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Justin Ratcliffe

Last July SYD spent a hectic couple of days in
Istanbul with Jonny Horsfield and his team from
H2 Yacht Design visiting two very different yachts
at two very different shipyards. The first was the
40-metre Project M, an all-wood motoryacht with
unusual exterior styling approaching completion
at Bilgin Yachts; the second was 71.5-metre
Talisman C, since delivered by Proteksan
Turquoise and its biggest launch to date.
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Having met up with Jonny Horsfield
and interior designer Monica Tostes
at Ataturk Airport, we bundled into
a family carrier and headed to the
western outskirts of Istanbul to the
nearby Bilgin yard. Waiting there to
meet us were in-house naval architect
Berkay Yılmaz and sales manager
Yıldırım Bilgen. A family-owned
company with four generations of
boatbuilding experience, during its half
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century of activity the Bilgin yard has
produced more than 50 vessels, mostly
in wood, which have gradually been
creeping up in size. The yard is now
also building in steel and aluminium
in a separate location—two 50-metre
motoryachts in the yard’s Classic series
with steel hulls and cold-moulded
superstructures are in build, while
45-metre steel and
aluminium M/Y Tatania
was already in the water.
The Bilgin site, with its
heady aroma of freshly
cut wood and sawdust
strewn around the shop
floor, is typical of many
traditional boatbuilders
in Turkey and quite
unlike the gleaming,
modern infrastructures
of Proteskan and other
big yards in Tuzla on the other side
of the city. But appearances can be
deceiving and Bilgin does all its own
naval architecture, in addition to
producing its own stainless steel fittings
from deck cranes to fairleads, handrails
to hydraulic systems. Inside the shed,
Project M was immediately recognisable
by its reverse bow and crisply
contemporary exterior profile, yet
despite its metallic silver finish it is built
entirely out of cold-moulded wood.
“The advantage of building in wood
is that it’s fast, requires less insulation
than a metal yacht and any alterations
can be made quite easily, although in
the event very little was changed on
the 3D renders we gave the yard,”
explained Horsfield as we stood
beneath the sweeping curve of the bow
stem. “The yard did its own AutoCAD
technical drawings, which is an efficient
way of doing it as it accounts for a
big chunk of the design budget. The
Egyptian client had seen our Mars
concept and wanted a very different
looking gentleman’s exploration-style
vessel. The reverse bow came very
quickly, but the owner wanted to keep
the styling and layout as simple as
possible.”
The scheduled build time for Project
M was less than 20 months, partly
because the technical platform is
based on the owner’s previous yacht,
37.5-metre Tee-Dje launched by Bilgin
in 2010, which also had an interior
by H2 Yacht Design. His latest yacht

features an owner’s suite on the forward
main deck and three sizeable guest
suites on the lower deck, instead of four
smaller cabins. The owner also opted
for dining on the upper deck instead of
a more formal space on the main deck
that is rarely used. While we were on
the premises, Yıldırım Bilgen revealed
that the owner is looking to sell Project

The reverse bow
came very quickly,
but the owner
wanted to keep the
styling and layout as
simple as possible.
M to start work immediately on a
65-metre steel and aluminium version of
the same design.
While I was touring the yacht with
Horsfield, Monica Tostes was holed
up in the office going through exterior
fabric samples with the Bilgin staff.
Only images of fabrics and upholstery
renders were sent directly to the owner
to get an idea of what colours and
patterns he liked; he then approved the
actual samples during his regular visits
to the yard. Project M’s interior design,
based on high-gloss macassar ebony
and silver birch veneers with white
upholstery and carpets, is as clean and
contemporary as her exterior. Bilgin
relies on a nearby furniture factory,
Septemar Yachting Co., run by Korkut
Seçkin (who previously worked for
Ulutas, which fits out all the Proteksan
yachts). It was set up in partnership with
the yard to avoid the logistics of road
transportation from Tuzla where most
of the superyacht suppliers are based.
Shipping materials from overseas,
especially fabrics, is a more complex
affair, as Tam Elder, H2’s project
manager on Proteksan’s Talisman C,
later pointed out.
“One of the most challenging aspects
of the [Talisman C] project has been
coordinating all the different suppliers,”
he explained. “The fabrics, for example,
are first sent to the H2 office in London
where they’re checked, packed and
shipped out to Turkey. The problem is
that each roll of fabric requires four or
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ilgin Yachts and
Proteksan Turquoise
are not only located
on opposite sides of the
sprawling Turkish metropolis,
they are also at opposite
ends of the production
spectrum. Bilgin is a relative
newcomer to the superyacht
market specialising in
wooden yacht construction;
Proteksan is Turkey’s premier
yachtbuilder working
in steel and aluminium.
Together they provide
an intriguing snapshot of
the variety of superyacht
builders in Turkey and the
growing competence of its
technicians, craftsmen and
shipwrights. H2 Yacht Design
has been closely involved
in both new builds, having
created the exterior and
interior design for the Bilgin
project and Talisman C. The
trip also served to witness
how a design team works on
site with shipyards to resolve
issues, sometimes under
pressure at the last minute,
as in the case of Talisman C,
which was just hours away
from delivery at the time of
my visit.
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five pieces of paper to be signed off
by the Chamber of Commerce, which
then adds even more documentation.
Then you just have to hope Turkish
Customs is in a good mood, otherwise
you could be looking at major hold-ups.
If it’s already on a piece of furniture it’s
not such an issue, but Turkey has its
own textile industry and the controversy
over the country’s accession to the EU
means that trade protection can cause
headaches.”
While surveying the work in progress
aboard the yacht, Horsfield described
his long experience of building in Turkey.
Steve Howard, his original partner in
H2 Yacht Design, spent 18 months in
Istanbul working on the ambitious refit
of 136-metre Savarona when they were
both with Don Starkey. Horsfield also
contributed to the design of the first
Turquoise (now La Naturelle Dee) during
his time with Starkey. H2 Yacht Design’s
first solo project was a 20-metre Turkish
schooner, but the studio has since
worked on the first 54-metre Talisman
C, Sequel P and Odessa with Proteksan
(where another 72-metre H2 design,
Project Vicky, is currently in build),
35-metre Meya Meya with Logos Marine,
plus four other 36 to 40-metre projects
launched or under construction at
smaller Turkish yards such as Bilgin. As a
result, Horsfield has cornered something
of a niche market in Turkey, despite the
economic downturn.
“I’m not going to paint a glossy
picture—they are suffering,” he
admitted. “They were late to the
party, so the crash didn’t affect them
immediately as they had a lot of back
orders. That has quietened down,
whereas there are signs that northern
Europe is starting to pick up again.
There’s less information available here,
but I know there is a lot of refinancing
going on. Having said that, yards like
Bilgin are very capable and willing
to please. Owners come to Turkey
because they want value for money
and you can get a lot of boat here at a
reasonable cost.”
That evening we braved Istanbul’s
horrendous rush hour to cross the
Bosphorus and head east for our hotel
in Tuzla. We arrived in time for dinner
and joined two other members of the
H2 team: senior designer Tam Elder
and Isabelle Yan, another designer

responsible for selecting the fabrics
and other décor accessories aboard
Talisman C. The following morning we
took a cab to travel the short distance
to the Proteksan yard (although the yard
was visible from the hotel, industrial
Tuzla is not a neighbourhood designed
for pedestrians) and went aboard
the yacht, where the frenetic activity
was typical of a large yacht in the last
stages of fitting out. As Isabelle got to
work dressing the rooms as they were
vacated by yard workers with scatter
cushions and other accoutrements, I
toured the yacht with Jonny and Tam.
Much of the
interior aboard the
71.5-metre yacht is
based on the original
Talisman C, with
lots of crown-cut
walnut combined
with comfy, creamcoloured furnishings
and various exotic
leather panels in
horsehair or faux
crocodile, backlit
onyx and acid-etched
glass. There is a
subtle Art Deco theme throughout with
some exquisite detailing, including
geometric motifs of inlaid motherof-pearl and shagreen made in the
Philippines and delicate Besazza glass
mosaics in the bathrooms. Trompe
d’oeil work by UK-based John Harrigan
for the TV cabinets in the cabins
imitates a burnished, cracked shell
finish that is indistinguishable from
the real thing. The owners decided
against an elevator and instead the
main stairwell is the setting for a

glorious hanging chandelier of blown
glass bubbles by Crystal Caviar (the
hundreds of glass balls and polished
stainless steel connecting rods took five
days to assemble using tiny allen keys).
In other areas, Horsfield pointed out
that they have sunk the ceiling lights
(supplied by The Light Corporation to
H2’s own design) deeper than usual
to avoid glare from the visible bulbs;
this reduces the spread of light and
consequently requires more spots,
but the end result is a softer and
more homogenous illumination. Long
after I had returned to the hotel, the
design team worked late into the night
perfecting the various pre-programmed
lighting scenarios room by room.
The glass mosaics provide an
example of just how intimately an
owner can be involved in the interior
design. In one of the guest bathrooms,
for example, the shower stall has been
created as an extension of a curving
bulkhead and is decorated with mosaic
tiles in vertical stripes that accentuate
the wave-like form. The owners decided
themselves the frequency and spacing
of these stripes. On the downside,
when the colour of some individual
tiles in another bathroom didn’t match

“It can be a rollercoaster ride...
You’re often caught
between what the
yard wants to do
and the expectations
of the owner.”
perfectly the renders, they had to be
meticulously replaced—an object
lesson in the dangers of photo-realistic
renders, but part and parcel of the
compromises required in custom
interior design.
“It can be a roller-coaster ride,”
admitted Horsfield during a break in
the crew mess. “You’re often caught
between what the yard wants to do
and the expectations of the owner,
so you get elated and you can get
depressed. One thing the owners didn’t
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really understand, for example, was the
technical space required for the HVAC
on a yacht of this size. The old boat had
individual air handling units, whereas
here there is a centralised ducting
system. We found we were losing
technical storage space, so as not to
detract from the guest spaces.”
“There can be cultural and
personality clashes,” continued Tam
Elder, who travelled to Turkey at least
once a month during the three-year
build. “Translating what you want and
seeing it built can be very difficult.
Someone will think something is right
when you think it is wrong, and most
yards tend to propose what they think
is easiest and therefore safest. That
said, I’m convinced this is the best yacht
Proteksan has built to date.”
Talisman C has a fairly conventional
layout, but there are some unusual
features worthy of note. One is the
spacious, well-lit gym on the main deck,
instead of “a horrible little box down
below”, as Jonny calls it. Another is
the owner’s two-tiered wardrobe and
bathroom located to port and starboard
of the central corridor. The bathroom, in
particular, is something of a centrepiece
with amazing metre-long, wallmounted taps supplied by Graff. Artist
Mark Evans (who featured in Q1 of
SuperyachtDesign) was commissioned
to create a reproduction in etched
leather of Lunch Atop a Skyscraper, the
famous black and white photograph
taken by Charles C. Ebbets in 1932
during construction of the Rockefeller
Center in New York, which will cover a
wall in the owner’s library.
On the operational side, Captain
Chris Russell, who was also captain
aboard the owners’ previous yacht,
arrived too late in the build to instigate
many changes, although he did modify
the bridge layout and re-arrange the
crew accommodation to provide for
20 crew (other considerations, such as
deeper lockers to allow the capstans
to flake more efficiently, would have to
wait until the yacht returns to the yard
for warranty work). As his first new build
project, Russell had some reservations
about building in Turkey, especially as
he had served 10 years working his way
up the ranks aboard 70-metre Boadicea
from Amels before taking command
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of the first Talisman C. In the event,
however, he was pleasantly surprised.
“What Proteksan has achieved in five
years is exponential,” he was at pains
to point out. “They now have an eye for
detail and their mindset is that they’re
chasing the European builders. Overall,
it’s been a positive experience. There
have been heated moments about what
we’re trying to achieve, but I would
build here again for sure.”
Still in the shed is another H2 project
based on the Talisman C platform.
NB54, codenamed Project Vicky, has
a raised bow so is slightly longer than
her sister ship at just over 72 metres.
The project was originally started in
2008, but due to the financial crisis the
owner decided to sell the finished hull.
Following a complete re-design to the
new client’s requirements, a much more
contemporary-styled yacht will emerge
from the building shed. The yacht has
several new design features, including
exterior fixed balconies either side of
the owner’s suite, and a massive spa/
gym area on the lower deck that meant
the guest cabins have been shifted to
the main deck.
Talisman C was due to be delivered
to her owners the day after my visit,
so I felt privileged to be able to tour
the yacht at such a critical and stressful
period for all concerned: the last thing a
yard wants is a journalist roaming round
at a time like this. For Jonny it was the
first time he had seen the yacht outside
of the shed—a watershed moment for
any designer.
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“Seeing the yacht in the
open like this is one of the
highs,” he admitted from the
dockside. “It’s always a bit of
a question mark and a relief
to see that it looks OK on the
water. This is the culmination
of three-and-a-half years of
working with the owner, his
reps, the shipyard and the
suppliers and of not overly
exposing my own company
to financial risk. Which
reminds me—somehow
we ordered one piece of
furniture too many, so if
anyone wants a 7,000 euro
sofa, I’ve got one at home!”
MASSAGE ROOM IN THE LOWER
DECK SPA SPACE
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