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BOAT TEST

If you were to ask a group of British 
sailors to name the archetypal 
all-weather motorboat, chances are 
nine out of 10 would say ‘Nelson’.

Nelsons have been synonymous 
with ruggedness and seakeeping ability 
since the 1960s. In fact the Nelson 40, 
originally built by Halmatic, is still in 
production today by Seaward Boats in 
Cowes (properly known as The Boat 
Development Company). Seaward have 
built many boats based on newer hulls, 
including the 39 that’s the subject of this 
feature. Nonetheless, such is the 
capability of the original 40, designed by 

TT Boats in 1963, that an Italian port 
authority recently bought two as pilot 
boats because they ‘still couldn’t find 
anything better’.

One significant difference with the newer 
boats like the 39 is that they lend 
themselves more readily to recreational 
use. The 39’s mechanical installations, 
construction methods and hull shape 
allow greater volume and a lower centre of 
gravity than on the 40 without 
compromising the fine sections. They also 
make more of the space available for 
accommodation. The tough, go-anywhere 
hull is married to a beautifully fitted-out 

interior and state-of-the-art mechanical 
and electrical systems to create a sort of 
‘rugged luxury’ that’s different from almost 
anything else. Motorboats have 
traditionally tended to be either industrial-
grade throughout for commercial users, 
which doesn’t endear them to what the 
Americans call ‘leisure boaters’, or they 
have placed style, space and pace higher 
up the priority list than the ability to handle 
testing conditions.

Semi-displacement boats like the 
Seawards and Nelsons are by no means 
the fastest on flat water. What they offer is 
the ability to keep going at a good lick in 

The boat that 
smooths the seas
Britain is home to some 
world-class motorboats 
– and not only the ones 
everyone knows about. 
David Harding tests the new, 
all-weather Seaward 39 built 
on the Isle of Wight
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SEAWARD 39

sea states that force others to throttle back 
to displacement speeds or go home. As 
with any sort of boat on a passage, it’s not 
top speed that matters, but the ability to 
maintain a good average and, of course, 
to do so in comfort so you arrive still a fully 
functional human being.

A good semi-displacement hull will 
naturally give a smoother ride than a 
planing alternative with its flatter sections. 
It will tend to go through some of the seas 
rather than over them and, in a sailing 
yacht, that can be a problem: with deep, 
narrow hulls you swap being slammed for 
being soaked (and cramped).

The bathing platform is easily reached from the cockpit, which can be fully enclosed with a 
framed canopy. Access to the twin Yanmar engines is via a hinged hatch

The Seward 39 slices 
through the water with 
ease to make light of a 

Solent chop

➜
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Inside a nice dry wheelhouse on a 
motorboat, spray is less of a problem. 
Slamming, on the other hand, really does 
matter because you’re going so much 
faster than under sail and you might also 
be heading directly into the seas.

Rugged refinement
The hull of the 39 is well proven. She 
evolved from the Nelson 42 that was first 
built by Halmatic in 1995 so, despite her 
name, she’s actually a 42-footer and with 
a hull that has appeared in earlier 
incarnations. The superstructure and 
internal arrangement are all new, however. 
Just to confuse matters there’s also a 42 
in Seaward’s range that’s closer to 45ft 
(13m) long.

When you look at the 39 from the 
outside, her commercial origins are clear: 
the chunky black rubber fender around 
the gunwale, the substantial spray-rail just 
above the waterline and the stainless steel 
guardrails on the coachroof as well as 
outboard. She looks like a boat designed 
to earn her living.

Don’t be deceived by this workmanlike 
exterior, however. This is one of the most 
refined and beautifully appointed luxury 

motorboats you could wish for, boasting 
not only an enviable standard of joinery 
and interior fit-out but also remarkable 
attention to detail in everything from 
noise-and-vibration reduction down to the 
way the sole boards are fitted (you can 
hardly see the joins).

Seaward’s Project Manager and former 
MD, Mike Burnham, and the present MD, 
Stephen Thomas, have both worked in the 
superyacht industry and they have 

incorporated superyacht thinking in the 39 
when it comes to making the boat as 
smooth and quiet as possible. Stephen 
might be familiar to some PBO readers as 
designer of the Projection 762 and 920 
(the latter tested in PBO some years ago). 
Mike worked at Halmatic in a variety of 
roles, including designer and MD, so he 
knows more about these boats than 
almost anyone.

They’re not claiming that the ideas they 

BOAT TEST

Lots of digital 
displays at the 
helm, including the 
switch panel for 
the distributed 
power system

Looks dramatic, but the ride aboard the Seaward 39 
is exceptionally smooth and without fuss
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have built into the 39 are all new. What’s 
new is building them into a boat of this 
size. Perhaps the most notable example is 
the way the wheelhouse interior is isolated 
from the hull, so vibration from the twin 
370hp Yanmar diesels – themselves 
installed in such a way as to minimise both 
noise and vibration – is barely detectable.

While some details are inevitably kept 
secret, essentially the wheelhouse is sitting 
on layers of foam, rubber and plywood of 
different densities on top of an aluminium 
tube filled with damping material. The 
layers all work together to let the 
wheelhouse ‘float’ on the top of the deck. 
Plywood might sound rather low-tech for 
this sort of application, but it’s a special 
sound-absorbent ply and a crucial element 
and in a system that comes straight from 
the world of superyachts.

Smooth operator
As I found during our trials, the results are 
remarkable. If you were moored alongside 
and didn’t know the engines were running, 
you would be hard pressed to tell: you can 
barely hear or feel them. Heading down 
Southampton Water at up to 25 knots (full 
chat was 25.5 knots at 3,700rpm) we could 

hold a conversation in the wheelhouse with 
no need for raised voices. What’s more, 
had it not been for the occasional wash, a 
house of cards on the table would probably 
have stayed standing.

For sailors, perhaps the most off-putting 
aspect of being on a powerboat is the 
continual engine noise. With the Seaward 
39, it’s not a problem. Another notable 
aspect was the consistently level 
fore-and-aft trim: there’s no nose-in-the-air 
attitude with this boat at any speed.

Once clear of Calshot, we faced a full 
20-25 knots of south-westerly wind against 
the tide. It was the sort of day when you 
would expect to have to brace yourself 
and hang on firmly to avoid being thrown 
around, but the only things the Seaward 
threw around were the waves. She tossed 
them aside contemptuously and refused to 
let them interrupt her stride upwind or down.

To be fair, we were aboard a 42-footer 
and this sort of length alone will do much 
to counter the effects of a short Solent 
chop, however vile it would have been on 
a smaller boat. Conditions in the Needles 
Channel might have been somewhat 
more testing, though the owner of our test 
boat, David Harland, has been through it 
in similar conditions several times on 
passages to and from his home port in the 
Channel Islands and normally maintains a 
comfortable cruising speed of 18 knots 
(around 3,000rpm) all the way. He did that 
after our trials, leaving Southampton in the 
middle of the afternoon and arriving in 
France in time for supper.

By sailors’ standards, that’s an astounding 
mile-swallowing capability. In those 
conditions it would also be enough to make 
many motorboaters envious. The ability to 
do that sort of thing is one reason why 
David bought the 39, now his fifth Seaward. 
His first, many years ago, was a 23.

His previous boat was the 35 from which 
I was taking the photos. It too handled the 
conditions in impressive fashion, but 
hopping aboard the 39 afterwards was like 
entering a different world – one that’s 
plusher, smoother, quieter and steadier.

To steady the 39 further, you have the 

option of interceptors (the modern 
alternative to trim tabs). These can be set 
to fully automatic if you just want them to 
get on with it. They certainly limit the roll, 
though some owners and skippers are 
happy not to use them as a rule. After all, 
the keel is doing its bit to subdue the 
motion. Angus Belcher, a delivery skipper 
and chief instructor at the Seaward Sea 
School, recently delivered a Seaward 42 
from Plymouth to Norway via the west 
coast of Scotland, encountering waves of 
7-9ft (up to 2.5m) in the North Sea. 
‘Occasionally I had to think about them’, 
he said, ‘but most of the time it was a 
matter of just letting the boat do its job’.

Mechanical questions
A useful feature of the twin Yanmars is the 
‘sync’ control that not only maintains the 
same revs with each engine but also 
adjusts them automatically in a seaway to 
avoid any fluctuation as the boat surfs 
down the front of a wave or ploughs into 
the back of the next one, for example. As 
you would expect, the engines are fully 
independent, with their own batteries and 
fuel tanks (combined capacity around 485 
gal/2,200lt), though fuel from both tanks 
can be used by one engine should you 
lose the other. Given the back-up 

Good access to the vital systems in the well-laid-out engine room

A fuel gauge is thoughtfully mounted by 
the filler caps and Seaward’s distinctive 
domed cowl engine vents

➜

BOATS  Seaward 39.indd   29 03/01/2018   22:03



30 Practical Boat Owner December 2017  www.pbo.co.uk

TECH SPEC
NELSON SEAWARD 39
Price (inc. VAT): from £682,959
Length (including stern platform)  
42ft 0in (12.81m)
LWL 37ft 6in (11.43m)
Beam 13ft 0in (3.96m)
Draught 4ft 0in (1.22m)
Displacement (full load) 12-15 tonnes
Engines 2 x Yanmar 8 LV V-drive, 370hp

Fuel capacity 485gal (2,200lt)
Maximum speed 25 knots
Typical cruising speed 18 knots
Fuel consumption (cruising speed)  
17.5gal/hr (80lt/hr)
RCD category A
Designer TT Boats/The Boat Development 
Company
Builder The Boat Development Company, 
Cowes, www.seawardboat.com

systems, and features like gratings over 
the seacocks, that’s pretty unlikely.

Consumption at 18.5 knots is 40lt per 
engine per hour and is relatively steady 
between 13 and 19 knots before 
increasing sharply towards top speed.

Once the Seaward has conveyed you 
swiftly and smoothly to your destination, 
you can – if you’ve chosen them – use the 
bow- and stern-thrusters to make berthing 
and manoeuvring simple operations too.

Even refuelling has been thought about: 
a level-gauge is fitted on deck by the fillers 
so you don’t have to keep diving into the 
wheelhouse or asking someone else to 
check. This was one of the owner’s many 
good ideas.

Access to the engines is via a hinged 
hatch in the cockpit. Space for 
maintenance is generous and the vital 
systems are easy to reach, though the 

engines are not intended to come out in a 
hurry: major surgery would be needed. 
The engine compartment leads into a 
machine room further forward and the 
tanks are in the keel to keep the weight as 
low as possible.

One of Seaward’s many areas of 
development has been in the use of 

‘distributed power’ in the electrical system. 
This is a form of wireless power 
distribution, whereby digital control 
modules (DCMs) are mounted close to 
the units that draw power, such as lights, 
pumps, sensors and so on. The DCMs 
talk to each other via NMEA2000 and the 
system is controlled by a central display 
screen. As well as vastly reducing the 
amount of wiring, distributed power 
should lead to easier control and 
monitoring and greater reliability.

Accommodation
From the cockpit – easily reached from 
the stern platform that’s actually part of the 
hull’s waterline length – you enter the 
wheelhouse with its bar and bottle-stowage 
to port, table to starboard, seats for the 
helm and navigator (to port and starboard 
respectively) and good ventilation.

No attempt has been made to fit in the 
galley up here. It’s amidships, and far 
bigger than could be squeezed into the 
upper level. On Magic it boasted a large 
and a small sink, plenty of drawers and 
lockers, a fridge and freezer, an oven, a 
microwave and even a full-height pillar 
handhold. It would make the kitchen in 
many flats look small.

Opposite the galley is the large heads 
with a separate shower compartment. 
Abaft that, tucked away beneath the 
forward end of the wheelhouse, is a new 
feature in the form of a twin-berth guest 
cabin. The owner’s cabin is in the bow, 
with a choice of a V-berth or double.

As you would expect with a boat like 
this, the interior layout and detailing are 
worked out in consultation with the owner: 
extensive customisation is the norm and, 
as this is being written, Seaward have just 
announced a range of alternative layouts 
in response to enquiries at the 
Southampton Boat Show.

 PBO VERDICT

So much detailed thought and 
development has gone into the Seaward 
39 that it would be possible to write a 
book about most aspects of the design, 
construction and systems. Significantly, 
everything is done in-house at the yard 
in Cowes. There’s little the Boat 
Development Company can’t tackle.

At heart the Seaward is undoubtedly 
more in the style of a working boat than 
most alternatives of similar length, 
though the quality of the fit-out and 
level of creature comforts is most 
definitely in the luxury league.

What it comes down to is that if you 
want flybridges, picture windows and 
maximum volume, this isn’t the boat for 
you. She’s a boat designed to take you 
where you want to go, when you want to 
go there. The way she slices smoothly 
and quietly through the waves really  
is something you have to experience  
to appreciate.

BOAT TEST

ABOVE Safe and 
comfortable seats 
and excellent 
visibility for the 
helm and navigator 
in the wheelhouse 
saloon

LEFT More of a 
kitchen than a 
galley. The hob 
can be diesel, gas 
or electric

Owner’s cabin in the bow can be either a 
V-berth or a double

SEAWARD 39
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