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PALMARINA BODRUM
Far from the madding  
crowd at the Turkish  
Riviera’s premier marina.

IT’S IN THE GAME
What innovative sporting 
platforms are we seeing in 
yacht design today? 

REGATTA ROCK STAR
Considering the responsibilities 
of race crew, with Olympian 
Shirley Robertson.

THE BIG BLUE
The Mayer family on how 
their world tour has brought 
them closer together. 



The trip that Delisa and Tony Mayer are embarking on with their 
three children is the stuff of dreams. The family undertook a major 

conversion of 42m M/Y The Big Blue before departing on a year-
long world cruise. Ellie Brade met the Mayers midway through their 

adventure in Auckland, New Zealand. 

– WORDS BY ELLIE BRADE AND IMAGES COURTESY OF THE MAYER FAMILY
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When Tony Mayer first discovered the 
brokerage listing for a 42m explorer yacht 
in Turkey, he probably had no idea of 
all the memories, both good and bad, 
that this boat would later hold for him 
and his family. For himself, wife Delisa, 
daughter Alex, 13, and twin sons Justin 
and Nicholas, both nine, ahead lay a 
frustratingly long rebuild period, followed 
by great white sharks, black sand beaches, 
panning for gold, hundreds of helicopter 
flights, remote islands, unrivalled cultural 
experiences, wreck diving, jumps off 
the side of the boat and countless more 
memories. 

The quest to buy a yacht was driven 
by the Mayers hatching a plan to leave 
America and sail around the world for 
a year. Deciding not to charter, buying 
and converting a yacht was the most 
affordable option. Both Tony and Delisa 
were already experienced sailors, with 
Tony’s father having owned the 90ft 
Sparkman & Stephens White Eagle for 
14 years. The couple would have loved 
a sailing yacht themselves, but decided 
on a motoryacht due to the practicalities 
of space but also largely due to Alex’s 
motion sickness. “The Big Blue is a 
functional vehicle built to get us to the 
most beautiful sites in a comfortable 
way,” explains Delisa. “Other boats would 
possibly have limited our choices for the 
journey we wanted to do.” 

Tony stresses that a broker was essential 
during the search and purchase process 
but he was the one who stumbled across 

the boat. “I looked at the boat and I said 
‘wow’,” he says. The Mayers thankfully 
secured the yacht at a remarkably low 
price and threw themselves into the long 
conversion process. Selecting Derecktor 
for the job, preferring work to be done in 
the US so they could keep an eye on the 
project, the family moved to Florida for 
the majority of the refit’s duration, living 
in rented apartments and eventually on 
board in the shipyard. “I don’t think 
there’s ever been another family whose 
taken something like that refit on and 
been so involved throughout,” says Delisa. 
“My favourite part was that for a long time 
the subs who were coming on and off to 
do the work thought we were part of the 
crew too.” 

The yacht arrived at the yard in May 
2012 with a scheduled one-year refit 
ahead. “There was a lot of work to do,” 
says Tony. “We pretty much gutted it.” 
The couple involved designer Luiz de 
Basto in the refit process, something they 
credit hugely for the project’s success. 
“We would not have had as good an 
experience if we hadn’t had a designer 
come in,” says Delisa. “I would never, ever 
do a boat without a designer. Luiz was 
fantastic, and we still have a relationship 
with him today.” 

A major element of the refit was 
adding a heli deck to the yacht. “When 
I was hunting for yachts I had the wild 
idea that if we could get the right size 
boat we could put a helicopter on it; 
my favourite thing to do, my passion, is 

to fly,” says Tony. “Delisa was saying, ‘That 
can’t be the one requirement because that’s 
crazy.’” Crazy it may have seemed, but this 
addition turned out to be one of the best 
the couple made. “It has added so much 
value to our trip as it gives us the luxury of 
having a vehicle to break into the interior of 
some of the more inaccessible places we’ve 
been,” says Delisa. “Adding the heli deck also 
created an amazing covered space on the 
back of the yacht; we’ve had all our parties 
out there as you can put so many people 
back there.” 

Although a helicopter has been a crucial 
part of their trip, the Mayers stress the need 
to train crewmembers in helicopter safety 
procedures. The family hired specialist 
company The Squadron to train the crew on 
helicopter protocol. “You can’t afford not to 
do it,” says Delisa. “Sometimes people think 
that because they own a yacht or have good 
pilots that nothing is going to go wrong, but 
you always have to plan.” The couple took 
a similar approach to investing in training 
around the security for the trip, employing 
Phantom to provide security support and 
train the family. “Don’t think if you pull up 
in a yacht that people aren’t aware of you 
and you can meld into the island,” cautions 
Tony. “I liked Phantom because they didn’t 
come in and scare the kids, they taught us 
how to protect ourselves without scaring 
anyone off going on the trip.” 

Frustratingly, the scope of work required 
on The Big Blue delayed her completion until 
August 2013, extending the refit time to 16 
months. “Our hope was if we began our trip 
[in] June 2013 as planned we would have hit 
the weather perfectly,” says Tony. “However, 
because we left late we hit the weather 
in limbo and didn’t get to do all we had 
planned to do.” 

Despite the frustration of the extended 
refit time, the family are still certain that 
refitting a brokerage yacht was the right 
choice that gave them the best return for 
their money. “I don’t know if we could have 
afforded to have a boat of this size if we had 
bought it brand new,” reflects Tony. “Even 
though the time and money was almost three 
times what we initially thought, we ended up 
with a boat that was bigger and cheaper than 
we could have built in less time.” Delisa adds: 
“I will say that whether you are doing a refit 
or a new build, you are going to get out what 
you put into it.” 

With the refit over, the family moved on 
to the boat in August 2013 and undertook a 
shakedown cruise in the Bahamas. After 

“WHEN I WAS HUNTING 
FOR YACHTS I HAD THE 
WILD IDEA THAT IF WE 
COULD GET THE RIGHT 
SIZE BOAT WE COULD PUT 
A HELICOPTER ON IT; MY 
FAVOURITE THING TO DO, 
MY PASSION, IS TO FLY.”
– TONY MAYER, OWNER 
OF THE BIG BLUE

Opening page: Jumping off The Big Blue into the big blue.
This page: (top left) Tony and Justin in the helicopter, 
(top right) Alex, Justin and Nicholas with lobsters in Milford 
Sound, (bottom right) Delisa, Alex, Justin and Nicholas on 
a hike.
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a few months motoring around Florida 
they were ready to leave for the Panama 
Canal. The family headed for the 
Galapagos to spend days scuba diving 
with hammerhead sharks and trekking 
with large tortoises and iguanas, before 
embarking on the crossing, making land 
in the Marquesas after 11 days and 3,110 
nautical miles. After Tahiti and then 
Moorea for Christmas, they headed to 
Samoa before arriving in New Zealand 
in January 2014 for two months. From 
there the yacht moved on to Fiji, and 
will visit Vanuatu, the Solomon Islands 
and Papua New Guinea before they 
make their way home. 

When I met the family halfway 
through the trip they were full of praise 
for their recently completed trip around 
New Zealand, with highlights including 
cage diving with great white sharks off 
Stewart Island. “I joke that as my kids 

grow up nothing will impress them 
having been cage diving with great 
whites by this age,” laughs Tony. “We 
almost didn’t come to New Zealand 
because we made the mistake of looking 
at it as one country instead of looking 
at it as multiple destinations ,” says 
Delisa. “You get everything, the variety 
of the country is incredible and diverse. 
Unfortunately two months wasn’t 
enough to do it properly.” 

Meeting people and the activities 
the family have done has been vital 
ingredients of the trip. “I think it’s 
important for everyone to know that 
the reason behind a lot of this trip is 
experience learning for our children,” 
Tony tells me. “To me, as someone who 
didn’t really like school that much, 
experience is the best way to learn.” The 
children have a teacher on board and a 
dedicated classroom for lessons. Every 

activity the family has done has been 
justification in itself for the trip. “When 
you’re in a restaurant ordering scallops, 
you have no idea where they live, that 
they can swim, what their shell looks 
like. Our children will know that,” says 
Tony. “I’ll never forget my daughter’s 
face scuba diving in Marlborough, trying 
to collect the scallops,” adds Delisa. “She 
was throwing them up and watching 
them and I could see her eyes this big 
and I could feel her emotion. It was just 
so memorable.”  

“I WILL SAY THAT WHETHER YOU 
ARE DOING A REFIT OR A NEW 
BUILD, YOU ARE GOING TO GET 
OUT WHAT YOU PUT INTO IT.” 
–  DELISA MAYER,  
OWNER OF THE BIG BLUE

Top: The Big Blue in Auckland.
Bottom left: Alex Mayer, 13, swimming with scallops.
Bottom right: The kids cage diving with great white 
sharks in New Zealand.
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NICHOLAS: WHERE DID YOU FIND THIS 
LOVELY BOAT?

TONY: We found this boat in Bodrum, 
Turkey. We bought the boat and brought 
it back to the United States and finished it 
at Derecktor. Although it was sold as new, 
it really was a Derecktor completion and 
we built this boat. 

DELISA: Before we bought the yacht we 
had to decide if we wanted to charter a 
boat for a year or buy one. We started on 
the charter side, and did a test charter. 
Or as I say, we dated a boat. But it always 
came back to having the option to choose 
the crew and who you’d be sharing the 
experience with and that was the make or 
break for us.

NICHOLAS: HOW DID YOU COME  
UP WITH THIS AMAZING TRIP?

DELISA: We had always planned to go away 
and leave the US and our comfort zone 
and go and live in another country for 
one year. At first we thought we would live 
in Europe or South America, but a lot of 
our friends who did that came back and 
were a little saddened as they hadn’t really 
immersed into the culture. Instead they 
had moved into a little pod of American 
friends and put their children into an 
American school, and I decided we would 
probably be subject to doing the same 
thing. Instead of immersion I decided we 
would do exposure to a lot of different 
countries.

TONY: I always remember the night when 
we were struggling to decide what to do. 
I said, “The kids are at the perfect age, 
here’s our window, we have to decide 
what we are doing.” We were focusing 
on Europe and Delisa looked at me and 
said, “If you’re really wild you would buy a 
boat and go cruising around everywhere.” 
When she said that she was probably 
wishing she hadn’t said it because my 
just eyes lit up. “That’s exactly what we’re 
going to do,” I said.

ALEX: MOM AND DAD, WHAT WAS  
THE HARDEST PART ABOUT LEAVING  
COLORADO TO COME ON THIS TRIP?

DELISA: I would say at the time, knowing 
what to take with us with a limited amount 
of space on board. Now the hardest part 
of what we left behind is a schedule, 
because the weather or location will 
change from week to week. There really 
isn’t a schedule on a boat, and I think as 
humans we miss that. 

TONY: For me, Grand Jan (my mother), 
because I know she was concerned and 
I am a big support to her. And then 
the people I work with; we run a family 
business so our employees are almost 
family to us, and everyone was saying, 
“Why do you need to go away for a year?” 
Maybe it was their hardship that made 
it hard for me to leave. Does that make 
sense? I also miss skiing!

DELISA: That’s true. My husband brought 
his ski boots and equipment on board just 
in case.

JUSTIN: WHAT HAS BEEN YOUR  
FAVOURITE PART OF THE TRIP?

DELISA: That is probably the hardest 
question because there are so many great 
things we have done. My favourite part of 
the trip has been the family time. We have 
never spent this much time together in 
our lives and we probably never will again. 
The other great thing that is memorable 
is the weather. Good weather makes our 
trip. One of the parts we thought would 
be most boring was motoring from Florida 
to the Panama Canal and that was one of 
the most exciting parts because it was like 
motoring on a glass lake the entire time 
and we would stop the boat and jump off 
like it was a giant swimming pool. 

TONY: I would take it one step further 
and say the experiences we had together 
are my favourite part. If you look at any 
team-building courses, you have to get to 
know each other in stressful situations. 
To me all the experiences we have had 
together mean I can’t pick a favourite. 
One thing that has been special about the 
experiences is that we have experienced 
the lowest lows and the highest highs, 
there is not much middle road. We are 
either crying or we’re laughing. 

ALEX: My favourite part of the trip has 
been spending time with my family. Even 
though sometimes it’s hard, it’s fun to 
really get to know them and learn things 
I didn’t know about my parents. I really 
enjoy meeting all the new people and 
kids. Sometimes spending so much time 
with my family is tough but it’s great to be 
able to meet people and go to different 
schools and see how they do things and 
our similarities and differences. 4 $&

WITH THE FOCUS OF THE MAYERS’ 10-MONTH TRIP BEING QUALITY FAMILY TIME, 
WHO BETTER TO CONDUCT A CANDID Q&A ABOUT THE JOURNEY THAN THE THREE 
YOUNGEST MEMBERS OF THE FAMILY? IN A FIRST FOR THE SUPERYACHT OWNER, 

WE INVITED ALEX, JUSTIN AND NICHOLAS MAYER TO BE THE JOURNALISTS AND 
INTERVIEW THEIR PARENTS ABOUT THEIR TRIP.

WITH ALEX, JUSTIN AND NICHOLAS MAYER

“MY FAVOURITE PART 
OF THE TRIP HAS BEEN 
THE FAMILY TIME. WE 
HAVE NEVER SPENT THIS 
MUCH TOGETHER IN OUR 
LIVES AND WE PROBABLY 
NEVER WILL AGAIN.” 
– DELISA MAYER

This page: (left) a family hike at twilight, (top right) 
a cultural outing in a traditional Maori canoe,  
(bottom right) Delisa and Alex at a black sand beach.
Next page: Jumping off the boat is a pastime.
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JUSTIN: My favourite memory is New Year’s 
Eve, when Alex planned a Great Gatsby-
themed party, and at midnight I jumped off 
the top of the boat into the New Year. 

DELISA: We all jumped in, in full costume, 
the crew and the family. 

ALEX: It was so much fun. I hadn’t been 
able to jump off the top before because 
I got so scared and I just couldn’t do it 
and then finally, finally on New Year’s Eve, 
after spending four months on the boat I 
jumped off the top for the first time.

NICHOLAS: I loved the orca whales and the 
shark dive. My favourite part is jumping off. 
I was the first person to jump off the boat. 
I have more jumps than anyone else on 
board.

ALEX: HOW WOULD YOU HAVE PLANNED THIS  
TRIP IF YOU DID NOT HAVE CHILDREN?

DELISA: I would never come back! I would 
have people come to see me. 

TONY: It might be a sail boat. 

NICHOLAS: HOW DO YOU MAINTAIN YOUR  
FITNESS WHEN YOU ARE ON BOARD?

DELISA: Every destination we stop at we 
hike. If we can’t get off the boat we all go 
to the top deck and make a circuit and we 
always laugh and laugh.

JUSTIN: I like to run and jump and if you 
time it right and jump as the boat comes 
down on the wave you can jump really 
high!

DELISA: I’m so glad when we have the 
opportunity to exercise with the crew, 
whether on board or on a hike. I’m a very 
big supporter of having the crew do as 
much with us as possible. Each of the crew 
is from a different country and they have 
conversations with the children during 
activities and we're all learning together. 
We’re one big family on this boat and we 
treat the crew as family instead of staff. 

JUSTIN: WHAT PLACES ARE YOU  
EXCITED ABOUT GOING TO?

DELISA: I am most excited about seeing your 
faces when we hike up to the lake in the 
middle of Palau called Jellyfish Lake.

TONY: I’m a little bit more general. We’ve 
explored New Zealand so well and I am 
excited to see the rest of the South Pacific. 

ALEX: I’m most excited about going to 
all the different islands and seeing how 
different they are and getting to play with 
the local children. One of our school 
projects for Fiji is we have a budget and 
we have bought things to give to the local 
children, like picture books and soccer 
balls, and we are going to empty our closets 
of the things we’ve grown out of. We made 
a plan and decided what we thought we 
would like and need and split it up and 
decided how much we would put towards 
each thing.

ALEX: WHEN YOU GO BACK TO COLORADO  
WHAT WILL BE DIFFERENT AND HOW DO YOU 
THINK YOU WILL HAVE CHANGED?

DELISA: Six months of depression! In 
seriousness, what I would like to bring back 
are some of the things and traditions we 
have learned – I think it would be fun to 
do a hangi [New Zealand earth oven] and 
show friends that experience.

TONY: Experiences change people and I 
just know I’ll be changed and I think the 
main thing that I sometimes focus on is 
our renewed ability to adapt to change and 
disappointment.

JUSTIN: Life’s the same for boys. Although, 
when we get back I think we’ll be pretty 
popular in school!

ALEX: I think I’ll appreciate a lot more what 
I have than when we first left. Now that I 
get to see all these people and what they 
don’t have and how happy they are I think 
I’ll appreciate everything I have and what 
my parents do more. 

DELISA: Yesterday when we were hiking Alex 
said “I think I might live here one day” and 
for me when she said that it was the most 
rewarding thing as it showed that this trip 
has really opened her eyes.

ALEX: I HAVE ONE LAST QUESTION FOR YOU GUYS. 
IF THERE WAS A POSSIBILITY YOU COULD KEEP 
THIS BOAT AT THE END OF THE TRIP WOULD YOU 
DO IT?

TONY: We ask that question of ourselves 
every day. Some days I walk round and say 
‘I could never sell this boat’ and some days 
I am ready to sell it that day. 

DELISA: I bet you that is 100 per cent felt by 
all superyacht owners. 

“MY FAVOURITE MEMORY 
IS NEW YEAR’S EVE, 
WHEN ALEX PLANNED A 
GREAT GATSBY-THEMED 
PARTY, AND AT MIDNIGHT 
I JUMPED OFF THE TOP 
OF THE BOAT INTO THE 
NEW YEAR.”
– JUSTIN MAYER

TO COMMENT ON THIS ARTICLE GO TO:
WWW.THESUPERYACHTOWNER.COM


