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for Salty Sailors

A boat's interior is too small to hide an egregious decorating
mistake. Consulting a pro is the best route

STORY AND PHOTOS BY CLARK BEEK

o WE SALTY SAILORS DON'T TALK

about this subject. We talk abour 4.
inch high-test anchor chain, 1,500-gallon-
per-hour bilgepumps, two-part linear
polyurethane topside paint, and Kevlar-
cored yacht brasd, but not this. One sailor
would never walk down the dock and ask
another, "Do you think this periwinkle-
Hecked chenille would clash with the pil-
lows in my settee?” It just doesn’t happen,
but its time it did. The choices made for a
boats interior and cockpal décor can do more
for its overall appearance than all the var-
nishing and painting in the world, and
with miuch less effort,

I decided it was time to start 1aking in-
terior decorating seriously after | re-coversd
the settee cushions on my 40-foot keich, |
thought | had a feel for what | wamed, wook
my curtains to an upholsterer to compare
them with the various fabric samples, and
made a choice accordingly. [ had in mind
2 5001 ol retro $ea-moss green to go with my
1960s boat’s retro interigr. What 1 got was
a s2a of lirne green; | can live with it, barely,
but it cenainly isnt what [ had in mind. It
Just looks so different when you're comparing
these linle swanches.

Pawy Walker of Walker Interiors in San
Diego, California, has decorated some of the
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best and seen some of the worst. She helped
me on my wiy to understanding the rele-
vant principles of imerior desipn and the stne
of the art for boar interiors,

The basics
Every beginning student learns the gospel
of interior-design principles, which mestly
give guidance on the quantity and placement
of objects in & room, letting in more light,
and where the eye is drawn upon entering
aspace, Few of them pertain to boats. On
asailboar you're pretty trisch suck with what
you've got for furmineee and natueal light-
ing, and none of it is going to be changed
or rearranged without a chainsaw:. The eye
will be drawm 1o the helm, the squall, or the
liquor cabinet, depending on the time of day
The principles that apply to sailboats are
proportion, scale, and color. Without a
major construction job, these principles
cani be applied only to cushions, cabin
soles, and window coverings. This makes
the job fairly simple, but theres still plenty
of reom to screw it up with bad decisions.

Proportion

The Greeks discovened the golden mean thou-
sands of years age, and it applies to all
things in the visual world. It says that you
should have about 70 percent of any one
thing, 25 percent of a related thing, and just
3 percent of a contrasting thing. In the
case of the average sailboats interior, much
of whar you see will be wood (the 70 per-
cent thing); then you ean cover your cush-
ioms with something thay works with woed
{the 25 percent item) and chrow in a con-
trasting codor for your cuntains and/or a few
throw pillows (the 5 percent thing). Follow
the golden mean and the proportions will
look right to the eye,

Scale

Most sailboat interiors and cockpits repre-
seri some level of smallness, and this is why
a bad decorating decision can reverberate
like a keel dragging on a reel. The way to
deal with these small spaces is to reduce clut-
ter and thus open them up, Scale is casy to
undersiand with this exmple: Imagine a wide-
striped fabric, say 2-inch-wide stripes of black
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and white, On the curving settees of the
latest 150-foot megayacht you've got a
wuch of class, In the main saloon of your
30-foct sloop it looks like Folsom Prison.
Wide stripes or bold paterns would be too
much for such a confined space, where solid
colors work well with fine siripes or tight
patterns, and help 1o hide staing, The
proper spacing of the stripe or pattern is
determined by the size of the boar.

Color

Likewise, a litthe bit of color goes a long way:
Ima small space, it is said, color reflects back
o igell, This sounded a little abstract un-
uil Dehought of the s¢a of green that is now
my main saloon. Bright colors can be over-
whelming and take the place over, When
choosing colors, opposites—red and green,
or blue with yellow and orange—worlk to-
gether. In most cases, your chosen colors will
necd to dance with wood. Different woods
harve cilferenk tins, but in general, wood has
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a red or geld hue. Red and gold ane oppo-
sites of green, 5o green is a popular interior
color for boats (though not my green).

Sample first

All the principles of proportion, scale, eolor,
and pattern choices can be distilled into one
safie bet: Go with a neutral color (befge, cream,
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or gl Fac your primary [ab-
ric, ideally in a tight pattern
or stripe. Use throw pil-
Jonws arwd other acoents to add
asplash of color, This seerns
12 be the low-risk decorat-
ing straregy used by many
bullders on new boats and
on boats redecorated for
resale. 1f it doesnt work
out 1o your taste, pillows are
cheap to replace and the
neutral fabric stays.

The cockpit is often a dif-
lerent story. On most fiber-
flass boas you're dealing with much less
wood in the cockpln and bots of gelooas, which
is usually white. Everything goes with
white, so the cockpit might be the place 1o
try a bald stripe, color, or pattern.

Theres only one way to make sure a [ab-
i, of a combination of fabrics, is going to
look good on your boat, and that is to vest

it out. Dont make the mistake 1 did and rely
on a swatch 1o decide. Get a big sample of
the fabric in question, wrap your cushions,
and see it in place. Its worth it, even if you
have to buy several yards of test fabric that
you den't end up using,

Fabrics

When it comes 1o fabrics on today’s boats,
it a Sunbrella world. Sunbrella is a trade-
mark of Glen Raven Mills, but fabrics of
this type, called solution-dyed acrylics, are
riade by a number of companies. Solulion-
dyed means that the dye is mixed into a
molten liquid that is tumed into fibers, then
spun into yarn, then woven into the fab-
ric. These fabrics are bulletproof and ma-
chine-washable. Initially there were only
eight solid colors of rough sail-cover cloth
to choose frorm, but today there are thou-
sands of solution-dyed acryvlics in every con-
ceivable color, stripe, pattern, feel, and
weight. It is even made in chenille, a solt

and fuzzy-feeling fabric.

There are a few cavears with solution-
dyed acrylics. First, the fabrics with a
printed design aren't as durable as the wo-
ven ones—the design will fade more quickly
than the underlying fabric. Also, solutlon-
dyed acrylics will shrink some over time.

Another popular labric for boat interi-
ors is Ultrasuede, a synthetic suede made
by Toray: Uliraswede s durable, fade resistant,

leather breathes well and is naturally
mildew-resisiant, but is by far the most ex-
pensive interior covering,

Mesh, the vinyl-covered polyester that
is olten wsed for patio fuminre, can be used
for the tops of cockph cushions; the un-
dersides are wsually covered with another
fabric. Mesh is also used 1o cover windows
to cut down the sunlight while allowing
you 1o see out. [t basts forever—usually much
longer than the stitching that holds it wo-
gethet,
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Window coverings

Selecting and insialling window coverings
{drapes and blinds) for a boat can be frus-
trating,. O many beats the walls are slanted,
and its hard to build around all those
ulging knobs and hinges on mest portights.
If yonar beoat has relatively vertical portlights,
a simple track with a hanging curnain can




INTERIOR DECORATING

do the job well. For slanting surfaces,
drapes or blinds must have tracks on the
top and bottom and sometimes a retaining
wire along the sides as well. You can get an
off-the-shelf track-and-carrier combina-
tion if you're lucky enough 1o find one that
fits. Curtains should be backed with a lin-
tng, which blocks our light and acts as a sac-
rificial surface for sun damage.

Carpet

Some e carpet on a sailboat as unseamantlile,
b it cam look great, feels great on bare feet,
and can be a quick-and-easy fix il your
cabin sole isnt what it used to be. Re-
member that carpeting a boat will add a lange
peroentage of a new elerment, so figure this
into your golden mean. Soluticn-dyed ny-
lon or olelin carpets are recommended;
good old wool is durable and naturally
arne-retardant, but it shrinks and should
be tacked in place. Carpet should be cut in
sgments that can be easily removed for wash-

ing and drying. Make templates out of
heavy paper, then flip the template and
trace it onto the back side of the carpet be-
fore cutting,

The edges of carpets should be bound
Lo prevent fraying, Stiiched binding b5 pre-
ferred, but can cost over a dollar per foot.
My quick-and-diny trick is o melt the
edges of synthetic carpet with an old iron
(this may ruin the iron). Angle the iron to
rrake a slight bevel toward the top of the
carpet. Definitely practice on a scmap piece
first, because you won't know exactly how
it will melt, drip, or perhaps burst ino Earnes
unless you try it out first.

Go with the pros

The whole world, from your office chair
Lo YOUE Cars interior, seems to be covered
in some kind of fabric but each kind of up-
holstery is a specialty, Quality marine up-
holsterers know what they are doing and
deserve the money you pay them. They wse
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special foams (an arnicle could be wrinen
on foam alone) and UV resistant thread and
knew how to sew things so they will sur-
vive in the marine environment. Resist the
ternptation to save money by using a non-
marine upholsterer; you will most Lkely
find your cushions literally falling apart at
the seams after a year. Likewise, the ad-
vice of a good interior designer is money
well spent, considering that you will have
to live with the results for years to come
or start all over.

Many sailors spend untold hours var-
nishing, painting, and polishing their boats
while living with old fabrics, window cov-
erings, and flooes that detract from their boat’s
overall appearance, An interior revamp
can transform the whele look and feel of
your hoat and cost less than you'd spend
on a single new sail, &

Clark Beek is currently cruising in the
Indian Ocean,




