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GL Watson

THE WORLD'S FIRST YACHT DESIGN OFFICE, WHOSE EARLY PROJECTS
INCLUDE S/Y BRITANNIA, IS USING ITS COMPREHENSIVE ARCHIVE TO
RECREATE SOME OF YESTERYEAR'S FINEST, INCLUDING NAHLIN

Visiting GL Watson's offices in Liverpool explains a
great deal about this company. From elegant top floor premises
in what used to be the headouarters of Martins Bank, it enjoys stunning
views across the Mersey and MNorth Wales and studious atmosphere
redigns, The fit-our s modern and sleek bur peppered with mementos af
the history of vachring with which the fimm is so cdlosely connected, A
framed letter from Buckingham Palace records the scuntling of Britannia,
perhaps the firm's most famous design; a bust of Kaiser Wilhelm 11,
German Emperor and King of Prussia, is a thank vou present for the
succesatul design of Metear 11 and a collection of models highlighs the
role the firm has played in yachting since it was established as the
workd's first vachl design office in 1873,

All be it one of the great venerable names in yachting, the firm wears
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its history Llightly, This is perhaps because through some 1,500 designs,
in some senses, little has changed in the firm's approach. Managing
director William Collier explains that although the firm has always had
a core value of design excellence, it has also always been involved in
The detailed
engagement with high-gquality design and long-term relationships with
the resulting vachts and their owners has never changed.

construction  supervision and in-service support.

The firm has recently invested significantly in conserving its archive
The room that is set aside for this has something of 2 nusewm
atmosphere until we start looking at individual drawings. Far from
being overwhelmingly archaic, the drawings stll appear fresh and the
staff that deal with them explain them with an easy fimiliarity. This
sterns nof just from an enthusiasm for the dramatic designs
that include four America's Cup challengers and palatial
steam and sailing vachts for virmally every significant
vachting family in Burope, prerevolutionary RBussia
and the US, but also because the archive remains

in frequent use.
Watson's role as designer and project
manager in the 2007 restoration of its
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THE CLASSICS

Gl WATSON

The most successful racing yacht
of all time, Britanniais an icon in
yachting. Launched in 1883, she
raced by Edward Vil both as
~ passing to his son George V. After
. maore than 40 years of service,
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Designed for speed ace Sir
Malcolm Campbell and
launched i 1938, 8hue Bird
(Fighit} undersenl a lolal
restoration bafore baing
refaunched in 2007 and
winning that year's Boaf
Infernational World Superyacht
Award for Best Refit




minigter Alan Clark, Veduara £
apitomises the graceful clipper

pow and counter stern steam |
yacht designs for which
Watson became famous
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FRE l_|l_'.1i:._l:r:. Blue Bird won i a World ‘1|,||:-|:r'..';,|q+'|l, Awviired and acoess o
1L I:II'i}:,iI'Lill :1:;.-\.|;trh material was k{'f.-' 1o the success of the propect,
wround the office 1 see evidence of work on a small 1880s sailing yacht
iich Collier explains s a replica project for a French client and drawn
rectly from the archives. In fact it seems that with the firmm's ongoing
ojects and the significant number of archive enquiries there is rarsly
dav that passes withoul reference o this peecious collection of
ousands of deawings and photogeaphs
(f the firm's current projects, the most eagerly awaiied is the
‘commmissioning of Mahlin, the 914 metre steam yacht that Collier
wscued from Romania some ten years ago, Of this the only evidence is
i framed photograph presented to the irm by Nahlin’s Grst owner, Lady
ube, noting her appreciation for The most beautiful and seaworthy

acht in the workd’. After a stop-go period, the major works are now

The B1.4m classically alegant Nahiin was first launchad in 1030 bul sadly
fell into disrepair. She is currently undergoing extensive restoration

substantially complete and Watson is exercising a tvpically multifacered
role, It &5 the exterso -;|a.'h|g:'||.'l_ NS T {I.{'.‘\.IR!'IL‘J' for CHew :31'|IJ SlEPVICE
areas a5 well as being the owner's representative at the Blohm + Voss
vard where the project is completing.

If further details on what remains 3 confdential project are not
forthcoming, Collier is more open with regard 1w the challenges of
restoring such vessels using technologees that span from the e of
stesim and miveting through to oday's cutting-edge technigques. For him,
the key is o identify the features that made a vessel significant and
ensure that these are accurately restored while also acknowledging that
private yachts are not museum pieces and modern owners requine
uncompromised  accommodation and services. The impact of the
current regulatory environment is ned insignificant either buat this is mot
apparently an area for compromise since with quality design it is
possibde to comply with the most onercus current requirements, What
does this mean for Mahfin® In simple terms, for a yacht that was
acknowledged to be the most beautiful of the counter stern and clipper
b type when she was launched — a highly avthentic and detailed
exterion As o the rest, circumspection reigns.

Another Winson design around which there has been a grean deal of
speculation is the replica of Briannia, due to compete in the Westward
Cup this summer. Extraordinarily, the firm has noc had any involvemen
whatsoever. Some drawings such as lines and sail plans are in the
puldic domain and it is on these that the mew yache is based. Was meore

archival data available? The answer is in sheet after sheet of immaculate,

detatled drwings decorted with the Prince of Wales feathers filed
uneler design number 270 in the archive room.,

As o whether there will be other replicas of large Watson-designed
vachits, this is 2 near certainty. With Eleanora, Flena and the soon-to-be-

commissioned Atfaniic, the tremd is very much alive and Walson is sitting

o ane of the langest archives of brge classic sailing vachts, Does the firm

hawve Favourtes? The range of choices is Birge bar America’s Cup challe TIRETS

BOAT INTERMATRIMNAL £5



THE CLASSICS

GL WATSON

Thistle and Valkyee I cleady appeal as does the schooner Rainfow;
which Callier describes as ‘one of the greatest offshore racing vachts of all
time, or more modestly, the now linle-remembered Bona, a smaller
version of the legendary Britenngs, buile for the Ialian royal Family,

Will Warsons lepacy and current engagement with classic vachts
mean that this will always be the firm's cone business? Certainly, thens
is a great knowledge and skills base in this area and this is invaluable
for future projects but for this firm, classics are primarily about guality
design and mere antiquity does not in isell justily resworation or
comtemplatiog a replica.

Naoting the company's work with existing designs and collaborateons
with interior desiygners such and Bannenberg & Rowell and Remi Tessier,
Collier presents another vision of the firm's strengths, “With so many
potentially conflicting demands within one project, much of our rele is
in harmonising these to assist all those contributing design work 1w
achieve coberent and quality solutions. [T existing design meins that
some parameters are in effect crystallized, the challenge is all the
greater. On classics in particular, much of our design work s in finding
elegant solutions to the lack of space and incorporating modern
infrastructurne. The success of this type of design work is in s invisibilicy.
While this is rewarding in itself, the appeal of 2 more outwardly visible
creative role is selfevident.

Designed for Prince ——— =
Luigi Amadeo, whose . 3
father sat on the ] e _
Spanish throne while 2 £ gt e 24t # w.&mmﬂ
hiz grandiather i A R ""'".5'”"‘"“"# il
occupied the italian, 4 b pwwfﬁﬂfw-‘ﬂ*'"“?"?
Bona [left) at 32m was frfwniies, i i L e
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Class cutters designed wary dicd ey T ooy sty "‘“‘*‘?
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to 'one of the most g.__ﬂ,_:r_. =
prominent yacht
designers in the world" =

[n the future we cin expect o see a new generation of Watson
designs that will seek o continue the firm's reputation for excellence
and the firm hopes o ke on roles that are mone comprehensive than
solely that of designer. Iis on-site presence and detailed  project
knowledge is a key factor in the Watson approach. Could it extend o oa
supparting robe in the realisation of thind-party designs? ‘Cenainly, if the
quality of the design is there as well as a desire 0 see a high-qualiry
implementation, there is the possibility of 3 meaningful contribution of
the type the firm welcomes,” says Collier.

As GL Watson & Co approaches ten years in the ownership of William
Collier and partners it is clear that its strengths fic in a strong knowledpe
hase and a commitment to yachts that spans from the earliest stages
through 1o years of sustained enjoyment, The range of in-house
expertise s surprising, with the firm sraddling various aspects of
design, project manapement, owner representation and a wide range of
consultancy activities. Apart from the attention its projects attract. it bhas
also been remarkabdy low key and this seems to be driven by the nature
of the firm's clients. The Liverpool location is an intriguing one but
there is no mystery; walk-in clients are not a feature of the business,
Liverpool {5 a city they like and with two international airports within
40 minutes of the office it is a practical location for a company where
two thirds of the staff are based at shipyard site offices,
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