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Why is a sailor called ñJack Tarò?  Letôs explore the 

reasons.  

Of course, the term ñJackò has been used for many, 

many years as a name for someone of unknown 

identity.  The term ñtarò has been used for a sailor 

since at least 1676.  Putting the two terms together 

ï ñJack Tarò ï was accomplished by the 1780s by 

landlubbers and seamen alike.  By the way, the 

term has never had a derogatory connotation; in 

fact, sailors were quite happy to call themselves 

Jack Tars.  

Tar, the black substance, was used extensively 

aboard the old wooden sailing ships as a sealant 

and as a waterproofing material.  A lesser known 

fact is that seamen often used tar to waterproof 

their clothes before starting on a sea voyage.  Wa-

terproof fabrics hadnôt been invented yet.  Further-

more, many of the rigging ropes were tarred to 

prevent them from rotting in damp conditions.  

Sailors frequently would have their hands covered 

with tar at the end of a day.  

Another common use of tar was for a sailor to 

plait his hair into pigtails smeared with a good 

grade of tar, called pine tar, to prevent them 

from getting tangled in the shipôs equipment.  

Officers were exempt from this practice.  Inci-

dentally, the sailorôs uniform, when he wore 

one, had a square cloth piece hanging down 

over the shoulders; its purpose was to keep the 

tar in the pigtail from dirtying the uniform.  This 

practice was even carried on in the early 20 th  

century.  Of course, nowadays the sailor 

makes it easier by simply getting a haircut.  

Not long ago, standard clothing for a sailor was overalls and broad -brimmed hats.  The 

hats were made of tarpaulin, which was a tar - impregnated fabric.  The hats were actually 

called tarpaulins, which may have been shortened to tars.    

In addition, many sailors applied tar to their bare feet, which added a protective layer, 

making it easier and safer to shinny up the ratlines.  

Tar was undoubtedly a basic constituent of the sailorôs life.  Why wouldnôt he be called Jack 

Tar?  

Recruitment Poster from Napoleonic War  

Jack Tar univorm ca. 1825  

Jack Tar  
By Gene Bodnar  
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GENERAL HUNTER  

PART 4  

 

In part three of this series we built a half 

hull and sliced it to trace the frame 

shapes. When the frame shapes were 

drawn an extension was added to the top 

of each frame to fit in a jig. At this point 

of the designing process, if i were build-

ing for myself, i could start cutting wood 

and building frames. If by chance there 

was an error in drawing one of the 

frames i could go back, correct it and 

build a new frame. In this case the plans 

and a possible timbering set may be of-

fered to the public so a prototype framed 

hull was built to test the concept and de-

sign.  I could use wood and build up each 

frame but the time to do that would run into many long hours, the prototype is only built 

to test the shape of the hull and how the frames fit the jig, so the material selected is foam 

board and the frames are cut out as one piece.  

At the end of this part, we will conclude this selection of articles as we will have a working 

set of plans from which one can build the model. We will then leave it in your hands as to 
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where you would like to proceed and actually build a model. Our goal is to make both plans 

and a timbering kit available to you with laser cut parts. In the next issue I will move on to 

another modeling subject, the Princess Charlotte, also built by William Bell.  

When building a prototype the first thing to check is if all the frames line up and there isn't 

any frames out of wack. Second is to check that all the frames fit into the jig, third is to 

make sure there is enough material on the frames at the bow and stern to allow for shap-

ing the bevels. Looking back at the graphic of the frame drawings you can see the cant 

frames to frame 5 and from frame 22 to 27 progressively get wider than the frames in 

midship. This is to allow enough material for the bevels on the inside and outside of the 

hull.  

 

 

Building the Frames  

The following method for building and setting up 

the hull frames was introduced to ship modeling 

by Harold Hahn and is referred to as the up side 

down method. Over the years other variations 

were introduced  such as the elimination of the 

frame extensions and moving the jig to the hull 

level rather than above the hull.  The first step 

is drawing and building the frame blanks, then 

the frame pattern is glued to the blank and the 

frame is cut out.  


