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INTRODUCTION

One of the fun things about studying journalism at City University in London was seeing what all your classmates got up to afterwards. Every year, a magazine was sent to the course alumni with updates of people’s careers – and the university boasts a high rate of success. In my year alone, one student went on to become head of current affairs at the BBC, another became a news anchor with BBC South, while several joined the Guardian and other major newspapers. By contrast, I got a job with Classic Boat, a specialist boating magazine based in landlocked Croydon.

But although my career didn’t appear as glamorous or well paid as my course mates’, there were definite compensations. While most of them were tapping away at computers in the bowels of Broadcasting House or scurrying around meeting daily deadlines, my specialist knowledge meant that I was soon reporting on classic boat events around the world – especially once I left the office and went freelance in 2000. Before long, I was being paid (or at least getting expenses) to attend events such as the Australian Wooden Boat Festival in Tasmania, the Raja Muda Selangor Regatta in Malaysia, the Régates Impériales in Ajaccio and other regattas in places as varied as New Zealand, Antigua, Hong Kong, Maine, Scotland, the South of France and Scandinavia.

Which is where the material for this book comes from. Over the past 20 years, I have sailed on dozens of classic yachts in at least 20 countries. I’ve sailed on no-expense-spared restorations such as the exquisite Fife 15-Metre The Lady Anne, massively ambitious replicas such as the 136-foot (41.5-metre) Herreshoff schooner Eleonora, and more humble home-built craft such as the delightful 24-foot (7.3-metre) Madoc. What has struck me each time is that these boats all have a story to tell. Even if they haven’t made epic journeys (which many of them have) or won major races (ditto), there are usually stories in their designs or their making – or simply in their ability to survive (viz Rawene and Solway Maid, mothballed for 20 and 14 years, respectively). For these are not just boats; they are personalities.

There’s no doubt the classic yacht movement has come a long way since my first article was published in Classic Boat in 1991. I recently sailed on a 37-foot yacht built in 1962 by a relatively unknown designer, which someone had just spent £280,000 restoring – a sum that would have been unthinkable 20 years ago for a boat that size, even for one of the big ‘names’ such as Fife and Herreshoff. The owner knows he’ll get his money back, and more, when he sells, because of the prestige value of owning a genuine classic yacht.

But there’s danger in spending too much on an old wooden boat – replacing and rebuilding rather than mending and restoring. It’s all very well creating a beautiful yacht, but if that means losing the original fabric of the vessel for the sake of looking good on the quay at St Tropez, then we really are throwing the baby out with the bathwater. Which is why you’ll see a lot of emphasis on originality in these pages, especially in restorations such as Lulworth. I’d rather see a boat that carries the scars of its past with pride than a boat rebuilt ‘in the spirit’ of the past but which is essentially new.
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PARTRIDGE (1885)
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Partridge enjoys a breeze off Cannes, after her 75-year hibernation. INSET: Details of the floor construction drawn for Lloyd’s in 1885.




SPECIFICATIONS

LOD: 49ft 2in (14.9m)

LWL: 41ft 7in (12.7m)

Beam: 10ft 5in (3.2m)

Draft: 8ft 5in (2.6m)

Displacement: 28 tons

Sail area: 2,690sq ft (250m2)



SETTING THE STANDARD

Was it nostalgia for the past, or fear of the future? As the end of the 20th century approached, the obsession with all things vintage grew – whether it be cars, clothes, houses or boats. So much so, that there was soon a shortage of old vessels to restore, as the fleet of shiny classic yachts steadily grew. Not all were adored in equal measure, however, and some inevitably stood out from the crowd. In 1993, it was the William Fife-designed cutter Tuiga that wowed the crowds when she appeared at the Nioulargue Regatta in St Tropez, fresh from a comprehensive rebuild on the Hamble. A year later, it was the turn of the 1896 Camper & Nicholsons cutter Avel to dazzle, with her unusual clipper bow and acres of varnish.

As the millennium came to a close, another British yacht became the focus of attention: a 49-foot (14.9-metre) gaff cutter called Partridge, newly arrived on the circuit after an astonishing 18-year restoration. Anyone who attended the Mediterranean classic yacht regattas in 1999 could not fail to notice the new arrival, with her distinctive plumb (ie vertical) bow, her long counter stern and her slightly austere manner. She looked like a vessel that had sailed across time from another era, which is exactly what she was.

Not only that, but she was surprisingly fast. From the moment Partridge beat Avel in the Conde de Barcelona Regatta in Mallorca, the races became a battle between these two iconic yachts, with the new kid on the block invariably finishing first. By the end of the season, Partridge had accumulated an embarrassing number of trophies, including overall first at Monaco and first in her class at Mallorca and St Tropez. But what made the yacht truly outstanding was not her undoubted beauty nor her unexpected speed, but the story behind her painstaking restoration.

Alex Laird was 19 and working as an apprentice at the Fairey Marine boatyard in East Cowes when he got a letter from his uncle Peter Saxby saying, ‘I wonder whether you would be interested in the following proposition: we buy an old boat, you do it up.’ It was an irresistible offer for a young man fascinated by wooden boats and yacht construction, and he immediately set out to find a suitable candidate. It would have been easy enough to find any old gaff cutter and do it up, but Alex had his eyes set on something more substantial. ‘I was looking for a hull with special lines, with a special shape that would need considerable work to restore, and with lots of potential,’ he said.

A few weeks later he headed for the east coast of England where, he had been told, there were still a number of old hulls lying in the sand and mud, left prey to the elements. And indeed a large chunk of British maritime culture lay in those muddy creeks, often converted into houseboats. Priceless historic yachts such as Avel, Mariquita and Hispania were all dug out of the mud there and given extravagant restorations, before joining the classic yacht circuit.

After looking at about 15 abandoned boats in various stages of dereliction, Alex spotted a black hull in a small tributary of the Blackwater River in Essex, propped up by a few wooden posts. He knew at once by the shape of the boat and by the way the frames and deck beams had been fitted, that it was something out of the ordinary. The current owner warned him the restoration would take at least three years – but then, he didn’t know he was dealing with a perfectionist. Peter and Alex paid £400 for the hull, and another £1,000 to have it transported to the backyard of Alex’s parents’ house in Shalfleet, on the Isle of Wight. He built a roof above it, and went back to his job at Fairey Marine.

It was several years before Alex could get started on the project in earnest but in the meantime he worked at weekends and holidays on the hull, helped by friends and family. The technical college at Newport on the Isle of Wight happened to be launching an intensive one-year boatbuilding course, and the bosses at Fairey Marine agreed to sponsor him on that, followed by a three-year yacht design course at Southampton.

Meanwhile, he started researching the history of the ghost of a boat he had bought. The only clues he had were that, according to the previous owner, she had once been called Tanagra and an inscription had been found on an old deck beam, saying: ‘Harry, 1885’.
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Sailing off the Isle of Wight soon after being restored.
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As Alex found her, on the Blackwater River in Essex.



As he searched through Lloyd’s Register of Shipping, Alex found a yacht called Tanagra with more or less the same dimensions as his hull, registered in 1923. The list of earlier names took him back to Pollie, Rupee and, at last, Partridge of 1885 – the same year in which a certain Harry, no doubt one of the workers at the yard, carved his name on a deck beam. To his (and Peter Saxby’s) relief, the registration proved the boat was indeed something out of the ordinary. Partridge was designed by J Beavor-Webb, who the same year drew the lines of the America’s Cup challenger Galatea, and was built by the famous Camper & Nicholsons yard in Gosport. Peter and Alex had stumbled on their own chapter of maritime history.

As Alex later wrote: ‘Instinct had led us to a vessel put together by people who knew what they were doing and had an eye for the perfect line.’

Further research revealed fragments of the yacht’s past. Between 1885 and 1924, she
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