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It’s nearly fifty years since the last wooden Hillyard went down the slip at their 
Littlehampton yard in West Sussex and yet examples of these family-friendly cruising 
yachts can still be found in harbours across the UK. Usually double-ended and with a 
deep centre cockpit, they were built in large numbers post-war in what was the boom 
time and, as it turned out, also the swan song for wooden boat-building. Rugged and 
sea-kindly they inspired some notable small boat voyages and, whilst the adventures 
of Victor Clark, Keith Robinson and Frank Mulville amongst others found their way 
into print, little has ever been written about David Hillyard.

Hillyard: The Man, His Boats and Their Sailors sets out to explain the man and 
his ethos as a self-taught designer and innovator who wanted his boats to appeal to 
ordinary people. It covers Hillyard’s life from his birth in 1883 in the east coast village 
of Rowhedge into a humble family with strong connections to the sea. Gray paints a 
vivid picture of the social divide of the times and the influences that living in a small 
religious community had on the young Hillyard. His father, David Sr, came from a 
long line of fishermen and during the summer months would, like many of the men 
in the area, crew on the large racing yachts belonging to the aristocracy.

Young David chose to take up a boat-building apprenticeship in the nearby village 
of Wivenhoe. Despite proving himself to be a capable and fast worker, at the end of 
his seven year apprenticeship Hillyard, as was the custom, had to leave and seek work 
elsewhere, soon moving from Essex to join the grand-sounding Littlehampton Motor 
Boat Company on the south coast. Sadly David’s new employer had little work and 
it was the failure of this business that led him to set up on his own. Finding himself a 
small premises in Littlehampton, he soon won a contract building 8ft clinker dinghies 
for a large London department store. By the time the Great War came, Hillyard 
had become an established small boat builder and was soon engaged in work for the 
Admiralty producing Montagu Whalers and lighters. 

When peace arrived David Hillyard was already in his late 30s and, as Gray puts it, 
made a decision that would lead him to ‘fame if not fortune’ when he put all his faith 
and money into purchasing new, larger premises on the west bank of the River Arun 
with the intention of building cruising yachts to his own design. Developing his own 
distinctive style and keeping costs down but not quality, Hillyard soon found himself 
with a productive and profitable business. Gray includes some enjoyable anecdotes of 
the workforce and their pride in, as well as loyalty to, the business despite the harsh 
working conditions. The yard quickly developed a reputation for quality, and Hillyard 
pushed sales by being one of the first builders of cruising yachts to exhibit at public 
exhibitions, including the very first boat show held in 1922. At the age of 76 he would 
have the privilege of opening the 1958 London Boat Show.

The 1920s were a good time for the Littlehampton yard, but as the decade drew to 
a close so the world moved into a recession and, as the orders began to dwindle, he 
came up with an idea that not only saved his business but changed the way boatyards 
would work in the future – he began building boats ‘on spec’ rather than to order. This 



led him to establish standard ranges of boats, and to adopt a production-line system 
using similar sections for boats of differing lengths and patterns for planks on standard 
craft as well as prefabricated hatches and companionways.

The Second World War put paid to yacht building, but once again the Admiralty 
were after Hillyard’s services to build 72ft (22m) Harbour Defence Motor Launches 
and large numbers of Landing Craft Assault vessels. Whilst some yards made large 
profits out of this work, Hillyard accepted a minimal level of profit and in 1946 was 
awarded the MBE.

David Hillyard felt that in a post-war world sailing should no longer be a 
predominantly all-male pursuit, so adapted his pre-war designs to suit families. He 
invented the ‘three cabin layout’ – an aft cabin for the owner and his wife and a fore 
cabin for the children, separated by cockpit, galley and saloon. Boats also began to be 
fitted with carpets, and portholes received curtains.

Despite being married for nearly 30 years David had no children, so his nephew Dennis 
Cullingford, who had joined the company as an apprentice, eventually took over the 
running of the yard. Hillyard never wore the trappings of wealth or owned a car, and 
continued to ride his trusty Francis Barnett Motorcycle until shortly before his death 
at the age of 80 ... by which time GRP boats were beginning to take over the market.

The second half of the book contains short biographies of many of those who have 
owned or sailed Hillyards. Gray has provided a very nice who’s who of Hillyarders, 
including some well-known names as Nevil Shute and Arthur Ransome of Swallows 
and Amazons fame. It is refreshing that he also mentions many ordinary people – those 
who enjoy, along with their families, the simple pleasures of sailing these vessels and 
who have done so much to keep the name of Hillyard alive and well-represented at 
maritime festivals in the UK and further afield. 

Although David Hillyard proudly proclaimed that no boat came out of his yard that 
he had not designed, Appendix 1 shows that this is not entirely true as it covers those 
boats which he designed jointly or did not claim to have designed. Appendix 2 is a very 
entertaining and informative account by Chris Barnes of life as a Hillyard apprentice 
during the 1960s, an age before health and safety regulations. The Bibliography is also 
comprehensive, as is the index.

Hillyard: The Man, His Boats and their Sailors is an excellent and informative read. 
Nicholas Gray was the ideal author, as not only is he an experienced yachtsman 
but personally knew many of the people who feature in its pages. He has owned 
a number of classic yachts, one of which was the Hillyard 22-tonner, Wendy Woo. 
Highly recommended.
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