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THE BIG THREE catamaran builders – Fountaine Pajot, 
Robertson&Caine and Lagoon – are pushing hard for your dollar 
right now and thanks to mass production and economies-of-scale they 
are delivering increasingly better boats at sharp prices, as typified by 
Fountaine Pajot’s Helia 44. A replacement for the Orana 44, the 44-foot 
Helia brings some interesting innovations including the saloon-top 
lounge area, sheltered aft deck and a remodelled galley.  

This size of catamaran is very much the sweet-spot for buyers with 
more space than the next model down, the Lipari 41, and a big cost 
saving on the larger Saba 50. Reflecting the worldwide popularity of this 
model that numbers 117 since its introduction in 2012, at least eight 
have been supplied to the Asia-Pacific region.

Stepping aboard hull number #48 in Sydney, the styling and feel 
are reminiscent of the flagship Sanya 57 that I have sailed, which 
isn’t surprising since the prolific French design house of Berret-
Racoupeau was responsible for both boats. But the Helia is a much 
more manageable package that allows it to be easily handled by a 
couple. Thanks to engines outboard on both hulls, catamarans are very 
controllable in close-quarter manoeuvring but many have one problem 
– invariably your views are restricted from the helm. Not the case with 
the Helia, as its elevated single helm station gives confidence even to the 
newbie cat commander.

High Helm Station
Wide steps from the aft deck lead to the starboard helm station 

where the sail controls are separated from the helm by a walkway. The 

downside of this slightly unusual arrangement is inconvenience for the 
short-handed steerer whose best way of trimming would be to click 
on the Garmin autopilot before leaving the helm. But the upside with 
this separated arrangement is ample room to work the Harken genoa 
winches and the halyard runs are near the mast, so they are easy to 
manage, especially with the single electric Harken. Another plus are 
the rope bins here, which keeps the passageway from becoming strewn 
with lines. Behind the helm lies the main track that sits at the end of 
the boom and offers maximum control of the fully battened mainsail. 
The wide bench seat at the helm means commanding is not a lonely 
experience and to avoid the Helia – the Greek for sun – a tubular and 
canvas bimini is available.

Large Galley Topside
When it comes to choosing the internal layout of catamarans, the 

popular variations are often where the galley goes and the amount of 
space given to the owner. The galley-up style involves sacrificing part of 
the saloon, while the galley-down invariably uses sleeping space. For the 
couple cruising, the galley-up is popular because it allows cooking in a 
more social atmosphere and the meal can conveniently be served to the 
alfresco dinners on the aft deck. 

Clever internal design by Isabelle Racopeau creates a very liveable 
space on the Helia with lounge forward alongside the spacious chart 
table, while the galley is spread across the aft part of the saloon and the 
big improvement over the Orana is a mid-floor bench workspace that 
also supports the cook in rough seas. A three-burner gas stove with 

SUN WORSHIPPER
EPITOMISING THE MODERN CRUISING CATAMARAN WITH TWO DECK LEVELS, LIVING SPACE TO 
RIVAL A 60-FOOT MONOHULL AND AN ABILITY TO SAIL TO WINDWARD, IT’S UNDERSTANDABLE 

WHY FOUNTAINE PAJOT’S HELIA 44 IS ALREADY A POPULAR BUY. By Kevin Green
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separate oven plus optional microwave should cater for most tastes, but 
even better is the twin-drawer refrigeration with large pantry in the 
starboard quarter. Not so good are all the sharp edges, which would 
bruise the cook in big waves. 

But the pluses far outweigh the minuses on the Helia and include 
the abundant natural light throughout the saloon from the large 
surrounding windows and, unusually, from skylights that are being 
tried on the brand for the first time. Another cat characteristic to 
watch for is the window angle in the saloon, so brands such as Lagoon 
and Fountaine choose more upright designs to maximise space and, 
importantly for Asia, minimise sun exposure. The alternative is more 
aerodynamic sloping windows that improve the airflow, but let in the 
sun. Another plus on the Helia is the ability to transform the saloon 
table into a day bed with adjustable table legs.

Luxurious Owner’s Suite
The review boat was the three-cabin owner’s Maestro version that 

devoted the entire starboard hull to a spacious suite, sealed off by a 
sliding door. Alternatively, and with chartering in mind, the four-berth 
version has identical hull layouts with slightly larger aft cabins in each, 
all with en suites – impressive when you consider this is only a 44-footer.  

Stepping down into the starboard owner’s cabin brings you into a 
very comfortable space with towering headroom, lit up by two large 
oval port lights and several opening skylights, so ventilation is good 
when the air conditioner isn’t on. The skipper can even see aft thanks to 
a rectangular window over the large island bed, plus there’s an opening 
porthole for that welcome through breeze at anchor. Moving into 
the cabin’s centre, the vanity desk is dual purpose and surrounded by 
cupboards, then passing forward brings you to the bathroom that has a 
separate shower cubicle forward of the electric toilet.

Climbing over to the guest accommodation in the port hull brings 
you into an equally comfortable area with spacious double beds in each, 
alongside twin en-suite bathrooms. The nervous catamaran sailor may 
choose the forward bunk as it contains the escape hatch, obligatory 
on all larger multihulls sold in Europe and definitely advisable for any 
offshore sailing.

Sheltered Decks
The hardtop GRP coach roof extends over the aft deck to create a 

sheltered outside dining area and clear plastic screens can seal off the 
entire area. The single level lounge deck has bench space for eight to 
dine at the teak table to port, plus a single bench opposite with a large 
storage box beneath. There is also a fridge, making it an ideal spot for 
sundowners.

Another good design feature is the transom walkway allowing the 
crew to move about without disturbing those lounging on the aft deck 
benches. Water access is also easy with moulded steps on both hulls and 
launching the rubber dinghy from the davits proved hassle free when I 
used it as a photo boat. 

Moving around on the flat decks of the Helia is done easily thanks to 
flush hatches but hand support could be better. Full-length coach roof 
grab rails would be preferential on an ocean going catamaran, rather 
than a short length found on the port side only. Cleating is adequate 
including mid-ships, while at the bow a Quick 1500W vertical electric 
windlass is housed in the port locker with plenty of space for chain. 

The enormous adjoining locker is multi-purpose, as my host for the 
day Condor explained. “What I particularly like about the Helia is that 
Fountaine Pajot has taken all the machinery outside the boat, so gear 
such as the genset goes into the forward locker.” There would be enough 
space for fenders in this locker as well.

Easy Rig Access
Access for dousing the mainsail is easy, despite the tall box-like 

saloon structure, thanks to the steps leading up from the helm area 
to the sunpad. The quality of a spars and shrouds is paramount on 
catamarans because they don’t heel under pressure; meaning loads can 
be very heavy, even on relatively sedate cruising boats like the Helia. But 
the quality Z-Spars rig and large outboard chain plates holding swept-
back wire shrouds should do their job well. 
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As catamarans don’t have backstays or vangs to control the mast 
and mainsail, these shrouds are best to be oversized for the average 
cruising cat and they are on the Helia. The sailplan uses a fully 
battened Incidence mainsail and genoa as standard, but the optional 
Doyle screecher that flew from the bowsprit is a wise addition for Asia. 
Lazy jacks and a large sailbag hold the mainsail and for heavy weather 
there’s single line reefing for the first tuck and regular slab for the two 
further reefs. 

lots of wetted area. But the lack of swell allowed the Helia to build up 
some momentum under genoa and mainsail, moving us along at 6.2 
knots on a beam reach. 

From the comfy double helm seat the clear views forward and all 
around gave me the confidence for any tight manoeuvring – often a 
problem of larger catamarans – and also allowed me to sail the boat well, 
thanks to clear sight of the genoa telltales. Wishing to change my point 
of sail I asked Condor – who was standing ahead of me in the helm 

Fountaine Pajot Helia 44

LOA  13.25m (43.5ft)

Beam  7.4m

Material GRP

Weight (unloaded)  10,800kg

Draft  1.15m

Sleeping Capacity  6

Fuel  470 litres

Water  750 litres

Engines  2 x optional Volvo 55HP Saildrive (40HP standard)

Main Sail Area  70sqm 

Genoa Area  45sqm

Tall Hulls
Berret-Racoupeau has created tall, upright hulls that give sufficient 

bridgedeck clearance to avoid wave slap, the bane of many catamarans. 
The underside flows smoothly to minimise resistance, while long mini 
keels reduce leeway and allow the hulls to dry out. The La Rochelle-
based yard uses the latest technology in its high-volume manufacturing 
process, so the hulls of the Helia are vacuum-bagged solid fibreglass 
below the waterline with a balsa-cored sandwich above. This means they 

will withstand a knock while giving insulation 
inside the living quarters. 

The deck is infused GRP, which saves 
weight while giving structure and the quality 
of the finish was excellent throughout. Lateral 
rigidity is paramount on a catamaran, so the 
company wisely chose to mold the bridgedeck 
and saloon in a single structure using 
injection molding. Hull space around the 
engines is plentiful for servicing the optional 
55HP Volvo saildrives – the standard models 
are 40HP.

Sailing in Sydney Harbour
Motoring away from the confines of 

Darling Harbour, I opened the twin Volvos 
as we came out into Sydney Harbour and 
reached 9.2 knots as the 55HP saildrives 
spun the three-bladed folding propeller at 
2,900RPM. Beyond the Harbour Bridge, we 
encountered a light breeze of 10 knots – not 
the kindest way to sail a large catamaran with 

station corridor – to tighten the sheets while I concentrated on steering 
the Helia up to the wind until the telltales went horizontal at 40 degrees 
with the Garmin plotter showing 5.1 knots speed. 

Conveniently, all sheets run to the helm station apart from the 
portside screecher one, so tacking was easily done – just keep your 
speed up on a catamaran in light conditions and steer it steadily through 
the wind – and we sailed off towards Garden Island while dodging the 
pugnacious Sydney Ferries that always assert their right of way with a 
loud toot. 

Sailing Newbies
Alongside me sat one of our two guests for the day – Irish born 

Georgina, who was a complete newcomer to sailing, and her partner Ty 
were buying a Fountain Pajot Saba 50 – so with some encouragement 
from me she took the helm. After realising the slow response to her 
turning the wheel, Georgina settled in well and even enjoyed steering 
through several tacks and a gybe. 

“It’s not as hard as I thought, but a lot slower than our motorboat,” 
she laughed. A wind of 10 knots is ideal for learning sailing, but more 
seasoned owners would be reaching for the Volvo throttles. However, 
we had the optional screecher so I stepped down on the wide deck to 
unjam its furling line while Condor ran the port sheet over to the helm 
station as I furled the genoa. Unfurling the larger headsail immediately 
gave an different feel to the Helia and it sprang into life, surging ahead 
on a beam reach to 6.9 knots as we aimed for the clear horizon between 
Sydney Heads. 

I envisaged us carrying on through and up the coast for a crossing 
to Indonesia, just in time for the Asian regatta season, a feat this all-
encompassing cruiser could do with style.
www.fountainepajot.com
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