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Prologue

THE ALARM clock next to Gale Tribble’s bed came alive with a blast of country music at 4:15 a.m. An ashtray holding the remains of the previous night’s final cigarette was balancing on top of the clock, so he was careful as he reached to turn off the radio. Then came a more insistent alarm, his cell phone, programmed to ring at 4:16. Hoisting himself from the bed, Tribble shuffled across the cluttered bedroom and opened a door that led directly into the kitchen, where he switched on a coffee machine he had loaded the night before.

It was a cold January morning, so he started to get dressed with a full-body layer of long underwear. Then jeans and a blue shirt that carried the name of his employer, Trinity Yachts, just above the left breast pocket, followed by wool socks and gray sneakers that were reinforced with steel to protect his toes. Returning to the kitchen, he reached into the refrigerator to remove a fried-egg sandwich his daughter had made, along with a Coke and a sticky bun. Once he had packed the food, his breakfast and lunch, into a cooler, Tribble filled a nonspill metal cup with coffee. His fire engine red pickup truck—a meticulously maintained eight-year-old Ford—was just a few steps away. Switching on the headlights, he commenced his twenty-mile commute by igniting a Camel Light and adjusting the volume of his radio, which was tuned to the same station as his alarm clock. He could shorten the travel time by taking the highway, but that would mean six additional miles and more gasoline, so he generally stuck to back roads.

Fifty-nine years old, Tribble is a wiry man whose five-foot-nine frame carries just 135 pounds, his weight ever since he graduated from high school. His black and silver hair is longish but neatly trimmed. His eyes are blue and deeply set, and his cheeks are also sunken, hollowed out because he had lost all his teeth many years earlier. He relies on dentures to eat.

Tribble lives in Pass Christian, Mississippi, a Gulf Coast community midway between New Orleans and Mobile, Alabama. He has never lived anywhere else, and his house, a compact, single-story, rectangular structure, is the one in which he grew up. Elevated above the ground by cinder blocks, it looks like a mobile home, but it was actually built by his father back in the 1940s. It is set on thirty-eight acres, most of which are overgrown, although Tribble had cleared out patches here and there to grow vegetables and raise chickens. He has never had much money, but his expenses are similarly modest. There is no mortgage on the house, and the annual real estate taxes are $659.

Back when he was in high school, Tribble wrote soulful songs that were inspired by the country ballads he started listening to with his parents. He also played the saxophone, and he sometimes thought about becoming a professional musician. But he ended up learning how to weld metals and went to work at the shipyard where his father had been employed for almost two decades. Tribble had been with several shipyards over the years, and he joined Trinity in 2006, not long after it moved from Hurricane Katrina–ravaged New Orleans to Gulfport, Mississippi. Forty years after he began his career, his hourly wage had gone from $2.50 to $18.50, but he said the buying power of his earnings was unchanged. “I used to be able to fill up the car with groceries for twenty dollars,” he remembered, “and gas cost twenty-eight cents a gallon.”

Tribble is a shipfitter. He has helped build everything from barges and oceangoing cargo vessels to naval destroyers and aircraft carriers—more than one hundred vessels in all. He has always worked in open-air sheds where the conditions are often challenging, particularly in the summer when the temperature regularly rises above 100 degrees. But he almost never complains, not about the heat or the humidity, the early mornings or the tedium of his work, not even the gum disease that, by the time he was thirty, led to the loss of his teeth and the end of his saxophone playing. It just isn’t in his nature. Unlike many of his colleagues, Tribble has never seriously considered finding a different kind of job, and he was not eager to retire. “I like what I do,” he said. “And what would I do if I didn’t work?”
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Gale Tribble, a shipyard laborer for forty of his fifty-nine years.
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THAT MORNING, Tribble was about to begin the construction of Lady Linda, a 187-foot yacht. In a different era, this day—January 7, 2008—would have been one of special significance, witnessed by everyone who was playing a role in the massive project. But with many of the participants communicating with one another electronically from distant locations, the only people who would see the process get under way would be Tribble and another laborer, William Packer.

Lady Linda was to be one of the largest American-made yachts since the Gilded Age, a gleaming symbol of its owner’s participation in a quarter century of unprecedented wealth creation. The owner, a private equity investor named Doug Von Allmen, had committed himself to its building in 2006, not long before the boom’s peak. By global standards, Lady Linda would not be among the very largest of the burgeoning fleet of seagoing palaces, but Von Allmen had vowed that it would be the best of those made in the United States. He wanted to disprove the conventional wisdom that America did not know how to build things anymore, as well as the long-held orthodoxy that domestically built yachts are necessarily inferior to those from Europe. Nothing would be ordinary: interior walls would be made from rare species of burl wood, floors would be paved with onyx and unusual types of marble, the furniture would be bespoke, and artworks would be commissioned on the basis of the spaces they would fill.

But the creation of Lady Linda would be far from glamorous, and the uncertainties that lay ahead would affect hundreds of people whose lives and livelihoods were bound up in the project: Von Allmen and Tribble, as well as a former army sniper who was now working as a pipefitter, and an illegal immigrant from Honduras who would give a lustrous finish to the yacht’s exterior by sheathing it with an array of poisonous compounds. For Von Allmen, Lady Linda was supposed to be the ultimate embodiment of his success. Instead, he would come to question whether he could actually afford to be its owner. For Tribble and many others, the impact of the changed world—and the construction itself—would be even more profound.
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WHEN TRIBBLE reached Gulfport, he turned onto Seaway Road, a heavily trafficked thoroughfare where the air smelled of petroleum. Signs pointed to a variety of manufacturing and distribution operations as well as A-1 Bailbonds and a prison. Trinity was the only one of Seaway Road’s businesses that had a Help Wanted sign out front, evidence of the still-soaring demand for very large yachts.

Once he parked his truck, Tribble added two additional layers of clothing: Carhartt coveralls and a jacket. It was 5:35 a.m., well before the 6:00 start of his shift. After sliding his time card through a machine to register his presence, he entered a partially enclosed metal structure that covered almost a dozen acres and the bulk of Trinity’s production facilities. Like everyone, Tribble called it “the yard.” Eleven vessels were at various stages of development, although some of the constructions did not look like boats. One of the largest forms, an almost completed hull, was inverted. Its disconnected bow section, which was upright, stood nearby.

Tribble found his way to a jig, a 120-foot-long steel-beamed platform on which the first phases of Lady Linda would be built. Three feet above the floor, the jig was surrounded by piles of recently cut pieces of aluminum of various shapes and sizes.

In traditional boatbuilding, the first step would be the assembling—or laying—of the keel: the foundation upon which everything else was built. But the order of things was different at Trinity, which, like most contemporary shipbuilders, broke the fabrication process into units. In another departure from traditional boatbuilding, most of the hull would be built upside down. It was easier—and less time consuming—for laborers to work that way. Rather than having to aim their welding torches upward, they could look down at their work.

Tribble and Packer, who got to the jig a few minutes after Tribble, would start with the engine-room module, one of four large assemblies that would compose the hull. The very first piece of the puzzle was the centerboard longitudinal, a strip of aluminum that was forty-five feet long, the full length of the module, and twenty-three inches high. Like a keel, it would run along the middle of the hull; but while keels protrude from the bottom of the hull, the centerboard would be inside. (Eventually, Lady Linda would also have a keel, but it would be added much later.)

The first task was to erect a pair of braces that would hold the centerboard above the jig. Once that was done, Packer manipulated the controls of the overhead travel lift—a chain-bearing crane that ran on tracks ninety feet above the floor—to deliver the centerboard to the braces. Then he climbed up onto the jig and held the center-board firmly against one of the braces. Just after ten in the morning, Tribble used a tape measure and a level to confirm that the center-board was in the correct position. He then lowered the face mask of his helmet and joined the centerboard to one of the braces with four small welds. Once it was attached to the other brace, the next job was welding fifty-two yard-long frames to the centerboard so that they extended from it like ribs.

When a whistle sounded at four thirty to signal the end of the workday, Tribble was in an excellent mood, for two reasons. First, the satisfaction that always came from starting something new. In addition, it was Monday, the day that always ended with his favorite meal: red beans and rice. It was a southern tradition that went back to preelectricity days when laundry was done by hand, and usually on Mondays. Since the work tied women to the house, it was the best day for them to watch over a pot of simmering beans.

The product of Tribble’s labor did not look like much. He and Packer had connected twenty frames to the centerboard, ten on each side. The shiny silver assembly appeared to be flimsy, more like a supersized version of a child’s Erector Set than the beginnings of a 487-ton yacht that would be formed with more than thirty thousand pieces of aluminum and cost $40 million.
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Making Plans

If a man is to be obsessed by something, I suppose a boat is as good as anything, perhaps a bit better than most.

—E. B. WHITE

EVAN MARSHALL, one of the world’s most sought-after yacht designers, was in his London office in the fall of 2006, hunched over a door-sized desk that was covered with schematic drawings of Lady Linda. While his iPod shuffled through a collection of more than five thousand songs, a mix of soul, jazz, and rock from the 1960s to the present, he rarely lifted his head. When he did, it was only to look at his laptop, which held electronic versions of the same plans, together with engineering specifications.

Marshall’s appearance was not what most people would expect of a yacht designer. A powerfully built black man with a shaved head, he looked like an African-American Mr. Clean. Lady Linda was the most important project of his career. It was his biggest yacht to date, and Von Allmen’s ambitious goals gave it the potential to advance the reputation of the London-based design firm Marshall founded in 1993.

He had just begun work on Lady Linda’s design. His head was filled with so many thoughts, he was not sure where to begin. Marshall eventually focused on the entryway, which, like the foyer of a large house, would play a crucial role in setting the overall tone. Trinity Yachts had provided a conceptual layout, but the foyer it showed was narrow and oddly shaped, lacking the symmetry and balance Marshall believed to be prerequisites for every estimable interior space.

Turning to his computer, he used his mouse to shift the position of the walls. Although he frequently complained that the design field had suffered because young designers were so dependent on computers that they did not know how to explore concepts with freehand sketches, the forty-seven-year-old Marshall relied on his laptop to expedite many phases of the process. With fingertip ease, he could reverse the direction of stairways, drop tables and couches into a room, land a helicopter on the deck, and even stretch a yacht’s overall length. Down the road, computers would enable him to create three-dimensional images into which he could incorporate furniture and fabrics.
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MARSHALL HAD BEEN drawing boats since he was a child growing up in New York City. His first creations depicted relatively small vessels, inspired by his family’s 32-foot cabin cruiser. His father, Kenneth, a sociology professor at Columbia University who was active in the civil rights movement, loved boats, but he never had enough money to maintain his properly, so it rarely left the dock. During an outing on Evan’s sixth birthday, the craft almost sank, and was sold not long after that. But boats had already taken hold of the young Marshall’s imagination, and he spent much of his boyhood filling spiral notebooks with his ideas. A few years after the aborted birthday cruise, he was walking the docks of a Hudson River marina when he came across the Highlander, an imposing green-hulled vessel that belonged to Malcolm Forbes, the flamboyant magazine publisher. Although he did not know it at the time, Marshall was looking at one of the best-known yachts of the day: a collaboration between Holland’s Feadship, widely believed to be the world’s best builder, and the foremost yacht designer, an Australian named Jon Bannenberg.

Bannenberg had transformed yacht design. Before him, hulls were invariably white or blue, and interiors were almost always paneled with dark woods. Bannenberg used light-toned woods to create more modern interiors, introduced new shapes for hulls and windows, and incorporated previously unheard-of amenities, including elevators and movie theaters. He also encouraged owners to build bigger boats. In the mid-1990s Bannenberg designed a game-changing 316-foot giant for Leslie Wexner, the retailer who founded the women’s clothing chain The Limited. The yacht—Wexner named it Limitless—kicked off an epic nautical footrace. The next step up was Octopus, a 413-footer commissioned by Microsoft billionaire Paul Allen. Shortly before he died in 2002, Bannenberg designed Oracle Corporation founder Larry Ellison’s 453-foot Rising Sun, which became the world’s largest privately owned yacht.

During his examination of the Highlander, when Marshall managed to glimpse into its galley, he was astounded by what he saw: a pair of commercial-sized refrigerators. Since his father’s cabin cruiser had only a small ice chest, the presence of the large appliances was a revelation.

Marshall’s fascination with boat design began as a childhood obsession, a youthful fantasyland, but over time he began to believe it could become something more. After studying naval architecture in college, he secured a job in 1985 with Sparkman & Stephens, a legendary New York design firm. But even then Marshall knew the United States was no longer the place where the biggest and most interesting yachts were designed or built. London had become the epicenter of yacht design, mostly because Bannenberg had located his office there, as had most of his disciples and former employees—groups that came to include almost all of the world’s best-regarded designers. In 1990 Marshall went to work for one of Bannenberg’s former designers. Three years later he founded his own firm.
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Evan K. Marshall.
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THE PLANS Marshall was developing for Lady Linda’s interior layout were a cornerstone of the overall design process. The conceptual layouts Trinity had provided were just a starting point. However, they would play another role in one of the great tugs-of-war that are part of the building of almost every large yacht: even though Trinity marketed itself as a builder of custom yachts, it sought to reduce its costs by encouraging a degree of standardization. It also attempted to minimize the kind of rounded shapes that are easy to draw but expensive to fabricate because of the extra manpower they require.

Labor is the predominant expense in modern-day yacht building: the aluminum or steel used to form the hull and superstructure represents less than 5 percent of the total cost. Labor accounts for two-thirds. New materials and technologies have diminished the need for many types of blue-collar labor, but this does not apply to large metal-hulled vessels. While smaller boats could be molded out of fiberglass, it is not strong enough to build larger vessels, and no one has devised a way to construct oceangoing craft that does not involve welding thousands of pieces together, one at a time. That’s why Gale Tribble has never spent more than two weeks away from work except for two periods when he was laid off in the 1970s.

Since Trinity had agreed to build Lady Linda for a fixed price—the base amount was $37 million, though Von Allmen would eventually agree to several increases—Marshall’s instinctive taste for curves would inevitably lead to conflict. The tension would be complicated further by Marshall’s own interests vis-à-vis Trinity. The company had referred several clients to him, and he did not want to do anything to jeopardize that relationship, unless he had to.

Almost every decision in Lady Linda’s design required a tradeoff. With the foyer, Marshall wanted to find a way to expand its width, but the overall breadth of the yacht could not exceed 35 feet, and giving more room to the foyer would leave less room for the staircase and the galley that probably would be located behind the stairs. Pointing to a small space next to the foyer that he originally thought would be used for electronics, Marshall said, “Maybe I can move this closet somewhere else.” He also shifted the position of a powder room. With those changes, the foyer became larger and rectangular. Marshall went on to illustrate the benefits of this by adding two pairs of double doors. One would lead toward the rear, or stern, and into the main salon, which would be Lady Linda’s largest space. The other doors opened to the master stateroom, a suite of rooms that would include the Von Allmens’ bedroom, his and her bathrooms and wardrobes, and a study.

“The symmetry of the two sets of doors is wonderful,” Marshall declared. With a few more clicks and slides of his mouse, he added opening radiuses for all of the doors, which appeared as dotted lines. Consumed by his work, Marshall’s pace seemed to be accelerating. “This is the fun part,” he said. “Ideas are beginning to form.”
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I Want to Be an Accountant

There never was a great man yet who spent all his life inland.

—WHITE-JACKET, HERMAN MELVILLE

SEVERAL WEEKS after Marshall began developing Lady Linda’s design, he went to Fort Lauderdale, Florida, to talk to Von Allmen and his wife, Linda, the yacht’s namesake, about his preliminary ideas.
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The Von Allmens’ house is a sprawling Mediterranean-styled structure situated on the Intracoastal Waterway, the system of interconnected bays and sounds that reaches from Florida to New Jersey. Opening a wrought-iron gate in front of the house, Marshall entered a small courtyard that had a gurgling fountain at the center. Through the glass of the front door, he could see the living room and, beyond that, a manicured backyard and the dock that would be home to Lady Linda. Linda opened the door and led Marshall to the library, where her husband was waiting. Once they sat down at a marble-topped bar, Marshall unrolled a drawing showing a side view of Lady Linda’s exterior. The superstructure was dominated by two long bands of continuous dark-glass windows that had swooping curved shapes. The arched forms were Von Allmen’s idea—he had faxed a simple sketch to Marshall several months earlier—and the designer had embraced the idea. The shapes reminded him of scimitars, and he thought they would go a long way toward establishing Lady Linda’s character. He hoped a similar aesthetic could be carried over into the interior, with cabinetry that would be bowed rather than flat faced.

Linda obviously liked what she saw. Although she was Von Allmen’s second wife, she was just a couple of years younger than her sixty-seven-year-old husband, so she did not fit the usual society page vision of a “trophy wife.” She was a spirited woman who was always quick to voice her thoughts.

Von Allmen was not. For an accomplished businessman, he had always been unusually reticent. A veteran of countless negotiations, he believed that revealing too much could only impair his bargaining position. His facial expressions were also unrevealing. His most noticeable feature was his hazel eyes, which appeared to be slightly oversized, causing him to look like he was perpetually surprised. His broad face was otherwise unexpressive, as reserved as his house was dramatic.
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VON ALLMEN’S reticence and perhaps his taste for very large yachts and homes were also rooted in his personal history. He had grown up in a family in which money had been an uncertain thing, and his emotions had been tethered closely to economic matters ever since. When a recession struck in the early 1980s, he fell apart completely. His first marriage and his business partnership both unraveled, and Von Allmen became so depressed that he rarely left his house. However, in the years that followed, his private equity investments and the magic-making combination of easy money, low taxes, and a surging stock market buoyed his spirits as well as his net worth.

He had come a long way. As a child growing up in Louisville, Kentucky, Von Allmen had been so physically frail that his mother did not expect him to survive, and she told him as much when he was still young. He was not interested in boats then. His main focus was cars, which was unfortunate, because his family did not own one until he was fifteen. One year after that, his father lost his job as a milkman and moved the family to Miami, where a cousin gave him a job selling reconditioned tires.

Von Allmen hated Florida. He was not interested in academics, and he had no real friends. “I always had the feeling that I was a couple of years behind everyone else,” he would say many years later. After the principal told him he had missed so many days during his senior year that he could not graduate, Von Allmen stopped attending school altogether. He found a job delivering parts for an auto supply store, but his father died not long after that, and his mother decided to move back to Louisville.

Von Allmen then worked as a commercial window washer until a car accident left him unconscious. While he was still in the hospital, he vowed that he would go back to high school. Once he graduated, two years behind most of his original classmates, he went to work in a factory that made boxes; it was his job to pull cardboard containers off an assembly line and pack them together for shipping. He did not mind the work itself, but he disliked his colleagues and worried about his future. Eventually Von Allmen decided to go to college to pursue a very different kind of career path. “I want to be an accountant,” he told his mother. When she asked why, he said, “Someone came to school last year and said the people who make the most money are lawyers, engineers, and accountants. I am not good enough at English to be a lawyer, and I’m not good enough at math to be an engineer, so I’m going to be an accountant.”

Thanks to financial aid and money his mother borrowed from a relative, Von Allmen was able to enroll in the University of Kentucky’s business college. And for the first time in his life, he was a diligent student, earning almost perfect grades. Graduating second in his class in 1965, he was hired by Peat, Marwick, Mitchell & Company to work in its Saint Louis office.

The work, auditing midsized insurance companies, was tedious, but Von Allmen’s greater frustration resulted from his inability to win the respect of the partners who ran the office. Then he heard about a thirty-five-year-old Peat, Marwick client who used borrowed money to purchase a jewelry distribution business. This is when a series of life-altering lightbulbs began to turn bright in Von Allmen’s mind: by buying a company of his own, he would eliminate the need to impress the bosses.

Using business directories he found in a local library, he sent letters to hundreds of company owners, asking if they might be willing to sell. In the spring of 1978, Von Allmen received an encouraging response from the owner of an Illinois company that rebuilt industrial electric motors. He agreed to sell his firm for $2 million. After a bank financed the entire cost of the acquisition, Von Allmen left Peat, Marwick and set out to improve the motor company’s finances by selling off unneeded assets and trimming its operating costs. Just nine months later, he paid off the loans. By then, he had also come to another revelation: he knew less about rebuilding motors and managing a company than he did about buying businesses. So while his initial goal had been to make a single acquisition that would provide him with a stable career, he began to think more expansively: why shouldn’t he spend his time buying lots of companies and hire other people to run them?

Over the next couple of years, Von Allmen worked with a partner from an office in Saint Louis to scour the Midwest and the South for acquisitions. By 1980, they owned six companies. All of them performed well—until the recession of 1981 and 1982, when they all ran into serious problems. That’s when frictions developed in his relationships with his business partner as well as with his wife. The couple had two children: Julie, who was then thirteen, and ten-year-old David. Von Allmen soon separated from both his wife and business partner, and sold off the companies. After the proceeds were divided, he ended up with about $200,000.

Von Allmen became deeply depressed. A couple of years later, he slowly began rebuilding, personally and professionally, and he married Linda. Once the economy recovered, Von Allmen started looking for more companies to buy. Working with new partners—a former banker named Bruce Olson and Olson’s wife, Kimberly—his first acquisition was a firm that sold transformers and meters to electric utilities. In his search for additional assets, Von Allmen developed a network of hundreds of small-time business brokers. Most of the opportunities they offered up were extremely small—they handled gas stations and delicatessens—but every once in a while, they represented something larger. And since the brokers were hard pressed to find investors capable of purchasing relatively big companies, Von Allmen and his partners were sometimes the only bidders.

Every one of Von Allmen’s acquisitions turned out to be a profitable investment. And some were spectacular winners, such as Sunsations, a chain of 45 sunglasses stores that he and his partners snapped up for a few million dollars. They then pursued an aggressive plan to grow the business. Opening as many as four stores a week, Sunsations eventually had 350 locations and became the nation’s second-largest sunglasses retailer. While Von Allmen bought businesses with the idea of keeping them for the long haul, he realized that this investment offered a special opportunity because Sunglass Hut, the field’s leading retailer, was desperate to maintain its dominant position. In 1995 it paid $120 million for Sunsations, earning Von Allmen what was then the biggest payday of his career.

By then, he was spending a lot of his time in Florida. Although he had hated living there as a child, now he loved it, his thinking changed mostly because of boats. During much of his time in Saint Louis, he had a second home on the Lake of the Ozarks and acquired a series of motorboats, each one larger than the last, until he had a 43-footer. After selling Sunsations, Von Allmen bought a 55-foot motor cruiser that he kept in Florida, and a couple of years after that, he traded up to a 76-footer. Each boat whetted his appetite for more, and eventually he agreed to pay $12 million to build a 124-foot three-deck vessel.

Von Allmen said he used that yacht in an altogether different way than his previous boats: “It became a second home. When we want to change the view, we just pull up the anchor.”
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AFTER THE Von Allmens examined Marshall’s drawings of Lady Linda’s exterior, the conversation moved to the interior. Von Allmen was particularly eager to talk about an idea he had for the sky lounge, the space that would share the uppermost deck with the bridge, the compartment from which the yacht would be navigated. “I’d like to put the biggest flat-screen television we can find on the forward bulkhead”—the wall at the front of the room—he said. He did not explain the exact reason for his request, but it had grown out of an idea he and Linda had talked about the night before. Because the bridge would be in front of the sky lounge, there could not be any windows on that wall. Therefore, while the sky lounge would have excellent sight lines in three directions, it would be impossible to see what was directly in front of the yacht. The Von Allmens’ idea was to mount a video camera at the bow that could relay the view to a large television screen. Maximizing views was always an overriding priority, and they saw no reason why they should not utilize technology to expand them. The two of them were also thinking about installing an underwater camera so they could see what was beneath the yacht.

Marshall promised to look into large flat-screen televisions and then brought up a different topic: the construction schedule. “I’ve asked Trinity for a schedule several times because we need to establish some milestones,” he said, “but they haven’t gotten anything back to me.”

The timetable was crucial because it would figure into one of the other big battlegrounds involved in getting a big yacht built. Under Von Allmen’s contract with Trinity, Lady Linda was supposed to be delivered to him by May 15, 2009. Every day of delay would reduce its price tag by $10,000. Given the magnitude of the potential penalty, Trinity would be inclined to pin the blame for any delay that did occur on the owner or—more likely—Marshall. This meant the milestones in Trinity’s schedule might have comfortable cushions of time for the construction phases but difficult deadlines for when Marshall had to deliver various plans. Given this, he was eager to get his hands on the proposed dates so he knew exactly what he was up against.

“I’ve just got to get the schedule,” the designer declared.

By then, Von Allmen was glancing at his watch and rising from his chair. “I know, I know,” he said. “I’ll call Trinity later today.”
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The Sky Is the Limit

Give us the luxuries of life, and we will dispense with its necessities.

—JOHN LOTHROP MOTLEY,

AMERICAN HISTORIAN AND DIPLOMAT (1814–1877)

IN JUNE 2007 the Von Allmens and several executives from Trinity Yachts were among those who traveled to Monaco, the city-state synonymous with wealth and yachting, for a glittering celebration. They gathered in the Sporting Club de Monte Carlo’s ballroom—a large space best known for the way its retractable ceiling can be rolled back to reveal the sky—to honor the most noteworthy megayachts launched during the previous year. As waiters weaved through the room while balancing silver trays freighted with slender flutes of champagne, a powerful sound system pumped out the Red Hot Chili Peppers’ hit song “Can’t Stop.”

The evening resembled the Academy Awards, or even more, the Golden Globes, with guests sitting down to several courses of food and wine before the presentation of fourteen prizes. The Von Allmens would win one for the interior design of a yacht they already owned: Linda Lou, a 197-footer that Lürssen, a German shipyard, had delivered to them a few months earlier. They were standing near the center of the room, chatting with several friends who had joined them on the yacht for a cruise that had taken them from Barcelona to the French Riviera before they arrived in Monaco a few days earlier.

When Von Allmen spotted John Dane III, Trinity’s president and primary owner, he waved him over to talk about Lady Linda’s construction schedule. Von Allmen knew the $10,000-a-day delay penalty was almost impossible to enforce. Just before the party, he explained why: “Every time you make a design change, they say, ‘That’s going to add another two weeks to the completion date.’ You can say to them, ‘Hold on: you’re saying that if we change one faucet, it means that it’s going to hold up the whole job for two weeks?’ They say, ‘Yeah, well, there’s a lot more involved with that faucet than you think.’ So every time you sign a change order, they get another two-week extension.” Von Allmen also knew Trinity was under tremendous pressure because of the number of yachts it had agreed to build and also because of its move to Gulfport, where it was struggling to reassemble its workforce.

“Listen, I know how many boats you have going,” Von Allmen said to Dane, “and I don’t know how you’re going to do it!”

“We’ll be okay—”

“I’m sure you will be, but let’s come up with a schedule for my boat that’s realistic, so we don’t end up playing the game.”

“Yeah, I know what you’re saying,” Dane said. “Let me take a look at it and get back to you.”
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THE IMPORTANCE of the awards that would be distributed reached beyond their recipients. This was reflected by the audience of more than five hundred, which included members of the megayacht economy’s vast supporting cast: designers, builders, brokers, bankers, insurers, and lawyers.

Between two large round tables that were covered by royal blue tablecloths and an array of glasses, Ron Holland, a veteran designer, was marveling at the industry’s globalization. He had begun his career designing small sailboats in his native New Zealand but was now based in Ireland, creating plans for vessels many times larger. One was Mirabella V, a 247-foot sloop that had been the world’s biggest privately owned sailboat until venture capitalist Tom Perkins, who was also in the room, built an even bigger one. Holland had just returned from China, where several new yacht builders had sprung up almost overnight and where he was overseeing the construction of a 150-foot boat for a German client. “The quality of the work there is very good,” he told David Ross, the president of Burger Boat Company, a builder located on the shore of Lake Michigan in Wisconsin.

Ross said the market was growing so rapidly that he was not worried about competition from China. “I was just in Dubai, where they are going to build docks for forty thousand yachts over the next few years,” he said. “If just one percent of them are for 150-footers, we’ll be in great shape. And then there’s the Russians: five of the seven boats we’re building right now are for Russians.”

Near the back of the room, Jim Herman, an owner of an Australian yacht builder, Warren Yachts, was complaining about how the falling value of the American dollar was making it difficult to sell boats in the United States, but he was bursting with optimism nonetheless. “The industry is just exploding,” he declared. “There are more orders—and the boats are getting bigger and bigger. Is it a bubble? I don’t think so. I think the market is only going to get stronger.”

Following dinner, Jill Bobrow, the editor of Show-Boats International, the glossy magazine that sponsored the night’s festivities, stepped onto the stage to present the awards. The first, for “Outstanding Achievement in a Motor Yacht,” which was considered a lifetime-achievement award, went to Lady Anne, the ninth in a series of ever-larger yachts owned by Jerome Fisher.

Fisher had made his fortune after he identified a huge source of unfulfilled demand in the women’s shoe market back in the 1970s: the shoes that appeared on the pages of Vogue and Harper’s Bazaar—the ones the fashion czars praised and to which many women aspired—were so expensive as to be out of reach for most consumers, and there were no low-cost alternatives. Setting up manufacturing facilities in Brazil, Fisher began producing fashionable footwear at radically lower prices. He later founded Nine West, a retailer that was soon selling one out of every five pairs of women’s shoes in the United States.

When it came to building his latest yacht, Fisher had not taken a low-cost approach. The 225-foot vessel had a crew of twenty-two and eight different areas where as many as a dozen people could sit down for a meal. The interior spaces were inspired by the grand salons of the great transatlantic liners of the 1920s and 1930s.

Before they accepted the prize, Fisher and his wife, Anne, invited close to twenty people to join them on the stage. Then Anne, an architect who had planned the interior with the help of an Italian designer, went to the lectern, put on a pair of glasses, and began reading from typewritten remarks to describe the contributions of each member of the assemblage. By the time she got to the lawyer, the audience broke out in laughter. Looking up from her papers, Anne spoke sternly: “No no, the lawyer is very important—really.” That was as specific as she got, but several people in the audience thought they understood the reference: in spite of what Von Allmen said about the unlikelihood that a shipyard would pay a penalty for a tardy delivery, the Fishers’ lawyer apparently had extracted a substantial settlement from the shipyard that built Lady Anne.

Steve Rattner, the forty-six-year-old head of the merchant banking group at Donaldson, Lufkin & Jenrette, won the award for the best “refit” of a yacht. To better meet the needs of his young children, he had rebuilt a yacht that was originally launched in 2002. The “swimming platform” at the stern had been expanded, as had storage compartments for the “toys”: Jet Skis, kayaks, and a pair of small sailboats. Rattner was obviously thrilled with the result: the 168-foot-long Helios 2. “We love the lifestyle,” he declared from the stage, “and we love the people you meet, everyone from the nineteen-year-old Australian deckhand to the billionaire. I can’t imagine living without it.”

The biggest winner of the evening was Tom Perkins, who was honored for his Maltese Falcon, the largest of the yachts being celebrated and the only one powered by sail. Inspired by nineteenth-century clipper ships, “the Falcon,” as Perkins called it, carried three carbon fiber masts, each of them close to twenty stories high. But its size was not the boat’s most remarkable feature. In his professional life, Perkins had provided start-up capital to several companies that had transformed their industries—among them Genentech, Netscape, Google, and Amazon.com—and his yacht was also revolutionary. Unique among large sailing vessels, its enormous masts rotated to harness the wind more efficiently. That meant the masts were not supported by any kind of rigging. During the design phase, many had pronounced that impossible, and Perkins, a self-described “tech nerd,” had played a central role in developing technologies that proved the skeptics wrong.

Perkins had taken an equally untraditional approach to the yacht’s interior, insisting that it be sleekly modern and have an “open plan” and walls expansive enough to display large contemporary paintings. With glass panels that revealed the base of the masts and polished stone and metal floors, the vessel’s interior looked less like a sailing yacht than something out of Star Wars.

Show-Boats is an industry publication, the cheerleading kind that inevitably focuses on the positives, but it was clear that Jill Bobrow, who had been editing yacht magazines for thirty years, was genuinely impressed. When Perkins made his way to the stage to pick up his fourth prize of the evening, she declared, “The Maltese Falcon is, quite simply, the most extraordinary yacht I have ever seen.”

A few minutes later, a band that had been flown in from California began to play, and someone pressed a button to retract the ceiling. The group played an evocative blend of rock, jazz, and blues, and had a name that seemed completely out of sync with the rest of the festivities—“Big Dume”—but as the guests tilted back their heads to see the stars, it seemed, at least for the yacht owners and their facilitators, like the sky really was the only limit.

[image: star]

THE AWARDS made up just part of four days of celebration. One of the other highlights was a “yacht hop,” a kind of progressive cocktail party during which owners and other guests wandered among the several hundred million dollars’ worth of vessels docked along the eastern edge of Monte Carlo’s main harbor. While not every owner joined the fun—Lady Anne was situated at one end of the pier, and a uniformed crew member was stationed at the head of its gangplank to make it clear that the Fishers had other plans—most did.

The crew at the yacht next to the Lady Anne, a 270-foot-long monster called Floridian, were particularly welcoming. Built by Greg Norman, the Australian pro golfer, the yacht was originally named Aussie Rules, and it carried a 42-foot sport-fishing boat called No Rules, along with a fleet of smaller recreational vessels and more than two hundred fishing rods. Norman had paid $70 million for the yacht and sold it for $90 million a few years later. Wayne Huizenga, the new owner, had founded three companies that became the dominant force of their industries—Waste Management, Block-buster Video, and AutoNation. Huizenga renamed the yacht, painted the hull green, and replaced the platform that held the fishing boat with a landing pad for a twelve-seat helicopter. The helicopter was also green, and its tail carried the logo of the Miami Dolphins, which Huizenga co-owned. He was not on board for the party, but his son Wayne Jr. was a gracious host, pointing the way to the bar and a seafood buffet where the crab cakes were particularly popular.

The next yacht, Alysia, was even bigger. The 279-footer had eighteen guest cabins and a crew of thirty-six. Andreas Liveras, a Cyprus-born shipping magnate, had built Alysia, as well as an almost identical sister ship, Annaliesse, with the idea that he would then be able to charter each of them for $900,000 a week, exclusive of fuel and food, or sell them to someone who did not want to wait to have a megayacht built from scratch. He hit the jackpot with Annaliesse, which he sold to the ruler of Dubai, Sheik Mohammed bin Rashid al-Maktoum. The sheik already owned the world’s largest yacht, a 532-foot vessel that was originally commissioned by the younger brother of the sultan of Brunei, Prince Jefri Bolkiah. Sheik Mohammed had bought that vessel when it was still under construction in 2001, renamed it Dubai, and redesigned its interior so the top two of its seven decks would be reserved for his personal use. The other decks contained fifty guest suites and space for a crew of 115. Dubai was still being refurbished when the sheik bought Annaliesse. According to Billy Smith, Trinity’s top salesman, who was participating in the yacht hop, “The sheik didn’t want to wait, so Andreas earned a very substantial profit”—at least $30 million.
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