
BUILDING HMS SURPRISE 
Photos by David Lendrum 

The project started in January 2014 when David Lendrum began 
by scanning British Admiralty drawings from the book “The Frigate 
Surprise” by Brian Lavery and Geoff Hunt.  
He had suggested to his two sons to jointly source and purchase 
this great book and give it to him as a Christmas present. The 
boys must have been a bit stunned by the cost as the only copy 
they could get in time for Christmas was numbered 165 of a lim-
ited edition of 250, beautifully presented in a box cover and signed 
by the authors. 
David’s idea of “scratch build” is to start with a set of drawings, 
then research and work up his own set of construction drawings at 
the chosen scale.  
After some pondering David decided on 1:75 scale as the build 
would end up about 900mm long x 700mm high, and this results in 
a finished product that would be able to be displayed in his home without dominating a room, 
and what is more, an acceptable level of detail can be achieved. 
Which version of Surprise to build was the next decision. The ship was French built and was 
launched on 16 January 1794 and named “”l’Unite” but only served in the French navy until 
April 1796 when she was captured by the British frigate HMS Inconstant and sold into the Brit-
ish Navy.  
Surprise was classified as a “Fifth Rate” as she carried 12 guns per side on the gundeck. The 
total number of guns carried was significantly greater as the classification did not include guns 
on the forecastle or quarterdeck. When originally commissioned the armament was mainly 9 
pounder long guns on the gun deck with smaller long guns and carronades on the top deck. 

The rigging was standard for a hull of this size. 
An alternate layout is possible and it is the Jack Aubrey version 
as described in Patrick O’Brian’s famous Aubrey/Maturin series 
of novels (and the movie “Master and Commander”) that David 
decided to build. The rigging was changed to incorporate a 36 
gun frigate mainmast with adjustments to the fore and mizzen 
masts to balance the layout.  
This resulted in a very distinctive profile which made the ship 
easy to identify when encountered at sea. The guns fitted were 
changed to mainly carronades with 32 pounders on the gun 
deck and 18 pounders on the quarterdeck and forecastle. Two 
long 9’s were carried as chasers. 
So, six and a half years later the build is finished and the vari-
ous Progress Reports over the years are now consolidated in 
this Issue.. 

All photographs and articles published remain the copyright property of the 
contributor and SMSC unless released. 
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cont. p. 2 

Replica HMS Surprise 
used in the film “Master 

and Commander” 
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cont. from p. 1 

cont. p. 3 

David presented his work in progress at the Club’s February 2015 S&T meeting. David ex-
plained how he utilised the plans to create the frame for the model, and we saw the progress 
made.  

The next time we reported on the model was in March 2017. As a bit of a distraction from the 

main construction he decided to build the 5 ship’s boats that Surprise carried. These are a 25’ 

launch, a 26’pinnace, 2 x 25’ cutters and the 18’ jolly boat.  This is his method: 

1. Scan the appropriate 

drawings from “The 

Frigate Surprise” by 

Brian Lavery and 

Geoff Hunt” then scale 

the drawings to 1:75, 

2. Manipulate the hull 

profile drawing to pro-

duce multiple profiles 

which are glued to 

3mm balsa, 

1. 2. 
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cont. from p. 2 

cont. p.4 

3. These profiles are then cut out 

and glued onto a plan of the boat 

mounted on ply to form a template, 

4. The template is then shaped to 

achieve smooth lines, 

5.  The cutwater, keel, sternpost and 

transom are assembled and fitted to the 

template, 

6.  Ribs and planking are fitted to the 

template. The ribs are 0.5mm x 1mm 

and the planks are 0.5mm x 2mm both 

walnut, 

7. The hull is removed from the template. I 

glue all the ribs and planks with CA for 

speed. The advantage of using balsa for the 

template is that if any of the ribs or planks 

stick to the template some of the balsa is left 

in the hull and is quite easy to tidy up. 

8.  The boat fitout is then completed. 
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cont. from p. 3 

cont. p. 5 

By November 2017, David reported that although he 
could not attend regular Club meetings due to commit-
ments, including a lot of travelling, nevertheless his 
build was progressing, and he submitted photos. 

Then, in December 2017 
we were actually able to 
see the progress on the 
model when David at-
tended our Club S&T.  
At this meeting there was 
discussion about the dif-
ference between a can-
non and a carronade (as 
there are both installed 
on the model). The mod-
el is in fact based on a 
replica ship HMS Rose 
built in Nova Scotia, that 
had been used in making 
the movie “Master and 
Commander”, in which 
Patrick O’Brian’s HMS 
Surprise. Came to life. 
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cont. from p. 4 

cont. p. 6 

The replica HMS Rose was built 
in Canada in 1970 and is based 
on the original 18th-century Brit-
ish Admiralty drawings of HMS 
Rose, a 20 gun sixth-rate frigate 
built in 1757 

1. 

2. 

3. 



- 6 - 

cont. from p. 5 

cont. p. 7 

In June 2019, David reported that the rigging of the 
model had started in earnest and the standing rigging 
to the bowsprit, jib, foremast, mainmast and mizzen 
mast were progressing. The lower mast sections rat-
lines had been a bit of a chore with a lot of clove hitch-
es! He was hoping that the standing rigging to the top-
masts and topgallant masts would be a bit quicker. 
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cont. from p. 6 

cont. p. 8 

The next series of photographs 
show the progress on the model 
as at March 2020, before the 
pandemic lockdown in Sydney, 
with the foremast rigging com-
plete. 
 

When David was asked why the 
build was taking this long, his re-
ply was, to say the least, sober-
ing: “it ain’t a hobby if you 
have to hurry! “ 
 
 
But seriously, David explains the 
length of time for the build that 
his time is taken up with sociable 
activities with lots of outings with 
friends and much of his time is 
taken up with grand parenting ac-
tivities.  
 
 
AND THEN, only  a few months 
later, David reports that he has 
completed the model, and, six 
and a half years after starting the 
build, it is finished. David has pro-
vided the pictures on the follow-
ing pages that the Club members 
might enjoy viewing.  



- 8 - 

cont. from p. 7 

cont. p. 9 
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cont. from p. 8 

cont. p. 10 
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cont. from p. 9 


