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S. E. SAUNDERS 

BOATBUILDER EXTRAORDINARY 

This man of remarkable energy, enterprise and ingenuity was born in the Swan Inn at 

Streatley besides the River Thames on the 29
th

 May 1857. This Inn had been the home of the 

Saunders family for two previous generations; his father Cornelius and his grandfather 

Moses. 

Samuel is said to have built a dinghy by himself at a very early age. Local villagers are 

supposed to have been so impressed with the standard of workmanship shown in this little 

boat that it was placed on a small carriage and paraded around the streets of the village. 

On Christmas Eve 1877, Samuel married Helen Baigent in St Peter’s Church, Brighton. Their 

first child, Ethel Kate, who became the apple of the Samuel’s eye, was born a year later. 

Their son, Hubert Samuel, who was to be the last of their children, was born in 1881. 

In the mid-1880s, a new idea for building boats occurred to Sam at the same time as efficient 

steam engines became available. This coincidence of time was to be the foundation of the 

future success of the business. Sam’s idea was to use laminated wood for the hull of his 

boats. As the adhesives available in Victorian England were not suitable for immersion in 

water, Sam began his experiments of sewing the panels together with copper wire forming a 

strong, water-tight but light hull. At the end of this decade contracts for the steam launches 

Thistle, Hera, Mariposa, and Maritana were successfully completed and the significant 

expansion of the business had begun. 

In 1886 the family had purchased land on the north side of the Thames at Goring, directly 

opposite the Swan at Streatley. 

In 1896 a near neighbour, a Mr Clutton, commissioned him to build a launch for the Umpire 

Committee of Henley regatta. The launch was to be designed to produce minimum wash.  

The resulting launch, named Consuta, which is Latin for ‘sewn together’, was 51ft long and 

7½ft in the beam. The hull skin comprised four mahogany laminations hand sewn together 

with annealed 16 SWG copper wire stitches laid in approximately 40,000 inch-long grooves 

in the outer lamination. 

The Umpire Committee was fully satisfied and used Consuta for many years until she 

became the BBC’s television commentary launch for the Oxford and Cambridge boat races. 

The success of Consuta-size craft, combined with the general expansion of the business, 

required larger, more specialised launch building premises. The new premises were also built 

on the north side of the Thames at South Stoke, about a mile upstream of Goring, and were 

known as the Springfield Works. 
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In the early days of the century Sam built a craft which can only be described as one of the 

first sidewall air cushion craft. Uffa Fox records that Sam Saunders built an unsuccessful air 

cushion craft which became known as the Bubble boat. 

In 1906 Saunders also opened a boat-building yard on the Seine, near Paris, and arranged for 

the construction, under his supervision, of a number of high-speed boats at yards near Genoa 

in Italy and Kiel in Germany. 

No doubt Sam noted that, following the death of Queen Victoria in 1901, the new King, 

Edward VII, was taking a great interest in yachting and boats in general, at Cowes. Since the 

Syndicate was also looking to expand the business, they decided to move to Cowes in that 

year, but still maintained the businesses at the Springfield Works. Their first premises at 

Cowes were at the Alexandra Hall, in Birmingham Road, which was a former Wesleyan 

Chapel. 

The move to Cowes proved to be an inspiration, as the Syndicate built some 150 boats, a 

number of them some 75ft long, in the years up to 1906. 

In 1907 he took over the almost derelict workshops of the Liquid Fuel Engineering Company 

in Columbine Road on the East Cowes side of the mouth of the River Medina. The Company 

was called S. E. Saunders Limited. The refurbished workshops became known as Columbine 

Yard. 

In 1908 Sam acquired the sole British rights to the Fauber principle of design of multi-

stepped hulls with air fed in through tubes on the aft side of the steps to reduce hull 

resistance. Profiting by this experience, Sam produced his own patented hydroplane design 

and his first boat, called Columbine, won fourteen British motor Boat race meetings in 1910. 

In 1909 he announced that he had formed a new department within his company: this 

department was to design and build ‘everything required for aero-navigation’. Sam’s aircraft 

activities came to an end in 1929 when the company was reformed as Saunders-Roe Limited 

when he was 72. He was then made Life President of the company, taking no further part in 

day to day activities. He died in 1933 at the age of 76. 

FINISH 

“He displayed a spirit of geniality, kindness and hospitality, which were the things that went 

down deep into the human heart. God had richly endowed him with those qualities and he 

held a warm place in the hearts of all”. 

 

Raymond Wheeler, aeronautical engineer, biographer of Sam Saunders 
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