
1. Port Gunwale | 2. Starboard Gunwale |3. Planks, Bow Half 
4. Planks, Stern Half | 5. Stern Knee | 6. Transom and Transom 
frames | 7. Bottom Board | 8. Frame #5 | 9. Frame #4 | 10. Frame 
#3 (center) | 11. Frame #2 | 12. Frame #1 | 14. Stem

Bow: The front of the boat. | Stern: The rear of the boat 
Starboard: The right side of the boat. |Port: The left side of the 
boat. | Ahead: In front of the boat. | Abaft: Behind the boat.  
Abeam: To either side of the boat. | Capsize: To flip the boat. | 
Bilge: The inside bottom of the boat, generally covered up and 
containing a small amount of water. | Bail: To get water out 
of the boat. |Fathom: Six Feet. | Heading: the direction the boat 
is going. | Knot: speed equal to 1.15 miles per hour. | Dory: A 
small, shallow-draft boat, used for commercial fishing, river 
and shore navigation, especially in heavy sea or white water 
river conditions.  Also spelled ‘Doree’ or ‘Dorie’ in historical 
usage.  The Liberum Dory is an update on a New England Banks 
Dory, with an eye to facilitating construction by the casual 
boat builder with commonly available materials. | Gunwale: The 
rail around the edge of the boat. Pronounced (and sometimes 
spelled) “Gunnel.” Attach oarlocks to them. | Planks: The sides, 
one or many. | Stern Knee: Braces the transom to the bottom 
board. | Transom: Very rear face of the boat. Mount a motor 
or rudder. | Transom frames:  Boards added to the transom 
to fasten the planks to. On the Liberum Dory use pallet wood 
or other solid wood. Probably not ply as it lacks necessary 
strength. | Bottom Board: Bottom of the Liberum Dory, only 
applicable to flat bottomed boats. | Frame: Sectional bracing 
of the boat. Use any solid-wood (pallet wood will do in a pinch 
- also called a 'section') | Station: The Location of the frames. 
In many cases stations will help you build the boat but not be 
permanently installed. |  Stem: Structural timber at the bow 
of the boat, planks and bottom board fasten to this. | Chine 
BLOCKS: Where the Planks and bottom board meet along the 
length of the boat. | Oarlocks: Pivot point for oars. | Oars: 
Rowing utensils. | Pine Tar: Often called ‘Stockholm Tar,’ a 
sticky material derived from carbonized pine sap.  Used for 
preserving wooden boats by coating the interior sole of the 
boat with the mixture of pine tar, gum turpentine and boiled 
linseed oil. | Thole-pins: Two generally wooden pins that behave 
as oarlocks. | Thwart: Seats crossing through the center of 
the boat.

parts of the liberum dory:

glossary of useful terms:
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Mare Liberum (tr. the free seas) v3: to build a small boat out of your city’s 
trash, explore the unseen nooks of your city’s neglected waterfront, bays, 
rivers and industrial canals..... a collaborative, open source boat-building 
project organized by Ben Cohen, Dylan Gauthier and Stephan von Muehlen.   

www.TheFreeSeas.org

Mare Liberum is a collaborative publishing and boat-building project 
envisioned by Stephan von Muehlen, Benjamin Cohen and Dylan 
Gauthier.  The project sees as its goal the creation of a fleet of dory-style 
boats for recreational and educational encounters on the Gowanus 
Canal, the Newtown Creek and other waterways in and around New 
York City and beyond.  Water is all around us here in New York City, and 
yet most people have so little personal experience of it.  We felt a need 
to reconnect with this oft-neglected fourth element (after concrete, air 
and social networks) of our urban experience.

This broadsheet contains all the information needed to build your own 
Liberum Dory using repurposed materials, basic skills and minimal tools.  
It has been put together for the exhibition 'Beyond a Memorable Fancy,' 
at the Elizabeth Foundation, with support from the Foundation and 
its staff.  In addition to this broadsheet, we are presenting a specially 
modified semi-dory, which has been cut to 10'6" from its original length 
of 15', 10'6" being the maximum length that would fit in the building in a 
single piece.  The semi-dory is a historical boat shape - at least since the 
advent of the outboard motor, people have modified their traditional 
dory designs to allow for greater stability and a wider transom to use as 
an engine mount.  In addition to the semi-dory, we are also presenting 
a full set of stencils wheatpasted on plywood which will be used in the 
future build another boat.

Upcoming Mare Liberum events include workshops, demonstrations 
and public boat races to be held in the Summer of 2009.  If you’d 
like to be in touch with us about future projects, visit us online at  
http://www.thefreeseas.org.

Mare Liberum is an open ended experimental form so send us your 
comments, critiques, suggestions, remaps, or redesigns you may make 
along your building way.

A note before taking any boat out on the water for the first time: make 
sure you read up on water safety and give the boat a decent flotation 
test in shallow water.  Given that our boat design calls for scrap wood 
and improvised materials, well, we’re sure you’ll have though of all 
of this already.  Anyhow, wear a PFD (personal flotation device).  We 
also recommend installing flotation foam beneath seats or gunwales.  
Anyway, just play it smart and get out there on the water.

Thank you to Michelle Levy at Elizabeth Foundation, Jacqueline Shilkoff 
at the Neuberger Museum, Haley Hughes, Paula Segal, Angela Conant, 
Megan Hessenthaler, the Sinking Ship, Jesse Karch, George, the staff at 
the Gowanus Studio Space, and Build it Green in Long Island City. some frequently asked questions:

Did you build that?  Yes.  

Does it float?  Yes.   It glides smoothly through the surface of the water, 
with a draft of about 3" unloaded.  It's a speedy row.  In the full-sized dory 
we have taken groups of six people at a time exploring the Gowanus 
Canal, the East River, Jamaica Bay as well as a small creek Upstate.

But it's plywood!  Yes, well, so are many boats manufactured nowadays, 
commercial boatbuilders simply slather on a goodly amount of toxic 
fiberglass and epoxy so you can't tell, but they're usually plywood at 
the core.  In any case, the material used seems to matter less than the 
shape of the boat itself. We use construction-site recovered plywood 
because there's so much new construction in New York City.  When we 
sent a set of stencils to a friend in Holland, he was told that it was going 
to be difficult to find scrap plywood, and had to improvise.

Where do you get your materials?  There is literally a ton of scrap plywood 
being thrown away each day around the city.  Construction sites are 
known to give their scrap (usually used to mould poured concrete floors) 
to anyone who offers to haul it away.  Ditto for art-handling/art-crating 
companies.  Otherwise, Build it Green deals in all kinds of recovered 
materials and occasionally has massive quantities of plywood, screws 
and housepaints.  They have provided wood and paint for our boats on 
several occasions.

How do you get it to the water?  The full-scale dory fits on the roof of our 
1989 Volvo.  There are several obvious and less-than-obvious places to 
launch a boat around the city.  A good starting point is: nycgovparks.
org.     We also currently have one boat moored full-time on the Gowanus 
Canal and are happy to have guests come over.  Drop us a line.



		
		A  PPROXIMATELY 4 Sheets OF 1/4” 
plywood, 2 SHEETS OF 1/2"  PLYWOOD.  THE 
SHAPES YOU WILL BE CUTTING OUT OF THE PLY-
WOOD SHOULD BE LAID OUT AT 1:1 SCALE.  
A COPY OF THE TEMPLATES CAN BE PRINTED 
'TILED' FROM THE WEBSITE AND WHEAT PASTED 
ONTO THE PLYWOOD.  The Liberum crew will  

attempt to make them available to all, 
but be resourceful.  EXAMINE THE PLANS 
TO DETERMINE WHICH PIECES REQUIRE WHICH 
THICKNESSES OF WOOD.

a goodly supply of 3/4” pine at a mini-
mum of 3” in width for the FRAMES (40 - 50 
feet of the stuff.)

Stainless steel deck screws in a range of 
lengths would be choice
Wood glue, construction adhesive, and 

something to seal the boat with. This can 
be ANY KIND OF LATEX HOUSEpainT, POLYURE-
THANE, SPAR VARNISH OR A SOLUTION OF 1/3 
PINE TAR 1/3 MINERAL spirits 1/3 varnish. 

BUILDING A SEMI-DORY INSTEAD OF THE FULL 
SIZE DORY CAN MAKE TRANSPORTATION OF 
THE BOAT EASIER AND ALLOWS THE ADDITION 
OF AN OUTBOARD MOTOR. CUT THE SIDES 
AND BOTTOM BOARD INDICATED ON THE 
STENCILS, SKIP FRAME 5, AND BUILD THE SEMI-
DORY TRANSOM BELOW. 

dory: semi-dory:

Attach Stem and stern knee to the Bottom Board as shown below, FIRSTv and screws.
Attach frames to the Bottom Board IN THE SAME WAY.  Locate the frames on center and in the locations 
shown in the drawing, beginning with Frame 3 and working outward.

Make sure that you orient the frames correctly - the verticals face out from the center. 
Screw in place through the bottom board.  Leave the screws a little loose until the sides are attached 
so that you can pull them into vertical in the locations marked on the sides.

Lay templates out on your material, REFERENCING THE DIAGRAM BELOW TO BE SURE THAT 
THE PIECES LABELED 1/2" ARE LAID OUT ON 1/2" PLYWOOD AND THE PIECES LABELED 1/4" ARE 
LAID OUT ON 1/4" PLY.  trace, and cut out all the parts you will need with the jigsaw. 
Cut to the inside edge of the LINES.

Attach the sides to the stem and  
transom in the same fashion, using both ad-
hesive and screws 

This may be the most difficult part due to the 

SCAB Gunwales (pronounced ‘gunnels’, just so you 
know) TO EACH OTHER AS YOU’VE DONE WITH THE SIDES AND  
BOTTOM bOARDS. 

ATTACH GUNWALES TO FRAMES. WATCH FOR SPLITTING WHEN SCREW-
ING INTO END GRAIN.  PILOT DRILL YOUR HOLES or TOENAIL THEM IN 
at a sharp angle for best results.

SQUIRT CONSTRUCTION AD-
HESIVE EVERYWHERE.  Get in 
behind the stem, Along the 
transom seam, BOTTOM 
BOARD.  Plug up any holes 
in the bottom board that 
previously existed

Laminate Stem together as  
shown.  Do THE SAME FOR STERN 
KNEE.

Build a Liberum Dory
Acquire YOUR BOAT 
BUILDING materials.  
You will need:   

11,

accumulation of error, increased forces, and difficulty 
in clamping the curves. Proceed with care and caution. 
Go slowly, but Have heart! You are almost there.)

ADD DESIRED FINISH TO SEAL 
AND COAT THE OUTSIDE AND 
INSIDE OF THE DORY: PAINT, 
VARNISH, PINE TAR, ROOFING 
TAR, fiberglass, SPIT AND FIN-
GERNAIL POLISH OR ANYTHING 
ELSE...

BUILD OARS AND ATTACH  
Oarlocks, SEATS, FLOTATION 
FOAM.  KIT out YOUR DORY 
WITH A mast & sails.  MAKE 
A WIDER TRANSOM AND TURN 
YOUR DORY INTO A SEMI-
DORy.  SHARE WHAT YOU’VE 
LEARNED WITH US ONLINE AND 
SEND PICTURES. YOU CAN ALSO 
REGISTER YOUR BOAT WITH US 
AND RECEIVE A MARE LIBERUM 
NUMBER (ML-XX).

v.2

Proceed from the middle of the boat work-
ing toward the ends, workING on both sides 
of the boat equally.  clamp  and attach both 
sides of the boat to the frames.  

Align the sides to the bottom board with the 

CHECK THE WEBSITE:      
WWW.THEFREESEAS.ORG FOR WISE 
WORDS FROM SALTY BOAT-BUILD-
ERS, PEOPLE-WHO-HAVE-LEARNED-
THE-HARD-WAY, AND THE BOAT DE-
SIGNERS THEMSELVES! CHANGES 
ARE INEVITABLE. 

BEFORE YOU DO ANYTHING ELSE, 
Get somE context.  Read the 
plans and the articles... and the 
website too. IF YOU’RE IN DOUBT, 
FEEL FREE TO WRITE TO US. YoUR 
LIFE MAY BE AT RISK.  REMEMBER TO 
FEAR THE OCEAN A LITTLE BIT.

Get your tools and space 
together. Think it through. 
A jigsaw and a screw gun 
IS the minimum.  Sand paper 
or a random orbit sander. 
Big clamps or a few strong 
friends. 

1, 2, 3, 4,

5, Assemble Frames FROM 3/4” SOLID WOOD (see drawings BELOW for the details) CHECK THE WEBSITE. 
THESE DIMENSIONS MAY CHANGE AS LESSONS ARE LEARNED AND INFORMATION IS SHARED.6,

7, 8,

10,

8,

9,

11,
seam lines on both.

Make sure the Bottom Board’s edge is flush with the bottom 
edge of the sides. (Check again and again as you move 
outward.)

Fasten with the stainless steel deck screws. You will proba-
bly want to pilot the holes to avoid splitting the frames. Feel 
free to add as many screws as makes you happy and safe.

OnCE THE SIDES HAVE BEEN 'DRY-FIT' to the FRAMES, Add adhe-
sive along the framESs and along the edge of the bottom 
board.

12,
13, 14, 15, AND THEN...

ATTACH TRANSOM TO STERN KNEE

Attach the bottom board halves together, 
THEN DO THE same with the sides. Use the “planks”  
SECTIONS AS FOUND ON THE TEMPLATES.

FRAME 4

FRAME 5

TRANSOM FRAME A 
(STANDARD DORY)

FRAME 1

FRAME 2

FRAME 3

TRANSOM FRAME B
(OPTION FOR SEMI-DORY)


