
Elegant in its simplicity, the Rhodes 18 has many 
attributes that have made it a classic among 
the daysailing and weekend one-design racing 

classes. Similar in many ways to the Sparkman & Ste-
phens Lightning Class boats I grew up sailing and rac-
ing on Long Island Sound, it is dynamic, lively, quick to 
accelerate, maneuverable, and sails magni!cently.
 A soft chine and graceful longitudinal rocker con-
tribute to the boat’s maneuverability and great turning 
characteristics. The outboard rudder, hung with a stan-
dard pintle-and-gudgeon arrangement on a transom 
that is "at and has slight reverse rake, allows the boat 
to carve tacks and jibes ef!ciently. A 5" skeg extends 
from the bottom of the transom and tapers forward 3' 
to ensure good tracking qualities. The graceful bow 
curve has a soup-spoon shape, which complements the 
hull form. By my observations, the transom is the only 
"at surface of the entire hull of the Rhodes 18. From 

stem to stern and along each station, the boat is as fair 
as a beach stone. 
 The Rhodes is the perfect daysailer for up to !ve 
people, or it can be raced by a crew of three in one-
design "eets. The cockpit is spacious, comfortable, 
and practically designed, with port and starboard lon-
gitudinal benches for comfortable seating for three 
on both sides of the cockpit. The cockpit coaming 
lies "ush with the deck, which is a signi!cant attri-
bute when you and the crew are hiking out with legs 
extended over the edge of the cockpit and side decks. 
The cockpit is set back by about 10" to the inboard 
from each side, allowing for signi!cant deck edge 
immersion, which helps to stave off swamping. The 
foredeck, which extends from the stem to just aft of the 
mast, provides a stable platform to pick up the moor-
ing line, set an anchor, or tie off a dockline. From the 
afterdeck, which is equally ample, such necessary tasks 

Above—Designed in 1938 by the legendary Philip Rhodes, the Rhodes 18 was !rst commissioned as a junior trainer for 
the Stamford (Connecticut) Yacht Club, and as such it is a versatile and stable daysailer.
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as fastening the boom tent or tying off the tender can 
be completed. 
 For a centerboarder, she is a forgiving and relatively 
stiff 18-footer, which you especially notice when step-
ping aboard before the centerboard has been lowered. 
Her initial stability feels reassuring when you move 
your weight around the boat. Under full sail and in a 
moderate breeze, the Rhodes 18 is well balanced and 
easy to rein in.
 I came to know the Rhodes 18 because for a num-
ber of years I’ve enjoyed sailing PYG, a wooden-hulled 
boat that my friend Richard Van Voris restored in 
Mass achusetts. With a little review of Greek mythol-
ogy, I found that PYG is aptly named: According to the 
myth, the sculptor Pygmalion created a statue so life-
like that he fell in love with it. After becoming famil-
iar with the Rhodes 18, I can easily understand how 
any owner would become so enamored. Michael Warr, 
PYG’s previous owner, described the Rhodes 18 as “a 

perfect little lady with no bad habits.” Ultimately, 
when asked to write about basic sailing techniques in 
WoodenBoat magazine’s “Getting Started in Boats” sec-
tion (see WB No. 218), I chose the Rhodes 18 as the 
model for its all-around characteristics. I tried sailing 
her alone, without crew, just under the mainsail alone, 
and PYG remained a gracious silent partner without 
any noticeable weather helm. 
 The key to sailing any centerboard boat like the 
Rhodes 18 is to sail her "at. Those of us who teach sail-
ing preach, “Flat is fast.” On the Rhodes 18, this trans-
lates into either hiking harder, adding additional crew 
for extra ballast, sailing under main alone, or even tak-
ing a reef in the mainsail. On the wind or on a reach, 
the adjustable centerboard position on the Rhodes 18 
can be “played” up or down a small amount to change 
the center of resistance and thereby change the bal-
ance of the boat. This adjustment corrects the boat’s 
tendency to head up into the wind or to fall off away 
from the wind. Downwind, the centerboard can be 
raised entirely to reduce drag and increase speed.
 The boat is easy to manage on a trailer or to leave on 
a mooring with a boom tent over her cockpit to keep 
the water out of her bilges. There is also plenty of stor-
age under the foredeck or under the afterdeck to store 
necessities.

The Rhodes 18 is the work of yacht designer Philip 
L. Rhodes (1895–1974), who designed everything 
from 7' dinghies to 123' motoryachts. Arguably 

his most famous design was the 12-Meter WEATHERLY, 
the 1962 AMERICA’s Cup winner. According to Richard 

“ The Rhodes is the perfect 
daysailer for up to !ve 
people, or it can be raced by 
a crew of three in one-design 
"eets.”

SWIFT gives an excellent idea of what the Rhodes 18s looked like when the type was new. Peter Eastman, who 
has won numerous Rhodes 18 national championships, found the boat in a barn and restored her to original 
speci!cations. 
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Hender son’s excellent biography Philip L. Rhodes and 
His Yacht Designs, the designer drew his 18' daysailer in 
1938 for use as a junior trainer for the Stamford (Con-
necticut) Yacht Club. 
 At present, Rhodes 18 racing "eets remain active at 
Barnstable Yacht Club and Dennis Yacht Club on Cape 
Cod and at the Biddeford Pool Yacht Club in Maine. 
The International Rhodes 18 Racing Association (see 
www.biddefordpool.org/bpyc/public/
rhodes_18/rhodes_18.htm), sponsored 
by the Biddeford Pool Yacht Club, spec-
i!es strict rules and regulations for 
boats and sails that must be followed 
by racing contestants.
 The Rhodes 18 "eet quickly adapted 
to !berglass construction in the post–
World War II era. The Cape Cod 
Shipbuilding Co. in Wareham, Massa-
chusetts, which advertised a complete 

wooden Rhodes 18 with mainsail and jib for $718 in 
1942, started building !berglass versions as early as 
1948. Since then, the company has launched some 700 
of them in both centerboard and keel versions.
 The !berglass keelboat and centerboard Rhodes 
18s are raced together. Additional weight is added 
to the centerboard boats to bring them up to the set 
minimum weight requirements and to make them 
equal in weight to the normally heavier keelboats. The 
fractional-rigged Rhodes 18 is raced with any combi-
nation of mainsail, jib, genoa, and spinnaker. Accord-
ing to Peter Eastman, six-time winner of the Rhodes 18 
Nationals, about 25 boats turn up for the competition. 
Eastman is fond of sailing the Rhodes 18 because “it is 
a family kind of [sailboat] class.” 
 It is unknown how many wooden Rhodes 18s were 
built, but they are rare today. Despite all that I have said 
about the graceful and handsome wooden Rhodes 18, 
the truth is that the wooden version of this daysailer is 
a dying breed. According to Eastman, only a handful 
of them still exist, and only two wooden boats that he 
knows of are still sailing. Many boatbuilders dream of 
coming across a rare boat tucked away in an old barn 
somewhere, but unless you are willing to obtain plans 
from Mystic Seaport and undertake an extensive build-
ing project in wood, a new or used !berglass Rhodes 
18 may be the only realistic way to enjoy this classic 
daysailer.

Building anew, of course, is not out of the question 
for an experienced builder, and constructing a 
Rhodes 18 could be the experience of a lifetime. 

To learn more about the construction of the boat, I ven-
tured to the Daniel S. Gregory Ships Plans Library at 
Mystic Seaport, Connecticut. The collection includes 
more than 300 designs by Philip Rhodes, including 

In the original rigging plan, which is retained in SWIFT, 
the boom has a “T” cross-section, and the mainsheet 
reeves through deck-mounted turning blocks without a 
traveler.

Richard Van Voris of Massachusetts 
completed a !ne restoration of PYG, one 
of a handful of surviving wooden-hulled 
Rhodes 18s. Philip Rhodes was an early 

advocate of !berglass construction, and 
in 1948 production manufacturing of his 

18-footer began in that material.
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Rhodes 18
Particulars

LOA  18'
LWL  16'
Beam 6' 3"
Draft, board down 4' 7"
Sail area 162 sq ft

Philip Rhodes drew the 1938 plans for the 
Rhodes 18 for construction by the Cape Cod 
Shipbuilding Co., which built them initially in 
wood, starting !berglass construction, including 
a later !n-keel variation, in 1948. Like all of 
Rhodes’s plans, those for the Rhodes 18 reside 
at the Daniel S. Gregory Ships Plans Library at 
Mystic Seaport in Connecticut.

MYSTIC SEAPORT, DANIEL S. GREGORY SHIPS PLANS LIBRARY, NOS. 80.132.9 (SAIL PLAN) AND 80.132.13 (LINES)

the Rhodes 18, which is his design No. 448 and Mys-
tic Seaport’s Catalog No. 80.132. In 21 separate sheets, 
Rhodes supplied every necessary detail, although the 
original construction plan (sheet No. 14) is in very poor 
condition.
 Rhodes’s original speci!cations called for a 5⁄8" gal-
vanized steel centerboard or an iron ballast keel. The 
timber keel was to be either white oak or longleaf pine, 
with continuous white oak frames 7⁄8"× 7⁄8" on 8" cen-
ters, and with 5⁄8"-thick cedar carvel planking fastened 
with bronze or Monel screws. He called for varnished 
mahogany trim, canvas-covered plywood decks, Sitka-
spruce spars, stainless-steel rigging, and bronze !ttings.
 Should time constraints or a lack of experience pre-
clude the “build it yourself” approach, another option 
might be to save and restore an existing Rhodes 18—

if one can be found. This is a quicker way to get out 
on the water on a wooden Rhodes 18 while retaining 
some of the hands-on experience of boatbuilding 
and all of the satisfaction of restoring a classic, as my 
friend Richard found with PYG. He sistered or replaced 
frames, replaced her mast and sails, rebuilt her center-
board trunk, and duplicated or renewed many of PYG’s 
wooden structural and trim pieces. Essentially, PYG is as 
good as new!  

Plans for the Rhodes 18 are available from the Daniel S. 
Gregory Ships Plans Library, Mystic Seaport, 75 Green-
manville Ave., P.O. Box 6000, Mystic, CT 06355–0990; 
860–572–0711; www.mysticseaport.org/collections/ships/ 
cfm.
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