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The Ships Company

In a shed on Woodbridge’s quayside volunteers and maritime
experts will build an exact copy of the Sutton Hoo burial ship
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were dug up from
the Suttolk earth in the summer
of 1939, the excavation also

revealed a ghostly and tantalising

glimpsc of the great ship that
was the final resting place of the
legendary Anglo-Saxon king
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The Suttan Hoo
P propect
Isnaow nthe
developrenta
stage, The
evenlual ship
stheduied to be
finishad in about
throe years, wil
be Just under 30
irelres long and
ower faur metres
ACross the beam

‘Lrust. Inside a modern workshop,
‘The Longshed, purpose built for
the construction of the iconic
Anglo-Saxon boat, it’s a hive of
activity under the warchful eye of
director and project manager of
The Sutton Heo Ship’s Company,
Tiex) Barnard.

While the project is still in
the developmental stage, the
eventual ship, scheduled to be
finished in about three years,
will be impressive to behold,
measuring just uncher 30 metres
long and over four metres across
the beam.

“It will be huge,” says Jaxxp. “1f
anything, we're now realising
that the building might not be

big enough because once we start
building it there’s not going to be
much room around it.”

‘The enormity of the task is
obvious and rife with challenges.
As such, the project’s 30 or so
kocal volunteers and professionals
are harmessed 10 a range of
experts contracted in when
needed, ranging (rom marine
archacologists, ship architects
and shipwrights to experts in
green wood working. They also
have academic support from
the Universitics of York and
Southampeon.

So, where do you start when

taking the shadowy skeleton of
an anclent Anglo-Saxon ship
entombed for centuries and
making it sail in the 21st century?

“Theres an awful lot of
evidence,” Jaog explains. “None
of the wood was still there,
but there was a completely
formoed imprint so all of the
measurements and a lot of detail.
It was buried in almast a crisp
layer, which held whike they
were measuring it.” A tortuitons
template in terra firma.

“Some people would argue
thast we have more evidence by
not having an acwual ship. Often
prople find & section and have
to goess the rest. We've got the
whole shape of it."

However, while i relatively
clear picture of the ship's shape
exists and can be virtually
created and viewed via 3.D
computer modelling, many of
the anctent skills, techniques ancd

SLTTON HOO

rools thar built the original vessel
have all but disappeared from
madern boatbuilding

Moreover, while the project
makes use of modern technology
and machinery, they are
determined 1o keep the build
process s authentic as possible in
order to leiarm how it would have
boen done in the distant past.

"Every single one of the planks
that goes down the sicle will be
hand-cleaved out of a tree trunk.
Modern methods woukd use
machinery, but these have all got
10 be done by hand, so it will take
a long time." They've even had
to make some of the actual tools
they need w undertake the work

“The planking will be held
together with wooden clamps,
and we've had a2 team making
those, So, we need 1o make these
clamps and other tools as well as
building the ship,”

Similarly, the green oak they
need for planking docsn’t just
arrive off-the-shelf from a timber
merchant, but rather as hefty
sections of gnady runk.

“You split the wood in half,
quirrters, eighths and sixteenths
s0 you end up with Jows of wedges
ancl, from those, you make
planks.” The help of leading
archacological woadwarking
specialist Damian Goodburn has
proved invaluable

“We're also picking up the skills
as we go along. Somcetimes it
works, sometimes it doesn't, The
wuys in the workshop have been
around for a good year or so
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Rowing Club, she’s keen to find
out how such a large vesscl was

manoeuvred by ancent mariners.

“In history, boats have been
rowed in all sorts of ways - one
PErson per oar, two people per
oar, one person standling up
and sculling with an oar out of
the back.”

The leaf-shape of the Sutton
Hoo boat also prompes queries
about the length of the cars that
would have been used, their
arrangement anl who sat where
inside the boat, “Depending on
where you sit in the ship can
dictare the length of the oar.
Either they had some long oarsin
the middbe section to keep them
all the same length along the
Ixsal or they rowed in different
pusitions at different times 1o do
different things.”

it's obvious that Jacg relishes
the praspect of the boat
eventually being lsunched so
it can be put through s paces.
She envisages as many as 80 to

120 ruwers coukl! be necded to
manaeuvre it and give a chearer
understanding of how well it
performs on water.

"We want to find out how they
would have used it, how rough
could they have been withit,
could they have rammed it onto a
beach, how much weight would it
have taken.”

Refore then, there are many
more obstacks 1o navigate before
she gets answers. “ln some wiys
it's not that complicated because
they only had the tools and skills
they would have hisd in Saxon
times. It's not like we're trying to
reconstruct a spaceship. Things
have moved on, but net perhaps
in the boat building werld as
much as vou would think."

IUs tempting 1o imagine that
the ghost of Rasedwald is keeping
a spectral eye on developments
from his final resting place across
the water, awaiting the day
when his great ship once again
launches on the Sulfolk river. #
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