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BOAT REVIEW

Expedition Yacht Urchin

Urchin at anchor - a very good looking and well thought out expedition cruiser. 

In a previous life, I had an office, with a desk and 
chairs and a computer and an incredibly annoying 
telephone; and customers that used to walk in 
and out all day. 

Approximately five years ago, one of my best 
customers walked in with a roll of plans under his 
arm and asked if he could sit down. Under normal 
circumstances he would have been most welcome 
as the ensuing conversation would have probably 
led to some mutually beneficial business. On this 
occasion though, I was unable to do a single Rand’s 
worth of business, but Stuart Kirk had my full and 
undivided attention!

The roll of plans he had under his arm was 
a series of concept sketches for a 56’ aluminium 
expedition type sailing yacht. I moved everything 
off the desk, took the phone off the hook and 
rolled out the drawings of a yacht that initially 
appeared businesslike and no-nonsense, yet it was 
attractive in a Bull Terrier type of way! She was 
off the board of Ed Joy who was formerly Senior 
Sailing Yacht Designer in the office of the legendary 
Chuck Paine. 

Ed has designed many vessels of this genre 
with probably the best known being Seal, 
belonging to Hamish and Kate Laird. Urchin and 
Seal share many attributes such as lifting keels and 
rudders, and are the same length.

We spent what seemed like hours pouring over 
the design and discussing Stuart’s many proposed 
changes to the ‘standard’ design. Stuart is an 
experienced sailor having graduated through the 
Zeekoevlei school of hard knocks in Dabchicks as 
a youngster and moved on to keelboat sailing in 
his early twenties, gaining considerable invaluable 
experience passage-making back in the days before 
GPS and chart plotters made us all navigators! He 
is also a successful professional Project Manager 
in the building industry due in no small measure to 
his organizational ability and incredible attention 
to detail. His committed partner in every sense of 
the word in this project was Charlie, his wife, also a 
keen sailor and a forceful character with very clear 
ideas about the big picture for their prodigy.

Stuart’s design brief was for a ‘go-anywhere 
and in any conditions’ type of expedition vessel. 
The emphasis would be on making Urchin suitable 
for high latitude sailing in remote areas like 
Patagonia, the Antarctic, Alaska and Canadian 
Arctic areas. For this, there were several non-
negotiable elements to the design:

• Lifting keel and rudder enabling Urchin 
to anchor in the most secluded and protected 
anchorages and if necessary, to ‘take the ground 
or ice’.

• Efficient heating to keep the crew and the 
interior warm and dry in the most inclement 
conditions.

• Effective insulation of the entire hull above 
the waterline to make life below more comfortable 
in extreme conditions and to help prevent 
condensation in cold climates.

• The ability to handle sails in any conditions 
with a small crew, often just Stuart and Charlie.

• Space to take the equipment needed to 
pursue their passion for diving.

• A protected cockpit to ensure that foul 
conditions do not prevent crew from being in touch 
with the elements.

• A ‘machinery room’ that contains all the 
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vessel’s operating equipment in a single space and permits easy access for 
repairs and servicing.

• Bow thrusters to make manoeuvring in close quarters and with a small 
crew easy and safe.

• With all the operational requirements for toughness and purposefulness, 
Urchin also had to satisfy some stringent aesthetic considerations and had to be 
a beautiful and comfortable place to live for the owners for extended periods.

As is in his nature, and his profession, Stuart considered various options 
for the build process before settling on Jacobs Bros of Cape Town to do the 
complete build of hull, deck and fittings as well as the interior and machinery 
and equipment installation. They agreed on a ‘hybrid’ turn-key project with 
Stuart performing a hands-on role as project manager and Fuad Jacobs 
providing the technical skills that he and his team are renowned for. 

Stuart settled on Jacobs Bros after much due diligence and especially 
having had the opportunity to see their handiwork on a virtual sister ship called 
Eva. Jacobs Bros built Eva as a hull, deck and bulkheads project for her Hout 
Bay based owners to complete at their own pace. With all the arrangements 
in place, work started apace in January 2013 at Jacobs Bros premises in Grassy 
Park.

The finished product is, as one would expect given the collaboration 
between these professionals, simply spectacular! Both in looks and 
performance, this partnership has created a vessel that does South Africa’s boat 
building industry proud. The subcontracted suppliers of peripheral equipment 
have done an equally fine job with the spars provided by Southern Spars and 
the sails by North’s Cape Town loft from their SRP cloth proving to be world 
class.

What’s she like to sail?
As with everything, the ‘proof of the pudding is in the tasting’ and 

it was with great anticipation that I joined Stuart and the Commodore of 
Urchin’s home club of False Bay Yacht Club for a delivery sail from the V & A 
Waterfront to Simon’s Town. Urchin had been in Cape Town to assist an old 
friend of Charlie’s, Braam Malherbe, with some publicity photographs for his 
#DOT double handed rowing adventure across the Atlantic Ocean from Cape 
Town to Rio! 

The forecast for Sunday was for a moderate to fresh South Easterly 
peaking at around 20 knots at Cape Point during the late afternoon. Ideal 
conditions to test this machine that had been designed and built to sail in the 
most challenging conditions the planet can throw at a yacht. Even given the 
anticipated conservatism of the forecast, we felt confident that this would be 
no more than a ‘gentle cruise’ for Urchin and crew. We shouldn’t really have 

been surprised when we were under a single reef in both mainsail and genoa 
by the time we got to Mouille Point in 25 knots SE and an ugly SE/SW swell of 
around 4m!

We left the V & A Waterfront at around 13h00 and motored into Table 
Bay. Hoisting the mainsail to the top of Urchin’s 23m mast was so easy with 
the powered main halyard winch and the Harken batten car system, I almost 
wanted to do it a second time! The ‘Park Avenue’ tubular structure on the 
boom, which Stuart insisted on, makes so much sense and provides crew 
working on the deck and pilothouse roof with a meaningful handhold as well 
as containing the lowered sail between spectra ‘lazy jacks’ in the absence of 
a stack pack. The main halyard is a double purchase system giving enormous 
power to the halyard winch to get sufficient luff tension under any conditions 
at the expense of a seriously long halyard tail to be accommodated at the mast 
base. 

All four reefing lines and the outhaul are led to a winch below the goose 
neck through an innovative cleating system inside the boom. A cam cleat holds 
each jammer open and simply releasing it enables the jammer to close on 
the reefing pennant. All reefing operations are carried out at the mast which 
is a practical and sensible system preferred by many experienced sailors for 
the reason that friction is reduced over systems that require lines to be lead 
back to the cockpit, reduced length of reefing lines and halyards and also the 
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The aft cabin.

The heads compartment.

counter-intuitive benefi t that crew will need to reef earlier (and thus more 
conservatively) if they wish to avoid getting soaked!

Urchin is rigged as a cutter with her genoa being 115% of the fore-
triangle and her staysail much smaller at 50m2 and reefs to storm jib size. 
Both head sails are on Harken furlers and the furling lines are led back to 
the powered secondary winch or the manual runner winch right next to the 
helm. As is normal with cruising rigs, both halyards terminate on adjustable 
tracks at the base of the mast.

We unrolled the genoa and despite the unruly sea conditions, Urchin 
lumbered up to a decent speed and stayed there with grace and intent. She’s 
unlikely to win races, but that wasn’t her design brief! Even sailing upwind, as 
long as there is more than around 15 knots of breeze, she’s going to be good 
for 150+ miles a day without breaking a sweat.

Sailing Urchin was a simple affair. The Simrad auto pilot took over at the 
touch of a button on the helm station, steering through Urchin’s Jefa steering 
system effortlessly, freeing the crew up to manage the sails. Both primary 
and secondary Andersen winches, located adjacent to the helm station, are 
electrically powered. And they are powerful! The focus of the crew defi nitely 
changes from grunt to awareness! It would be incredibly easy to rip the clew 
out of a headsail in a moment of lapsed concentration although the winches 
do give some audible warning of being placed under pressure and as long 
as the crew is made aware of the signs and are alert, there shouldn’t be any 
problems. The other source of immense strength in the cockpit is the massive 
hydraulic Harken vang which provides no-nonsense control over the shape of 
the mainsail. The vang is operated from a control panel adjacent to the helm.

Instrumentation on board is predominantly Furuno, with an all weather 
chart plotter at the helm and a glass screened plotter at the Navigation station 
in the pilot house. Additionally, the owners specifi ed an Echopilot forward 
looking sonar which will be extremely useful when approaching unchartered 
anchorages. The AIS system is a separate unit by Vesper and links to the 
Furuno system via the NMEA 2000 backbone. With the alarms set, the AIS 
gave adequate warning of potential collisions in the very active shipping lanes 
around Cape Town and Cape Point. Communications are VHF and HF radios 
by Icom. The VHF has a repeater station at the helm for use in the cockpit 
and the HF is operated solely from the nav station.

Once set up, I took control back from the still un-named Simrad 
autopilot and was immediately surprised by the amount of feel and feedback 
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which I was getting from the rudder via the superb Jefa steering system. I’ve 
had less feedback on cruiser/racers! She was responsive and relatively nimble 
for a vessel of her shape and displacement. In the flatter water inshore she 
was tracking comfortably at 30° to the apparent wind and when the sea state 
became bumpier, 350 to 400 gave a very good VMG.

The wind picked up steadily throughout the afternoon and we slowly 
reduced sail, experimenting with combinations of headsail and reefed 
main, larger main and staysail etc. When the wind settled at around 35 
knots apparent, she felt most comfortable with two reefs and a staysail, 
making a good 6 - 7 knots into an uncomfortable seaway. Her gallant crew 
meanwhile sat comfortably dry in the cockpit behind the pilothouse bulkhead, 
occasionally reaching for a power button to trim the headsail or main! As night 
drew closer and it got a bit chilly sitting outdoors, it was a simple move to the 
pilothouse saloon where one has a full 360° view of the surrounding ocean and 
a touch here and there to the auto pilot control was all that was needed. Very 
civilized upwind sailing in very uncivilized conditions indeed!

One noteworthy feature of the deck hardware arrangement is the double 
mainsheet system. Unlike the so-called ‘German’ mainsheet arrangement 
found on most racing yachts, where a single mainsheet is led to, and can be 
adjusted from, both sides of the cockpit, Urchin features twin mainsheets. 
One is led to either side of the cockpit, via a Spinlock clutch, onto a powered 
secondary winch. This gives exceptional control over the shape of the sail, in 
conjunction with the vang, but also gives the crew great control when gybing 
as the leeward sheet can effectively be tightened prior to the gybe, preventing 
the boom from crashing over during a gybe. This arrangement is perfect for 
the boat’s purpose, but does require some co-ordinating between crew during 
tacks as the two mainsheet winches are separated by a considerable distance 
across the width of the cockpit!

After dark, at around Oliphantsbos, the wind increased consistently until 
at the Point it was blowing a solid 40 knots, gusting to 45 on occasion. At this 
wind strength, we took in a third reef and hardly dropped any boat speed. 
The cockpit was noticeably wetter in the cauldron like sea conditions, but that 
didn’t really affect the crew who were snug in the pilothouse, drinking coffee 
and polishing off the snacks that Charlie had left on board.

Once around Cape Point, we were able to free off, take out a reef and 
change the staysail for the genoa - and then Urchin came into her own. Sailing 
with the wind at around 30 knots true and at 150° apparent, Urchin displayed 
her pedigree and cruised along merrily under reduced sail at 8 - 12 knots.

Coming into Simon’s Town gave me the opportunity to experience the 
way she handled under motor and it was a comfortably solid and reassuring 

The forepeak.

performance. Powered by a 150hp John Deere diesel coupled to a four blade 
feathering propellor, Urchin always felt as though there was plenty in reserve 
and that she would be capable of dealing with most conditions under motor. 
Her flat underwater sections aft of the keel box where she is designed to be 
able to take the ground, mean that the propellor shaft is very close to the 
underside of the hull and there is a fair amount of rumble underway. This 
is noise caused by water against the hull and is a small price to pay for the 
convenience of ‘beachability’! Coming alongside the working jetty at FBYC was 
a doddle with the nose into the SE wind and the bow thruster gently nudging 
us towards the dock. No panic, no drama for a small crew to berth and tie up a 
large and heavy vessel.

Below decks
First impressions on going below from the spacious cockpit are that one 

is entering an apartment designed by a Scandinavian minimalist architect. 
Everything is light, bright and practical. The saloon has been well thought out 
with a pilot berth to starboard and a U-shape settee to port, both of which can 
be used by an off watch crew member to get some sleep, or can be used to 
entertain at least eight guests in comfort. The navigation station is to starboard, 
just ahead of the pilot berth/settee and in true modern fashion, comprises 
of a small chart table and a dashboard style fascia with all the necessary 
instrumentation displayed. Communication equipment comprising VHF and HF 
radios as well as an Iridium Go satellite modem are all easily accessible.

Exiting the pilothouse to port, aft, one finds a spacious double cabin with 
dressing area just aft of a dedicated drying hanging locker for wet weather gear. 
This locker has a hot air blower to dry and warm foul weather gear between 
watches! Just another example of attention to detail.

Forward of the saloon is a three step descent to the working area of the 
vessel. To starboard and just below the chart table is the electrical panel, 
forward of that is the bathroom. No, that is not landlubber terminology. There 
is a bath on Urchin! Clearly one of Charlie’s pre-conditions, and who’d want to 
argue with an attorney?

Forward of the bathroom, is a multi-purpose cabin. On charter, this 
would be a media centre or an additional double cabin. In the guise of private 
cruising, this would be the owners’ recreation area and office space. There is 
a large flat screen TV on the fore and aft bulkhead that wouldn’t look out of 
place in a loft apartment. The cabin can be configured as a twin sofa and table 
or as a double bed by dropping the table down to take up the space between 
sofas.

On the opposite side of the boat is the heads. Just the right size to allow 
one to wrestle off foul weather gear, but not big enough to permit falling about 
when said gear is around one’s ankles. The toilet is a vacuum unit with an 
electric flush mechanism. One button makes everything disappear!

Forward of the heads, and running the length of the keel box on the port 
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side is the galley. The sink set in a Caesar stone work surface is close to the 
centre line as is the fridge and washing machine. There is also a deep freeze 
built in to this surface and a microwave oven in the overhead units.

Opposite this is the Force 10 stove and a generous working area with 
galley stowage. 

Forward of the galley area is the main cabin featuring a massive double 
berth and a dressing table with enough storage space to satisfy the most 
discerning crew. 

Leading off from the main cabin is a watertight door through to a vast 
forepeak storage area and workshop. This room stores the dive compressor 
amongst other spares and equipment, downwind sails and pretty much 
everything needed for extended cruising.

As someone who has spent plenty of time in a head down position, 
working on bilge pumps and engines in hard to access parts of one’s boat, the 
area of Urchin that really impressed me was the machinery room. To call it 
an engine room would be to do the space a gross injustice as every possible 
system is accessible within this space including the main engine, the generator, 
watermaker, grey and black water tanks, fuel filters, valves, batteries, gear box, 
sterngland etc etc.

This space is accessed via a water tight door aft of the galley and adjacent 
to the Refleks Heater. Equipped with state of the art fire smothering gear, this 
space is truly impressive! Below the floorboards every bilge pump is encased 
in a sump box enabling a visual evaluation at a glance. There are bilge pump 
indicators and alarms for each pump at the chart table in the unlikely event 
of one of the six bilge pumps being activated! No guessing needed, the crew 
can get straight to the action. Attention to detail that gives one a great deal of 
peace of mind!

The electrical system is 24v as one would expect in a vessel this size and 
power for the boat’s systems is provided by 1600 amp hours of Lithium ion 
batteries configured from 2v Mastervolt cells. I was impressed by the depth 
of cycle during our delivery that lasted 24 hours and included a lot of use of 
powered winches and almost non-stop auto pilot engagement. Charging the 
batteries are 8 x 115W of solar panels, the main engine, the Onan generator or 
220/110v shore power connections. 

Conclusion 
This vessel has been conceptualized, designed and built with a singular 

purpose in mind: to be a tough, but comfortable cruising boat capable of 
taking its owners anywhere they would like to go on this planet. It succeeds 
admirably in this regard and Stuart and Charlie Kirk, together with Fuad Jacobs 
and his team can be justifiably proud of what they have created. Plus a credit 
to the boat building industry in South Africa.  •

What a functional engine room.

The pilothouse - starboard side.
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