail the seas, but to launch the imagination, and that
adds to the meticulous craftsmanship that goes into
their execution. Those who have felt the tilt of a
deck or the living pull of a tiller can respond most
keenly to Miss Washburn’s work, but even the lands-
man senses the soar of lifting sails, the cutting thrust
of hull in her models. This special talent is no ac-
cident.

Miss Washburn was born and reared on a salt
water farm settled by her great-grandfather, William
D. Dana, in 1827. She built her present home and
studio on a corner of that same land overlooking
Passamaquoddy Bay. Her father, Frank P. Washburn,
was Maine State Commissioner of Agriculture from
1921 to 1941 and, like many down east farmers, he
was also expert in the ways' of the sea. His interests
stimulated his daughter’s kuowledge and love of
gardening, the sea, and boats. Mr. Washburn was
also skilled in cabinet making, and encouraged his
daughter to use the woodworking tools in his shop.

In the beginning, she did a good deal of hit-or-
miss whittling, but by the time she was in high school,

she had focused on boats. Then she saw two advertise-.

ments in a magazine. One offered a set of carving tools
especially designed for model boat making; the other,
plans and designs for a model of the Constitution. At
the age of fifteen she completed the model of the
Constitution, elaborately detailed and finely executed.

After graduation from Gorham State Teachers
College she made a series of eleven dioramas, which
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were used as part of the Department of Agriculture’s
educational program on Maine life and resources,
for exhibition at the Maine State Fair and the East-
ern States Exposition in Springfield, Massachusetts.

All details of the diorama were carefully worked
out down to tiny lace curtains at the windows, only
a fraction of an inch wide, of the houses, and all
showed an imaginative use of materials to simulate
reality. Tips of blueberry bushes stuck into the soil
base became an apple orchard. There were tiny
piles of firewood in the dooryards; fields and past-
ures were enclosed by fences; she put telephone poles
and mailboxes along the roads, all executed to scale.

Because there appeared no immediate way to
use these talents to earn a living, Miss Washburn be-
came absorbed in other activities for a number of
years. After Gorham she was graduated from the
music course at the American Institute of Normal
Methods, and there followed years of teaching —
richly rewarding, but not an answer to her special
creative drive.

Later this was partially expressed by four years’
employment with Boucher’s, a famous New York firm
of model ship builders. A woman model maker in
the firm shattered some august traditions in a field
dominated by males, and relationships were not al-
ways easy, but it was excellent experience. While
there Miss Washburn worked on models of the rac-
ing sloop Enterprise, the Phillips Andover model
of the Flying Cloud, and William Vanderbilt’s
model of his own Alva.

In working on models at Boucher’s, certain rather
unusual talents were expected, but they were used
only in partial execution of a work conceived by
someone else. It wasn’t enough for Miss Washburn,
and she began freelancing.

She made a model of the Sabot for Elihu Root
Jr., of the Queen Mab for the Commodore of the
New York Yacht Club, the Savannah for the Museum
of Science and Industry, the America and Enterprise
for the Smith Paint Company. Still lovingly remem-
bered, because early New England work boats are her
primary interest, was the model of a Gloucester fisher-
man for Leon J. Weil of New York.
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Model of the ship Flying Cloud, now at the Addison
Gallery of American Art, Phillips Andover Academy.

AS Miss Washburn refined her techniques, ready-
made tools became inadequate, and she began
to fashion some for herself. Her basic knife has
a blade that was once a section of a band saw, from
which she removed the temper of the steel, ground
the edge, then retempered it and set it in a hand-
carved handle. She used the same process to make
fine chisels and some other tiny cutting blades
from dentists’ tools. Among her few ready-made tools
is the smallest plane manufactured by a national tool-
maker, but she also made a tiny plane for herself,
with a blade shaped to cut wood so that it resembles
clapboards.

Miss Washburn cuts all the iron work for masts
and spars from brass and files them to shape and
size. Wooden blocks for the rigging, some of them
not much larger than a pin head, are finely carved;
larger ones have sheaves that really turn. Wire rig-
ging is wound in units of three from Monel metal wire
about the thickness of a human hair.

She has restored many old models of sailing craft,
repairing and replacing parts which have broken or
crumbled with time. Such new work is treated to
look old, in keeping with the age and original nature
of the model. Among her antiquing agents are tea,
coffee, cigarette ash and dirty paint rubbed off while
wet. She can even put in worm holes on request!

In addition to their esthetic qualities, Miss Wash-
burn’s models are historical records, designed from
the plans of real boats. She has clipped and collected
pictures of sailing craft since her childhood, and now
has a file of over 12,000 of them for reference. She
also has a sizable library of books which detail the
design and plans for different vessels.

She once searched all winter for plans for a part-
ticular schooner model which she had been asked
to build. The information she needed was not in her
own material, so she appealed to a number of other
professional services, including the Smithsonian In-
stitution. The model was not started until she finally
located the proper designs.
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vessel, Miss Washburn draws her own plans to scale,
and then proceeds to build a model by the same
methods used by boat builders. The lines of a hull
are projected at sections from bow to stern and wood-
en templates are made from these patterns. The tem-
plates serve as guides when she starts carving.
The interior of a hull is carefully hollowed out and
finished, with the ribs “bolted” into place with tiny
pins. Hatch covers, delicately carved to the proper
arching curve, slide back and forth. The cabin is
built up from separate moldings; openings cut for
the portholes are fitted with clear plastic to repre-
sent glass before the casings are installed.

Completion of a model may take Miss Washburn
600 to 1000 hours, depending upon the complexities
of equipment and rigging.

Aside from her first model of the Constitution,
Miss Washburn has kept only one other — a 3/32-inch
scale model of the Viator, which has special meaning
for her. The original vessel, launched in 1893, was the
last schooner built at the Nutt shipyard in Perry and
her grandfather, Jacob Cedarwall, made the iron work
for the spars.

The Viator, a three-master, is kept under glass
to protect her from dust and moisture; but even so,
you would swear to a faint whistle of wind through
her rigging, and half expect the cook to step out of
the galley and dig some salt fish from the two barrels
lashed on deck.

One of Miss Washburn’s favorites among her
recent models is a Friendship sloop, made for a sum-
mer resident of Northeast Harbor. She likes it part-
icularly because the famous little sloop was a work
boat peculiar to Maine, and also for the stout func-
tional lines of its hull under the butterfly quality of
the canvas. She named it the Natica because it is
round and fat and white, like the sea snail of that
name.

“The current model on the ways,” she said, “is
that of a typical 1890 Maine coast two-master — the
dependable, hard-bilged, slogging old cargo carrier
of the kind that played such a prominent part in the
life of the New England coast and on down to the
West Indies just before and after the turn of the
century.”

Her problem is to combine a feeling of strength
and capacity with enough lightness to show the beau-
ty and spirit of the old schooners. This she achieves
by a slight rake of the masts, fineness of the run of
the after-quarter, the least adjustment upward to the
steeve of the bowsprit, and the curve of the cutwater.

She has a boat of her own, an outboard, which
she built herself. It is called the Scared Cat, and
it does run like one. When there is time and the
tide is right, Miss Washburn maneuvers the little
boat out of the channel of her cove for a run to one
of the outer islands, a fishing trip, or just a lark to
get a good taste of salt on her lips.

— LARUE SPIKER



