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SUPERYACHTS

There are few luxuries that beat sailing the world on your own custom-built superyacht. But  
how much more opulent can this expression of wealth get? Adriaane Pielou investigates
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No one actually needs a superyacht. But 
nothing else is quite so much fun – or quite 
so eye-wateringly expensive. That’s why 
they’re the ultimate luxury. 

Whether they’re kept moored close 
to home or off a classic hotspot such as St Tropez, 
Mykonos or Antigua, a superyacht offers some of the 
greatest privacy on the planet. And there’s always 
the possibility of adventure. With a range of 4,800 
kilometres or more now standard, it’s easy to cross an 
ocean on a whim, or island-hop for months without 
needing to refuel.

But how much more opulent can this expression of 
luxury get? Will the next generation of zillionaires 
want something that projects privilege quite so 
unambiguously? And, when planetary pollution is 
so topical, something that guzzles – and belches – so 
much diesel? 

For now, customisation is king; an owner’s wishes 
rule supreme. As they might when the price tag for a 
professionally crewed vessel more than 24 metres at 
the waterline (the definition of a superyacht rather 
than a regular old one) ranges from about $20 million 
(Dh73.4m) to $500m and beyond. 

Ever since interior designers came on board in the 
late 1990s, most superyachts have looked more like a 
villa in the South of France or an apartment in New 
York than a boat. So it goes almost without saying that 
there will be a pool, about seven metres long, possibly 
transparent, possibly fed by a waterfall; reconfigurable 
internal entertaining spaces with walls that disappear 
at the touch of a button; guest suites with marble 
bathrooms; a large owner’s suite with an office, 
private breakfast area, dressing rooms and probably 
full-beam marble bathroom to provide a retreat 
within a retreat (and escape from your guests); a 
satellite dome; restaurant-quality galleys; a screening 
room; yoga space alongside the now-standard fitness 
facilities such as a spa, gym, massage room, sauna and 
steam room; and possibly an ice or snow room, too.  

Fold-out balconies have become a thing. So too have 
fireplaces and, even more of a technological challenge, 
floor-to-ceiling windows. A main-deck “open” kitchen 
is becoming popular, so that guests can watch their 
(probably Michelin-star-wielding) chef prepare dinner. 
Lap pools aren’t unknown. A touch-and-go helicopter 
landing area has gone from being a rarity 20 years ago 
to a common feature. 

For older owners or aged parents, a lift and medical 
area is useful. Hidden from sight are the quarters for 
the captain and crew (usually at least eight, possibly 
80), and maybe a few Gurkha soldiers for security. 
(“The best,” a former yacht charter specialist in the 
South of France assures me.)  

Then there are the water-toys. After all, what’s more 
fun than a JetSurf motorised surf board? Or skimming 
the waves on a SeaBob F5 SR at 22km an hour, then, 
at the press of a button, diving underwater? The 
answer is a £79,000 (about Dh358,000) JetLev-flyer, 

which shoots whoever has dared strap it to their back 
three, six or even nine metres into the air. Fun for 
everyone is an 18-metre slide that can be attached 
to the sun deck. And for those who never got those 
images from Jaws out of their mind, a tightly netted 
Fun Air sea-pool keeps jellyfish away, too.

So far this year, more than 60 new superyachts 
have taken to the seas. Dutch building yard 
Heesen delivered the 55-metre Vida, its glamorous 
centrepiece a circular three-deck spiral staircase with 
floating backlit white onyx steps wrapped around a 
central column of stainless steel. Amels’s 74-metre, 
12-passenger Sixth Sense features an infinity pool and a 
spa spanning the width of the vessel. 

On Abeking & Rasmussen’s 14-guest, 24-crew 
74.5-metre Elandess, the above and below-water 
windows in its Neptune Lounge are billed as “the 
ultimate cinema”. The 93-metre Lady S from 
Feadship, part-owned by luxury conglomerate LVMH, 
has the superyacht world’s first two-deck Imax 
cinema. Included on the 1,000 square metres of deck 
space on Benetti’s 108-metre I J E is a 1.5-metre fire 
pit and concealed storage for eight jet skis that the 22 
guests it can accommodate will just have to fight over. 

Yet even those superstar superyachts might feel 
slightly under-dressed next to one of the German 
yard Lurssen’s three 2019 deliveries: the 95-metre 
Madsummer, with a 12-metre pool; the 136-metre 
Flying Fox, which has twin helipads and a 400-square-
metre, two-level spa; and the 111.5-metre Tis. A kind 
of floating version of the 17th-century “Sun King” 
Louis XIV’s Palace of Versailles, Tis has gilded 
mirrors, spindly French silk-upholstered furniture 
and innovation at every turn. Still, none of this year’s 
deliveries have outsized the world’s biggest beasts, the 
180-metre Azzam, 162.5-metre Eclipse and Dubai, and 
the 156-metre Dilbar. 

All this is certainly a far cry from the first 
superyachts. The oldest still afloat, the 145.7-metre El 
Mahrousa, powered by three steam-turbine engines, 
was built by a British yard in 1865. The large, stately, 

Right, smaller vessels such as 
Gulf Craft’s 31.7-metre ‘Majesty 
100’ are increasingly popular 
with a new generation of 
superyacht buyers
Bottom left and right, Heesen’s 
55-metre Vida with its 
glamorous circular three-deck 
spiral staircase centrepiece; 
Previous page, IJE, Benetti’s 
flagship superyacht
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pleasure yachts, with their brass portholes and 
mahogany and teak interiors, of the early 1900s, built 
for royalty, have largely disappeared, as have the slim, 
elegant yachts of the 1920s and ’30s, a golden era for 
yacht design. In the 1960s, the invention of fibreglass 
revolutionised the way the hull was designed, 
although the material wasn’t robust enough for larger 
yachts, which saw hulls begin to be made of steel or 
aluminium (while white leather seemingly became 
obligatory for nautical-look interiors).

The 70 superyachts built in the 1970s were soon 
outnumbered by the record-setting 260 built in the 
1980s. Most featured much glitz, with the star being 
the 86-metre Benetti yacht Nabila (now Kingdom 
5KR), designed for Saudi Arabian businessman Adnan 
Khashoggi by the yachting world’s legendary “man 
who could design anything”, Jon Bannenberg. It was 
used as the setting for a Queen music video and the 
Bond film, Never Say Never Again. 

As new owners scrambled into the market, 414 new 
vessels were delivered in the 1990s. Then came 2000 
to 2010, with 479 superyachts delivered and interior 
designers arriving en masse. 

The aftermath of the 2008 financial crisis, however, 
meant numerous boatyards went bankrupt or were 
bought by larger yards. And with annual running costs 
alone amounting to about 10 per cent of the original 
cost, there’s been a glut of superyachts for charter or 
sale ever since. Look on the sites of top yacht brokers 
such as Camper & Nicholsons, Ocean Independence, 
IYC, Fraser, Northrop & Johnson and Burgess, and 
you can still find million-euro price reductions. That, 
no doubt, helps explain why only about 250 new 
superyachts have been delivered so far this decade.  

Tellingly, although German yards are currently 
building 19 superyachts more than 100 metres long 
and Norwegian yard Vard is building the world’s 
largest yacht, the 181.6-metre Rev, equipped with 
laboratories for the World Wildlife Fund to gather 
scientific data about the oceans, 228 of those 250 are 
at the smaller end of the superyacht scale. 

Semi-custom-built or off the peg, it’s €10m-plus 
(Dh40.5m) superyachts up to about 35 metres long 
that are attracting the new generation of owners. 
Vessels that can be run with just five or six crew and 
get into popular harbours that larger boats have to 
anchor outside, such as the Dubai-based Gulf Craft’s 
31.7-metre Majesty 100. Set up in 1982, Gulf Craft has 
just delivered its seventh of these “made in the UAE” 
superyachts since launching the model at the 2017 
Dubai International Boat Show.

“It’s a lot about stealth wealth now. That, plus 
sustainability and an awareness that family time is 
precious,” says Arthur Brouwer, chief executive of 
Heesen, which attracted much attention at this year’s 
Dubai boat show with its 49.8-metre superyacht 
Rocket. “New owners are often 15 to 20 years younger 
than they were 20 year ago. The young UAE buyers 
are also less conservative than their parents. They’re 

adventurous, increasingly aware of the preciousness of 
the natural world, of the possibilities a boat offers to 
escape and explore. 

“So we’re seeing a desire now for connectivity with 
the ocean, an easy flow between inside and outside 
spaces, long sight lines, a lot of natural light. Owners 
are asking for just one dining area, for the family to 
use together, not a huge dining table for 20; an on-
board filtration system to avoid single-use bottles of 
water, that kind of thing.”  

When it comes to furnishings, Ewa Eidsgaard of 
designers Harrison Eidsgaard, who has worked with 
Heesen, finds owners’ preferences are now for ease 
and informality. “That translates into recyclable, 
washable, functional fabrics resistant to seawater, 
mould and light, used inside and out, so no one has to 
worry about jumping out of the pool and on to a sofa.

“We find more and more owners are not wanting 
artificial anything,” she says. “When someone walks 
on to one of our yachts, they want to smell the 
freshness of cotton and linen. Even fitted carpets are 
out. Wool is scratchy. Wood feels so much nicer under 
bare feet that we’re doing a lot of bare flooring.”

Smaller superyachts spell less fuel consumption – an 
important consideration as reducing carbon footprints 
is crucial. “Above all, a clean propulsion system is the 
aim now,” adds Brouwer. “Solar power doesn’t work 
on a superyacht: you need too much energy. You add 
so much weight with batteries that that’s not feasible. 
Hydrogen fuel is coming. And the dream is an electric 
yacht. We’re not there yet, but in 10 years we will be. 
And that will transform the entire industry.”

So the era of the superyacht doesn’t look like it is 
drawing to an end any time soon. Which is good news 
all round, when you think about it. Good news for the 
huge raft of skilled and talented designers, engineers, 
craftsmen, artisans, artists and suppliers of every kind 
whom the building and outfitting of superyachts keeps 
afloat. Good news, too, for the owners of harbourside 
restaurants, cafes and boutiques. Recent research by 
The Superyacht Group shows that when a 90-metre 
superyacht drops anchor in a resort, its passengers 
and crew will spend around $180,000 in a week on 
meals, shopping and entertainment ashore. That’s 
why around the world, from Montenegro to the UAE 
and Vietnam to Australia, deep-water marinas are 
being developed as tourist authorities wake up to 
the benefits of having these elegant money machines 
appear on the horizon.  

As with all things, trying before you buy makes 
sense. Chartering a superyacht is the peak of ultra-
high-end tourism. And it has become an experience 
almost anyone can sample now that Airbnb and 
Booking.com-type models have permeated this watery 
world. Borrowaboat.com has teamed up with Ocean 
Independence to put 100 superyachts on its site, 
Yotha.com links owners and wannabes directly, and 
Camper & Nicholsons has launched one-day charters 
from £1,736. Tempted? 
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The dream is an electric yacht …  
That will transform the entire industry


