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STEP BACK IN TIME ON BOARD CHRISTINA O, 
ONCE OWNED BY ARISTOTLE ONASSIS,  

TO DISCOVER A YACHT WHOSE ROMANCE  
AND HISTORY HAS PLACED HER IN A LEAGUE  

OF HER OWN.

WORDS  CHRISSIE MCCLATCHIE  �  IMAGES  STEF BRAVIN

A s the vintage Hacker-Craft limousine tender pulls up to 
the passerelle of Christina O, it dawns on me that I’m 
about to add my name to a very exclusive guest book, 
one overflowing with the signatures of 1950s and 
1960s glitterati. By stepping on board a yacht that, at 

the time, was the inner sanctum of politics, business and celebrity, 
I’m about to walk in the footsteps of Frank Sinatra, John Wayne, 
Greta Garbo and Marilyn Monroe, to name a few. The yacht’s 
legendary Ari’s Bar, made from an ancient Spanish galleon with 
stools infamously covered in leather made from the foreskins of 
sperm whales, was a cosy nook where Sir Winston Churchill first 
met John F. Kennedy, circa 1957. As I stepped inside, I could almost 
hear the hushed tones spoken as they sipped on their nightcaps.

For almost two decades, from the mid-1950s to the mid-1970s, 
Christina (as she was then known) was the ultimate private 
members’ club; a yacht designed to entertain royalty (including the 
Hollywood kind) as she cruised the Mediterranean between the 
Greek Islands and Monaco. The personality big enough to host such 
high society was Greek shipping magnate Aristotle Onassis. The 
yacht was his passion, named after his only daughter, Christina.  » 
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a state of total disrepair. It took another Greek shipping 
magnate, John Paul Papanicolaou, three years and US$50 
million (A$68 million) to bring her back to her former glory 
and, in 2001, she returned to the seas as Christina O.

Today, her incredible history and sense of romance make 
for a yacht charter experience unlike any other. At 99 metres 
long, she’s one of the largest superyachts around and, with 
the capacity to accommodate 34 guests in 17 cabins, is one 
of the few classified as a passenger vessel. Rather than being 
reserved for private use, however, Christina O continues in  
the finest Onassis entertaining tradition, and is a popular 
venue for weddings, celebrations and even corporate events.

With a Sinatra soundtrack playing softly in the 
background, I’m shown around by Hotel Manager Florin 
Belciug. One of a permanent crew of 38, he’s been on board 
for over 10 years and says he often wonders what Onassis 
would have made of today’s 24/7 connectivity. The Onassis 
era was a time free from digital distraction, as a photo of 
Churchill gazing out to sea reminds me. But there are still 
plenty of original touches – a fireplace made of lapis lazuli,  
a Steinway grand piano, a Renoir in the Onassis Suite – and  
a collection of memorabilia that keeps growing. As we pass 
through the spa and gym to make our way to the split-level 
jacuzzi deck for lunch, I appreciate that this is very much a 
yacht to enjoy today, as well.

It may be 75 years since Christina O was launched, yet the 
grande dame is still full of youthful energy, and her distinctive 
lines (and canary yellow funnel) continue to turn heads as  
she cruises the Mediterranean’s hotspots each summer.  
I’m invited on board for lunch just as another back-to-back 
charter season draws to a close, and only hours before the 
current owner is about to join – a man who, just like Onassis, 
has fallen head over heels for Christina O’s charms.

“He’s spent the past five years pumping money into 
getting her into this condition,” Morley tells me. “Not only  
has she been repainted, but the superstructure was re-faired 
first, so she literally shines like a brand-new yacht.” 

Other investments, such as shade covers on the decks, 
an improved swim platform, and the latest toys for 
watersports, are further acknowledgements of modern charter 
guest expectations. “That,” he announces proudly, “is how it’s 
possible that a yacht built so long ago can compete with the 
modern luxury yachts.”  

The Onassis era was a time free 
from digital distraction, as a photo 

of Churchill gazing out to sea 
reminds me ... But there are still 

plenty of original touches.

My host, and Christina O’s central charter agent, Tim 
Morley, calls the yacht an “icon of the seas”, and in view of 
the homogeneous sea of modern motor yachts, I can’t help 
but agree. While today, superyacht construction is dominated 
by UHNWIs planning every aspect of the build from scratch, 
Onassis chose a different route – purchasing a World War II 
naval frigate for scrap value from the Canadian government, 
post-war, before undertaking an enormous conversion project 
in Germany. The yacht’s heritage only adds to its modern-day 
allure. Built by Canadian Vickers in Montreal in 1943 as 
HMCS Stormont, the vessel saw action during the Battle  
of the Atlantic and, Morley tells me, even witnessed the 
Normandy landings.

The conversion is reputed to have cost Onassis US$4 
million (A$5.4 million) and set the precedent for superyacht 
luxury. A seaplane was kept on deck to travel to and from the 
yacht, along with a convertible Fiat 500 for shore excursions. 
Her aft-deck mosaic dancefloor, which recreates a scene from 
Crete’s Palace of Knossos, could famously be lowered to 
form the bottom of the swimming pool. This original feature 
can still be enjoyed by guests today.

But more than the bells and whistles, it’s the love stories 
Christina O has been witness to that leave a mark as we  
sit at anchor in the bay of Villefranche-sur-Mer on this  
warm afternoon. The walls are decorated with black and  
white photographs of celebrities from the past: Richard 
Burton on the phone, for instance, and Elizabeth Taylor 
chatting to a friend. Grace Kelly and Prince Rainier III of 
Monaco held their wedding reception on board in 1956. 
These decks and corridors were also the setting for more  
than one Onassis relationship. While the yacht hosted  
the tycoon’s 1968 wedding to Jackie Kennedy, it is his 
bittersweet romance with soprano Maria Callas that still 
lingers more than half a century on.

Onassis died in 1975, leaving Christina to his daughter. 
But she gifted the yacht to the Greek government, which 
renamed her Argo, with the intention of making her the 
presidential vessel. Concerned about public perception, 
however, the plans were scrapped and, for more than two 
decades, Onassis’ prized possession lay abandoned at a 
naval base near Piraeus, where frequent lootings left her in  
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