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In 2009, TSR visited Plymouth, south-
west England, to talk to Captain Brendan 
O’Shannassy about how he was finding his 
first new build project, a 96m motoryacht 
designed by Rémi Tessier and Redman Whiteley 
Dixon (see TYR 113 p120). Two years on and 
days after her delivery, he looks back on the 
experience of building VAVAII, whether his 
plans were realised and the outcome of the 
project. Esther Barney reports.

It has been some time since we last spoke. How have the 
delays been?

Like holding the tail of a wild animal at times, as you have a 
lot of perspective but little mandate to address any concerns. 
Trying to develop an operational team with constant 
changes has had its challenges, for sure. That said, the delays 
allowed the yacht to develop its culture even before it sailed.
 
What culture is that, if it is to be a good thing?

A departure from some of the experiences we had shared in 
the past, a yacht where the crew at all levels are fully engaged 
with their workplace, knowing their own actions can shape 
the performance of the crew as a whole. The culture is one 
where crew show respect to themselves, each other and, of 
course, to the owners and guests. 
In addition, due to the delays, before their first visit aboard 
the owners were able to meet many of the crew, who were 
seconded to their other residences. This has made an 
enormous difference already and I think it will enhance the 
owners’ first experiences of the yacht. Some of the key build 
crew have established relationships to principal guests and a 
knowledge of their tastes and expectations.
 
What can you say about the yacht?

It is quite incredible. I really think the designers in their 
original plans were lifted by the awareness that the client 
has a passion for design and an incredible eye for detail. You 
know, I have worked on large yachts previously, so the size was 
not anything new. The point of difference with VAVAII  is the 
commitment to not watering down jaw-dropping detail as a 
compromise to scale. Each day something catches my eye.
 
Is this passion and attention to detail by your employer 
difficult?

It is difficult in the best possible way. I have not stopped 
trying to improve myself and the environment since I 
started three years ago, and doubt I will. The owners have an 
uncanny knack for drawing a lot from you, but still you know 
there is more to offer.

 

Surely from your past employment this is nothing new?

Indeed. I have been privileged to work for some incredible 
individuals who are impressive in different ways, but I 
think with VAVAII  I have been taken further personally. I 
cannot pin down what it is, but I am definitely striving for 
higher standards. I mentioned the crew who worked in the 
residences earlier – I have shared this view with them and 
they all feel the same way, so it must be something to do with 
the owning family that draws us to find a new level.
 
What has changed since we spoke two years ago?

I think a major change has been the shift from an idealised 
completion to the reality. Some ideas I had never quite 
found their way into the project, either for want of time or 
due to them being too far from the reality of completing a 
build.
 
Can you give examples?

I had hoped to have online inductions for new joiners to 
the crew, guest safety videos, a portal-based interactive safety 
management system and to run some faux guest events prior 
to departure to help prepare the crew. I think we will achieve 
all but the last, but it will be on a different timeframe.

VAVAII will charter. Has this change made an impact?

Yes, incredibly so. That said, given the diverse nature of 
the owning family, we were already preparing to support a 
‘charter-like’approach to the yacht’s operations. The yacht 
was constructed to make commercial operations with over 12 
passengers possible, so we had to really make sure we could 
support this investment operationally.   

New to a new build: 
in hindsight
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You mention construction investment to more than 12 
passengers. VAVAII  is a Cayman Islands registered passenger 
yacht. Is this regulation difficult to achieve and maintain?

Yes to both. The Cayman Islands are taking the Passenger Yacht 
Code (PYC) very seriously in design and in operation. Our 
first audit was tough and we left realising we are stepping into 
a new league of responsibility. I think it will become apparent 
soon that a 13–36-passenger yacht (private or commercial) is 
a completely different standard from that for 12 passengers or 
fewer. This difference is irrespective of tonnage.

Do you have any advice for anyone – captain or yacht owner – 
entering the charter sphere?

Gain professional support from a reputable firm that both 
works in the law and understands what is happening in 
practice. I found there were two camps when we sought 
knowledge. The first was largely from the yachting 
community and spoke anecdotally about what is happening 
on the coasts. The second from legal services quoted every 
EU and national law but could not link this to best practice. 
It took a while to get across this divide.  

How does it feel taking to the helm after a few years without 
regular driving?

I can say now that the yacht handles very well. The 
first manoeuvre was a departure through a lock gate in 
Devonport [Devon, UK] (think Simpson Bay Bridge, St 
Maarten), so I had some nerves, for sure, after an extended 
time ashore.  

I sought some training using the manned model facility 
operated by Warsash [Maritime Academy] in Timsbury Lake 
[a ship-handling centre in the UK]. It has a 10m model of 
a twin-screw, independent rudder, bow thruster vessel that I 
felt represented a large yacht exceptionally well. They went as 
far as mocking up a to-scale dock of the basin in Devonport 
on which to practice.

You said that it was hard not to see the delivery as the end 
goal of the build; do you think you have achieved this, both for 
you and the other crew involved in the build for any significant 
period of time?

Ha! Did I mention how naive some of my ideas were? It was 
very hard not to focus on the delivery, of course. The one 
thing that kept the yacht focused was that we sailed straight 
to an Atlantic crossing and an extended period with the 
guests. This awareness kept us looking that little bit longer.  
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To comment on this article, email issue133@superyachtreport.
com with subject: New to a new build

VAVAII is the largest private motoryacht ever constructed in the 
UK. She is currently in the Caribbean for her first owner trip 
and will be returning to the Mediterranean this summer for the 
high season, when she will become available for charter.

“The point of difference with VAVAII  is 
the commitment to not watering down 
jaw-dropping detail as a compromise to 
scale. Each day something catches my 
eye.”


