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F erenc Mate said that in !e Finely 
Fitted Yacht, a wonderful volume 
full of big and small ideas to make 

one’s boat his own. Inspired, my girlfriend 
Mia Karlsson and I set to work to create 
the finely fitted bookshelf.

!ere is a photo of Mia, the most toler-
ant girlfriend on the planet, covered head 
to toe in a combination of paint, sawdust, 
and fiberglass, holding a circular saw, with 
a maniacal grin plastered on her lovely face. 

We’d just finished Act I of our pilot berth 
redux, which is to say that we destroyed the 
starboard side of our little yawl, all in the 
name of a bookshelf. 

Ah, but no ordinary bookshelf this 
would be. We were in search of something 
greater, something grander... We’d turn 
the cabin of Arcturus into a library. Yes, 
a library! Books would surround us on all 
sides, endless volumes from the classics 
of literature to modern adventure stories, 
nautical almanacs, sailing directions, and 
travelogues. It would be our own slice of 
heaven, a place to spend the cool fall eve-
nings cuddled up next to the warmth of the 
little flame dancing inside the diesel heater, 
only an arm’s length away from countless 
journeys of the mind.

Interestingly, erecting a bookshelf in 
one’s house requires only the e"ort of get-
ting to the nearest furniture store, buying 
a particularly handsome looking piece, and 
finding a place for it behind the couch. 
If you’re really looking for a project, one 
could head o" to IKEA, for something a 
little more adventurous, only “some assem-
bly required.” 

But when your home is a classic 35-foot 
sailboat, a little more thought and a lot 
more e"ort are required for any project—
it took Mia three days to come up with a 

viable solution for where to put the paper 
towels—let alone one that requires some 
major remodeling. You see, to build our 
shelf, we first had to destroy the couch. 
Hence the circular saw.

Arcturus was lovingly cared for for more 
than 25 years by her previous owner, who 
had spent the last four years completely 
rebuilding and refitting her into “like-new” 
condition. Not a small task for a boat 
originally built in 1966. So, it was with 

mild apprehension that we began disas-
sembling the beautiful interior in the name 
of our library. !e design came together 
quite quickly one evening over a bottle of 
wine. I decided to remove the starboard 
side pilot berth in favor of a traditional set-
tee with bookshelf behind, and at the same 
time, add a bookshelf on the port side. We 
would end up with nearly 16 total feet of 
shelf space, more than ample for an endless 
supply of reading material.

We started by doing what every livea-
board has to do at some point in his or her 
waterfront tenure: we packed everything 
into the V-berth, shut the door, and began 
demolition. Mia wielded the aforemen-
tioned circular saw while I brandished 
a good old hand saw, and together we 
eliminated the pesky pilot berth in half a 
day’s work. 

It didn’t stop there. Next came the 
grinder and sander, and along with it, a 
finer dust settled on the already thick layer 
of wood shavings and itchy fiberglass. !e 
biggest challenge to us liveaboards was 
that we were liveaboards—lunch consisted 
of a hunk of bread smeared with peanut 
butter and washed down with milk in all 
of five minutes, for we had to hurry to put 
the boat back together before dark, before 
bedtime. 

Mia is definitely the brains of our little 
work force. I’m an “experiential learner,” 
which is a nice way to say that it takes me 
twice as long to do any sort of project. First 
I’ll go through with my wild ideas, screw 
up royally, and then rebuild them right the 
second time ‘round, armed with knowledge 
gained from my first-time mistakes. Mia, 
on the other hand, is of the “measure twice, 
cut once” mindset and often fixes my mis-
takes before I’m allowed to do any harm.

Unfortunately for the new port side 
shelf, my school of thought won out, and 
we ended up with a shelf 16 inches high 
at the ends, and 15 inches in the middle. I 
only noticed the error after we had glassed 
everything in place. And of course, the 
epoxy had had plenty of time to cure. 

Lesson learned (see, my way is worth 
something!), we ground out the glass bond, 
re-measured—twice this time—and re-set 
the shelf on a nice even keel. 

!ree 12-hour days of labor since the 
project started, and we’re still waiting for 
paint to dry. As I write this, the salon of 
Arcturus is bare wood, all the cushions and 
liveaboard odds and ends piled high in the 
V-berth. Yet I’m still here, though slightly 
woozy from the Bilgekote fumes. !e last 
coat goes on tonight, and with any luck, 
our new library will be open for business in 
the morning. 

It’s too bad they don’t have an IKEA for 
boatowners. 
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