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A Camper & Nicholson yawl that lay 
unused for 20 years has been given a 

new life by a first-time classic yacht 
owner in Viareggio
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BARBARA

Above: leather 

covers around 

eyebolts; 

guardwires are 

three-strand 

synthetic rope 

with the 

appearance of 

hemp; original 

boom reefing 

system

Below: new Antal 

deck winch

I
t had been a 20-year wait out of commission and 
then a three-year restoration. Now the 1923 
Camper and Nicholson yawl Barbara had only to 
sit patiently while speeches were made and some 
photographs were taken. Her new owner Roberto 

Olivieri spoke, as did Enrico Zaccagni who had 
managed the restoration, and the comandante of the 
local coastguard, and the vice president of the local yacht 
club, the Club Nautico Versilia. In the warm Italian 
sunshine, the crowd clapped. All those involved in the 
project were congratulated and then photographed 
together under the bow, before to great applause Barbara 
slid graciously back into the water. Barely three hours 
later she was sailing again.

Barbara was designed by Charles E Nicholson, one of 
11 yawls he produced, three of which came after the 
First World War. Barbara was launched in 1923 at 
Camper and Nicholsons’ Gosport yard for Herbert 
Hines, a London insurance broker. Her home port was 
Portsmouth under Hines and second owner Harold 
Edwards, until in 1928 she moved to France with Baron 
Amaury de la Grange, a French aviator and politician. 
De la Grange kept her in Dunkirk initially, then Cannes, 
where she was sold on again, to Compte Jean de la 
Vogue in 1930. De la Vogue was the international 
manager of Moët & Chandon and in the same year that 
he bought Barbara, he decided to create Dom Perignon 
champagne. He was clearly in a celebratory mood.

Barbara had moved fast between owners, but she 
inspired a loyalty to Camper and Nicholsons in two of 
her early owners: Edwards subsequently had two early 
1960s ocean racers built at the Gosport yard, both called 
Sardonyx; and de la Vogue commissioned the yard to 
build two ketches, the first of which was the 70ft Eryx in 
1959 (while he still owned Barbara), the second the 
82ft 6in Eryx II in 1964, in which aged 72 he later 
sailed around the world.

De la Vogue sold Barbara to Jaques Dewez in 
1961 and from then her history becomes less clear. 
Dewez soon bought the Fife Chameleon, so perhaps 
didn’t keep Barbara for long. Later photos, thought 
to be from the late 1960s, show the yacht with “New 

York” carved into her transom and sailing with a stars 
and stripes ensign. Do any US readers know more?

PLAYBOY
If Barbara had become used to a champagne lifestyle 
under de la Vogue in the 1930s, in the 1980s she was 
living the high life again under the ownership of Sergio 
Ferrero, who is variously described as playboy, artist, 
writer and adventurer. He lived on board for almost 20 
years, mainly in Ibiza. Among the many tales of his life, 
in the early 1980s he is said to have windsurfed across 
the Atlantic, escorted by Barbara as his mothership. 

It was in the late 1990s that Don Jose Sanches Abril, 
a pharmacist from Malaga, found Barbara abandoned in 
Calp harbour in south east Spain. He began a 
determined but sporadic restoration in Malaga, but after 
more than a decade of stop-starts and by then in his 
mid-70s he put the boat on the market with the work 
incomplete.

Roberto Olivieri grew up dinghy and small boat 
sailing in northern Italy, but it was only a few years ago 
that he became interested in classics and became a 
member of the Associazione Viareggio Vele Storiche 
[Association of Historical Sail]. “My passion was 
growing inside!” he said. He enlisted the help of eminent 
yachting historian Enrico Zaccagni in looking for a boat. 
Enrico knew that Barbara was for sale and when in 
November 2014 Roberto was attending a friend’s 
birthday party in Spain, he made a pitstop in Málaga to 
look at the yacht. It was a fateful visit. “As soon as I saw 
her my love affair started,” said Roberto, “and I called 
Enrico immediately.” After Enrico saw her himself and 
reported that the boat “looked in rather good shape and 
the price was okay”, Roberto bought her.

He knew what he was getting into – a restoration was 
needed – and he chose Francesco del Carlo’s boatyard 
in Viareggio, known for its high-quality work and 
conveniently close to home. The decision meant that 
Barbara had to be moved from Málaga to Viareggio. 
“There were traces of epoxy in the bilge,” said Enrico, 

recalling the boat’s condition at the time, “and the lead 
keel was protruding by almost 30mm outside the 

BARBARA 

LOS 

 60ft (18.28m) 
(with bowspirit)

LOD 

50ft (15.3m)

LWL 

37ft (11.3m)  
BEAM 

11ft (3.36m)

DRAUGHT  

7ft (2.15m)  
SAIL AREA 

1,776sqft (165m2)
DISPLACEMENT 

20 tons
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Nicholson’s lines drawing for “auxiliary yawl Barbara” (courtesy of National 

Maritime Museum archives) and the boat sailing off the Royal Yacht Squadron 

in Cowes shortly after her launch in the 1920s
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planking line each side, which was very strange. The 
Malaga yard manager told us it was because she had 
been out of the water so long that the wood had 
shrunk!” A sea voyage on her own bottom was rejected 
in favour of a trucking and shipping her to Viareggio, 
where work began in April 2015. 

Investigations into the keel mystery soon revealed 
what had been done. To conform with good boatbuilding 
practice, the English white oak wood keel would 
originally have been the same width as the lead keel at the 
point where they meet, but its top edges would have been 
rabbeted to receive the bottom edges of the garboards.  
At some point and for some unknown reason, the sides of 
the bottom part of the wood keel were planed off, 
effectively removing the rabbet, and new wider garboards 
were fitted with their bottom edges meeting the top face 
of the lead keel. “You would never have been able to stop 
the leaks,” said Enrico. 

So the lead keel was removed and 80mm was taken 
off the bottom of the wood keel. This was replaced with 
a new piece of well-seasoned African mahogany – wide 
enough to reinstate the rabbet – which was glued and 
screwed to the underside of the remaining part of the 
oak keel. New mahogany garboards were then fitted, 
40mm thick, compared to the other 30mm planking, for 
extra strength. 

It turned out that the hull required no further work, 
but a new rudder was built with a blade that could easily 

Above left to 

right: gimballed 

saloon table; 

beautiful 

detailing from 

the yard

Below: owner 

Roberto on the 

helm with Enrico 

centre and 

skipper Vincenzo 

right

be separated from its stock, without lifting the boat. The 
topsides planking is teak, thought to be original. While 
Barbara was in Malaga the planking below the waterline 
was replaced in pitch pine, the oak frames were repaired 
as necessary and new stainless steel floors were fitted.

“IT WAS LIKE A SPONGE!”
The deck, which had been completely replaced with a 
plywood subdeck and teak planking in Malaga, was a 
different matter. “It looked in perfect condition,” said 
Enrico, “but we found that the plywood was the very 
worst you can find on the market, and it had been taken 
right out to the edge of the boat, with no protection for 
the end grain. It was like a sponge.”

This was a shock for Roberto, but he took the news 
philosophically and made the sensible decision to renew 
it straight away rather than wait until it started to cause 
real problems. So the teak and plywood were removed 
– sadly there is no way of doing so without destroying 
the teak – to reveal the oak deck beams, which were in 
good condition. 

A new subdeck, using RINA-approved plywood 
supplied by Belloti SPA, was then fitted in two ½in 
layers, so that their joints were staggered. It is common 
practice to route grooves into the underside of plywood 
subdecks, so that the deckhead replicates the look of laid 
planking, but it is nearly always done with straight 
fore-and-aft grooves. On Barbara, however, extra 
trouble was taken to give it the more effective 
appearance of swept planking, king planks and all. A 
15mm-thick swept teak deck was laid on top of the ply, 
happily with square, rather than rounded snapes in the 
king planks, and caulked with Sikaflex.

The Beken photo opposite shows how Barbara was 
designed and built with a raised deck forward of the 
cockpit. During the work in Malaga, the deck had been 
levelled. The Viareggio team found the beams themselves 
to be strong and the new owner decided not to 
undertake the significant work needed to recreate the 
original raised structure.

The skylights and deck hatches are thought to be 
original and these were retained, with lockers added to 
the companionway hatch to provide stowage for gas 
bottles and a deck shower (not a specification Charles 
Nicholson probably considered in the southern  English 
climate, but one he would surely have approved of in the 
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Med), as well as comfortable deck seats which, it was 
felt, were lacking. New bronze stanchions and bases 
were cast, using fittings from Enrico’s 1935 Shepherd/
Berthon bermudan cutter Oenone as patterns. The 
“guardwires” were made from a three-strand synthetic 
rope with the appearance of hemp. Amongst the original 
deck fittings are the magnificent Highfield levers for the 
running backstays, designed by Laurent Giles.

Sometime in the 1950s, Barbara acquired a new rig 
with a smaller sail area. The masts were the same heights 
and in the same positions, but the booms and bowsprit 
were reduced in length, apparently to make her easier to 
sail. While retaining this reduced sail plan, a complete set 
of new Oregon pine spars was made during the Malaga 
refit, but Roberto was keen to revert to Nicholson’s 
original design. Many drawings were lost when Camper 
and Nicholsons’ Gosport yard was all-but destroyed in a 
bombing raid in 1941, but the original drawing for 
Barbara’s sail plan was stored at the company’s 
Southampton yard and is now in possession of the 
National Maritime Museum Greenwich. Enrico was able 
to obtain digitised copies of this, so that the Spanish 
booms and bowsprit could be replaced by longer ones.

Above: new 

galley and crew 

cabin forward 

Right: new 

wooden blocks 

by Picchetto of 

Genoa

Below: the full 

restoration team 

poses with the 

boat ready for 

relaunch

Down below, there is a new galley and crew cabin up 
forward, but other than that the joinery throughout, 
including the gimballing saloon table, is almost entirely 
original. The panelling and joinery units are of Honduras 
mahogany, which has been all-but impossible to obtain 
for many years, but when the yard needed to source 
small quantities, for instance to carry out some 
modifications when the chart table was moved from the 
forward corner of the saloon to a position close to the 
companionway, they didn’t have to look far. “In Florence 
there are lots of furniture and art restorers,” explained 
Enrico, “and they had stored small quantities of wood 
like this for many many years.”

Barbara originally had a Fergius 2-cylinder paraffin 
motor. The Malaga yard installed a Yanmar 75hp diesel 
and in the bow, a 15KW jet thruster from Holland 
Marine Parts has been installed, another concession to 
Mediterranean life, where stern-to mooring is the norm.  

Barbara wasn’t expected to go sailing until the day 
after the launch party. But there was sunshine and a 
good breeze, and the rigger and sailmaker were on hand, 
and she had waited long enough. A first trip of this 
nature is always a somewhat tentative affair, and out in 
the bay the rigger was concerned we didn’t have enough 
tension on the running backstays. More was needed to 
straighten the forestays – with both their hounds at 
more-or-less the same height, the problem was 
particularly apparent. At the same time he was worried 
about putting too much load on the hull. The issue 
would be addressed gradually and with care. Meanwhile 
Roberto, Enrico and skipper Vincenzo (who happens to 
be Enrico’s brother) were all delighted with Barbara’s 
sailing performance and over two days of trial sails, a 
total of 25 of us got to enjoy sailing this wonderful 
yacht, back in her element once again. 

Roberto’s patience has been rewarded and he is 
looking forward to cruising with his two sons down 
Italy’s west coast and out to Elba, Corsica and Sardinia, 
with some racing maybe at Imperia, Cannes and 
Saint-Tropez, and definitely at the Vele Storiche 
Viareggio regatta in October, where Barbara will  
justly be the subject of some admiration.


