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Somewhere in a file I have the cutting from a 1970s 
Yachting World introducing Roger Dongray’s original 
Crabber 24. She was the first of the modern generation 

of gaffers and a boat which probably did more than any other 
to launch the nostalgia market for small sailing cruisers. Roger, 
an architect, designed her for himself and built the plywood 
prototype. She caught the eye of Ken Robertson and Peter 
Keeling of top racing dinghy builders, Westerly Boats of Rock 
in Cornwall and they put her into production and set up a 
new company, Cornish Crabbers. The combination of Roger’s 
inspired thinking and Westerly Boats' expertise and vision was 
a recipe for success and the rest as they say is history. Now, 
forty years or so later, Cornish Crabbers under owner Peter 
Thomas are re-visiting that original concept and I am very 
pleased to have been asked to design the 2016 version. 

The Cornish Crabbers range has developed extensively 
over the years and currently consists of 16 models, from 
the diminutive 10' (3m) Limpet to the 30' (9m) Pilot Cutter. 
The most successful model by far is the trailable 19' (5.8m) 
Shrimper – the second model to be produced, introduced in 
1980. All the larger models apart from the new Shrimper 21 
and Crabber 26 are deep draft, so Peter’s idea for the 24 was 
for boat that would slot into the range between the 21 and 26. 
She should have a reasonably shallow draft with a dry weight 
of about 4850 lbs (2200kg) to allow the owner to trail her 
home at the end of the season if desired. She must sleep four, 
meet RCD Cat B, be instantly recognisable as a Crabber and 
include the attributes that their large customer base expects. 

The interior volume on a 24' (7.3m) sailing boat is too small 
to split into separate cabins and it is important to make the 
most of what we have by the careful apportioning of space 
and maintaining good sight lines. The length of the cabin 
trunk was also limited by my wish to keep the cockpit as large 
as possible, mindful that despite their cruising potential these 
boats are still primarily used as day sailers and there is little 
worse than a small boat with the crew crowded into a short 
cockpit at the aft end of the boat. 

By keeping the centreplate case aft it can be largely 
hidden under the companionway steps leaving the saloon 
unobstructed. The toilet compartment is kept in the aft port 
corner so giving an almost clear sight-line to the front of the 
boat and by overlapping the berths I have kept the cabin to 
an acceptable length. When not in use, the forward berth 
provides a useful area for dumping bags and gear and the 
lower berths form an inviting U-shaped seating area.

Balancing the requirement for standing headroom with 
pleasing aesthetics is always an issue on a small boat but Peter 
already had a plan – he suggested that we incorporate a pop-
top roof similar to that seen on motor caravans and Broads 
sailing cruisers. Less well known perhaps, to UK readers at 
least, is the use of lifting roofs on early American sailing craft.  
On small shallow draft boats the lifting roof allows standing 
headroom when moored without compromising the boat’s 
looks by introducing excessive freeboard and high cabin sides. 
Keeping the cabin trunk low also helps the cockpit ergonomics 
and proportions and allows good sight lines to the bow when 
seated. I have seen the idea used on American production 
daysailers but I think is a first for a UK builder. The mechanics 
and operation of the roof will be critical to its success and 
when closed it will be well secured to ensure the watertight 
and structural integrity of the yacht is not compromised.  

 The requirement for the EU's Recreational Craft Directive 
Category B is quite difficult to meet for a relatively light 
displacement shoal draft yacht. It is important to keep the 
vertical centre of gravity as low as possible, so to this end the 
Crabber 24 will have a carbon fibre mast and gaff to reduce 
the weight aloft. This will have the added benefit of making 
the mast easy to raise and lower, either at the beginning and 
end of the season or if there is a need to lower the mast to 
pass under bridges. Reducing the weight of the boom is not 
quite as critical and this may still be varnished timber as with 
the other boats in the range. She will be gaff cutter rigged 
as with the other Crabbers – Cornish Crabbers distinguish 
between their Shrimper range and Crabber range – and carry a 
total of 351 square feet (32.6m²) of sail which should give her 
ample power through the wind speed range.

All this sits on a pretty hull with simulated broad strake 
clinker topsides and a smooth round bilge bottom. The gentle 
sweep to the sheer terminates aft in a raked transom sitting 
clear of the water. Forward the upright stem helps create a 
fine entry to ensure an easily driven hull. The long keel has 
been cut away as much as possible to keep the benefits of long 
keel tracking without increasing drag too much or restricting 
low speed manoeuvrability. For when the wind dies auxiliary 
propulsion is provided by a Yanmar 15hp diesel.

At the time of writing the design has just been announced 
at the Southampton Boat Show and several orders have 
already been taken. Development will be starting shortly and 
the plan is for the Crabber 24 to make her boat show debut at 
Southampton in 2017.

Andrew Wolstenholme introduces his latest design, this time for a new addition 

to the well-proven and popular Cornish Crabbers range of GRP gaffers.

Grand Designs
CRABBER 24 SPECIFICATION

LOA: 28'3'' (8.6m)
LOD: 24''0'' (7.32m)
lwl: 21'10" (6.66m)
Beam: 8'9" (2.66m)

Draft – c/p Raised: 2'4'' (0.725m)
 c/p Lowered: 4'7'' (1.40m)

Displacement: 4950 lbs (2250kg)
Trailing weight: 4850 lbs (2200 kg) 

Sail area: 351 sq.ft (32.6m²)

DESIGN
Wolstenholme Yacht Design Ltd

Tel: +44 (0)1603 737024 
www.wolstenholmedesign.com

BUILDERS
Cornish Crabbers llp, 
tel: +44 (0)1208 862666 

www.cornishcrabbers.co.uk


