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The last thing you’d expect to find in landlocked Lexington is an interior designer who is internationally recognized for her nautical designs. 

But from her Lexington office, Deborah J. Drury, ASID, has designed luxurious houseboats and yachts that are docked all over the world — from Lake Powell, Ariz., to Brazil. 

Lexingtonians might recognize Drury for her award-winning residential and commercial interior designs. She is a graduate of the University of Kentucky with a degree in human environmental sciences and interior design. She founded her own company, Deborah J. Drury, ASID Interior Design Inc., in 1991.

While she enjoys her local residential and commercial work, Drury always looks for a new challenge. That is how she first got her feet wet in nautical design, a field that surprisingly offers many opportunities in Kentucky.

A houseboat haven

Located at the junction of four of the largest rivers in the United States — the Cumberland, Tennessee, Ohio and Mississippi — Kentucky has more miles of navigable waterways than any other state except Alaska. Kentucky is also known as the “houseboat capital of the world,” manufacturing more houseboats than any other state. In fact, about 80 percent of the nation’s houseboats are made in Kentucky.

One of Drury’s friends heard that a major houseboat manufacturing company was building a new facility in Somerset, Ky., and alerted Drury that there might be an opportunity to expand her expertise to nautical design. In 1996, Drury made a cold call to the manufacturer to offer her design services. The call paid off. 

Drury began designing two to three custom houseboats each week for the company’s clients. While she no longer works for one particular company, Drury continues to get requests from clients all over the country who are purchasing or renovating houseboats.

“I always like to do different things — things that challenge me. If not, I get bored,” Drury explained. “Whether I’m designing a boat or a home, I always try to do something no one else has done.”

One of her most distinctive designs is an arched, curved helm that has since been dubbed the “bikini” helm because of its shape. Other designers have since copied the popular design. She was also the first designer to use laminate floor covering in houseboats.

Like any residential space, a houseboat provides many opportunities for innovative design. “Some people want their houseboats to look like their home; others want the opposite of what they have at home. Some like a nautical look,” Drury said. “It is very easy to personalize a houseboat.”

She has designed boats with a sleek, contemporary feel and others with a very traditional decor. But themed boats are often the most interesting projects for Drury. For example, one client requested a patriotic theme on his houseboat, so Drury incorporated a star pattern in the carpeting and star appliqués in the drapery. 

Many clients also want the latest technological gadgets and amenities onboard their boats, including remote-control draperies, visual and audio security systems, home offices, fireplaces and wine coolers in the kitchens.

In most cases, the houseboat is a floating resort for the owner. “They buy boats to get away from work, to get on the water, relax and get some family time,” Drury points out.

In order to accommodate a relaxing lifestyle on the water, Drury selects durable, commercial fabrics, wallcoverings and carpeting that can withstand heavy use and more frequent cleaning. She also pays attention to maximizing the space for adequate storage and comfort.

A new direction takes flight

Drury earned attention from the yachting community when one of her houseboats was featured as the “Miami Showboat” at the Miami International Boat Show. The editor of Yachting magazine attended the show and was curious about the houseboat from Kentucky that was docked among yachts and other sea-going vessels. 

“He thought it strange to see a houseboat next to $10- and $15-million yachts,” Drury recalled. He came onboard and was immediately impressed with the luxurious design. He asked to meet Drury and later featured her work in the magazine.

Since beginning with houseboats, Drury has also designed several yachts. And remaining true to her formula to always try something new, she recently completed her first airplane design. She renovated an older King Air aircraft that is hangared in Central Kentucky.

“I’ll never get bored with my work,” Drury said.

