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Once a flourishing trade on the Eo estuary, wooden 
boatbuilding has all but disappeared in this area of 
Asturias in northern Spain. As its name indicates, the 

Eo bote – also known as the bote autoctono – is indigenous 
to the River Eo, which for most of its course forms the 
boundary between Galicia and Asturias, meandering through 
deep valleys and dense woodlands of pine and eucalyptus, 
flanked by stunningly beautiful scenery all the way. The Eo 
flows into the estuary at Vegadeo, where 
it becomes wider and easier to navigate, 
flowing on past the towns of Castropol and 
Ribadeo east and west before entering the 
sea where the rugged beauty of the coast is 
reminiscent of Cornwall. 

La Linera is a creek on the right-hand 
shore of the Eo estuary, about half way 
between Castropol and Figueras. Its fame 
as a shipbuilding centre goes back to the 
15th century, when fishing – both sea and 
river – was a pivot of the local economy. 
Spain’s conquest of the Americas in the 
16th century brought an unprecedented 
surge in shipbuilding which lasted until the 
end of the 17th century, with carracks and 
schooners being churned out by the dozen, their sails woven 
from locally grown linen. By the end of the 17th century, 
there were over 20 wooden boatbuilders in the Castropol 
district alone, where production mainly focused on cargo 

and fishing boats and small tonnage vessels like the pinnace, 
lightweight boats moved by oars or sails and used all over the 
Bay of Biscay. But it was the incipient growth of the regional 
economy in the 19th century that galvanized shipping activity 
all over the estuary, triggering a surge in demand for cargo 
ships to transport produce from abroad, from the Americas 
and other regions of Spain along major navigation routes, and 
for exporting local produce.

Riverside joineries in the Castropol 
district continued to build a variety 
of boats right up to the 1950s, for 
local shipowners and customers all over 
Asturias and Galicia. But it was the 
building of small fishing boats that really 
flourished in this region from the end of 
the 19th century onwards.  

Boats the locals sail
The Eo bote is the name given to the 
lateen-rig fishing boats that once 
populated the Eo estuary and which 
Pepe González Vijande – Pacho – and 
his nephew Martin González Fernández 
continue to build at their yard in La 

Linera. For how much longer is anyone’s guess. The tradition of 
building these particular boats can be traced back to Pacho’s 
great-grandfather who built one for collecting seaweed to 
use as manure. Nowadays, the botes are purely pleasure craft, 

In summer 2010, Tony 
Haslett visited one of the last 

professional builders 
of traditional wooden boats 

in Spain.

The 
Botes 
of Eo

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
After a long career at sea, master 

mariner Tony Haslett retired to his 
wife Jeannine's native France in 

1997. A lifelong amateur boatbuilder, 
at his new home in the Vendée 

Tony built his own 'little ship', a 
traditional carvel-planked gaff cutter 
designed by David Thomas, which 
he described in W59 & W60. After 

a short battle with cancer, Tony died 
on 21 March 2011. We publish this 

article in his memory.



47www.watercraft-magazine.com

In the workshop
I was introduced to Pacho first at his home in La Piñera where 
he has a couple of rooms full of models of boats of all types, 
ancient and modern. This is his hobby and the hulls, plank 
on frame, are perfect. In my role of amateur – and very slow 
– boatbuilder, he welcomed me to his workshop. I could not 
ascertain whether Pacho works from drawings. He did show 
me a well-used half model from which he could lift the bevel 
angles for frames; I had noticed the bevels in the boat in 
which I sailed were a perfect fit. That day there was a set of 
frames over sawn but not yet bevelled and a stack of planking 
material which he called melis. Now the French for larch is 
meleze but this was not like any larch I had ever seen. Later, 
my daughter fired up her computer which revealed this timber 
as yellow pine from the USA.

There was an enormous bandsaw in the shop, which 
I noticed had a fixed table. I was puzzled as to how the 
assembled frames and floors would be bevelled, whereupon 
Martin produced a wedge-shaped lump of wood with a couple 
of pins underneath which fitted into holes in the table. I would 
have like to watch the changing bevels being sawn using this.

A few days later we looked in again to find the boat set 
up: keel, stem, transom and frames. The upper part of the 
stem rabbet had been cut and while we were there, Pacho 
and Martin fitted the fore half of the second strake down – a 
ribband was in the way for the sheerstrake – casually drilling 
and nailing to stem and frames with galvanized nails. Plank 
butts were centred on frames, not butt blocked.

I asked how they cut the rest of the rabbet down the stem 
and along the keel: there was little room to work between the 
frames and the shop floor. They told me that once sufficient 
upper planking was on to ensure rigidity, the boat would be 
eased over on to its bilge to enable the work to be done.

I noted that keel, stem and transom were iroko and that 
polyurethane glue had been used on the joints between the 
keel and knees fore and aft, in addition to the bolting. On top 
of the keel and joggled over the floors was a hefty piece of 
wood a few inches high, which was the base of the centreplate 
case. The slot through had been cut but a mortice for the case 
sides and end posts would be made later. I saw no more of 
this particular boat myself, though Caroline and her husband 
followed the rest of the build. The boat we saw being built was 
the only one on order, and it is to be hoped that more orders 
have since come along.
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lying on moorings at Castropol and Figueras on the Asturian 
side with the yard and sail lowered, ends projecting beyond 
the hull length, while others in the marina at Ribadeo on the 
Galician side have the yards topped up to reduce overall length 
and stay clear of marina traffic.

The locals in Castropol will tell you that until the 1960s, 
there was a carpenter in practically every house on the 
riverside because then wooden boatbuilding was one of the 
best paid jobs going. “We’re the only ones left”, says Pacho 
sadly, “and our order book is practically empty”.

The Eo botes are very shapely carvel-planked open boats on 
sawn frames, with centreplates of stainless steel. They have a 
fairly short mast stepped forward, hoisting a lateen sail on a 
yard longer than the boat. The length of the botes varies from 
15'9" to 26' (4.8-8m), the most common size being 17'9" long 
with a beam of 6' (5.4 x 1.84m), with a moulded depth of 2'3" 
(0.69m) and draft of 1'10" (0.57m). The yard on a bote this 
size would be 22'4" (6.8m) with a sail area of around 235-
300 square feet (22-24m²). The yard was originally the same 
length as the hull but now bote owners want more speed 
for racing, hence bigger sails and longer yards. As regards 
'lateen', this sail has a short luff and no boom, so technically it 
would be a quadrilateral lateen sail, also called a settee rig in 
Emiliano Marino’s excellent book The Sailmaker’s Apprentice. 
The botes are sailed regularly in the summer, both racing and 
cruising and I have seen some very skilled handling among 
moored craft. I noticed that the sails when stowed had no 
protective covers but as the sailing season is short, perhaps 
this is of little importance.

Sailing the settee
I had the privilege of sailing one of the botes with my daughter 
Caroline and the local sailing club boss, Antonino Esteban. It 
was quite an experience, especially handling the single part 
sheet which is passed round a hefty thumb cleat inboard. 
Tacking, you put down the helm, get your back against the 
tiller as she comes round and at the critical moment, pass 
the sheet across to the other side before there is too much 
weight on it and catch a turn on the inboard cleat. The sail 
remains on one side of the mast which in theory means that 
one tack – la buena - is better than the other – la mala – with 
the sail pressing against the mast. However, I could not see 
any significant difference.

We sailed well out to sea in a nice Force 3–4 with a little 
swell and she took the waves very nicely. I occasionally luffed 
or spilt wind if a stronger puff came. On the return, we were 
broad reaching at good speed, finally luffing to pick up the 
mooring. It occurred to me only afterwards that we had not 
tried a gybe!
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Building the Eo Bote at Astilleros Pacho CB
Above left: The enormous fixed-table bandsaw. Above right: Pepe Gonzalez Vijande, known as Pacho – left – and his nephew Martin 

Gonzalez Fernandez fit the plank below the sheer ribband. Below: The author – left – and his daughter Caroline check progress.
Facing Page:  Though the botes' workboat origins are still clearly seen in their traditional hull shape, today they are bought mainly 
for racing by owners for whom Pacho and Martin provide a yacht-like fit-out with hand-made gratings for both seating and sole.
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