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The Story of the Yard Crane  

by Arni Highfield 

 

At the last AGM, members were promised a report on the purchase of the yard crane. The delay in doing so 

is regretted, but we are all volunteers using our own time to support the club. Those originally tasked just 

could not find the time. So at last, here it is. 

 

I tell this story based on many recollections and some documents, but I was not there at the time, so I may 

have got bits of it wrong, but I believe it is essentially correct. In addition to documents, I could not have 

completed this without the contributions and recollections of Mike Randall, Phil Boothroyd, Nigel Francis 

and Mike Franco. I thank them all. Please forgive me if any errors or omissions have nevertheless crept in. 

 

A while back, the General Committee of the Club were faced with a number of issues, and the way these 

issues came together into our story involved many meetings, discussions and opinions over an extended 

period. Here are the key ones:- 

 

The slipway cradles were seen to be deteriorating, and one report suggested repair would be very 

expensive. It was also clear that having slipway work involving banging, grinding and painting next to our 

major social venues was, to say the least, undesirable. Added to this was the fact that only two larger 

vessels heavier than the 9-ton limit of the mobile crane could be taken out of the water at one time, and 

only one of the increasing numbers of catamarans in the Club. Another factor was the increasing numbers 

of local shipyards being closed or turned over to boat storage due to the government's short-sighted 

policies. This had already brought much more demand for our own facilities, and the boats in the Club are 

not getting smaller either.  

 

Other factors had prompted a review of the Club's Development Plan, and this culminated in a decision to 

re-develop the Garden Bar and Balcony. There were other factors which also leaned away from 

re-vamping the slipway, although it was considered. 

 

Thus concurrently with the redevelopment of the Garden Bar and the extension of the balcony it was 

decided to close the slipway and move all boat work to the boatyard across the basin. The removal of the 
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trolleys on the slipway would also allow us to move the dinghy activities to the old slipway, creating even 

more space in the yard. However, in order for this to work the Club would need to devise a method to lift the 

larger, heavier and wider vessels that had previously used the slipway up onto the hardstand 

.  

 

Now things get a little cloudy. Back in the past it had been envisioned that a marine travelift would 

eventually be acquired, but this long-considered solution was rejected for reasons which unfortunately are 

not well documented. Asking around, it seems this was based on three major concerns. The cost of the 

ground works to create the finger piers for the lift and levelling the whole yard area, the cost of the travelift 

itself, and the layout of the yard making the manoeuvring of the travelift problematic. These arguments all 

have merit. Any criticism is that the process of studying this option and reaching the conclusion to reject it is 

not recorded and thus may well not have been done in an entirely scientific manner. We still cannot say 

with certainty that we would not have been better off with a travelift and no detailed attempt to cost this 

option seems to have been made. 

 

A very large mobile crane was also considered but rejected on cost and footprint. 

 

At the critical moment, the Vermeer Company of Holland presented their yard cranes to the Committee. 

The Committee was impressed, and rightly so. These cranes are superbly designed, and offer unique 

features making them an attractive option for our needs. Members of the Committee and Club 

Management went to see Vermeer cranes in operation, and came away convinced that they worked as 

advertised. And herein lies one of the problems. All other options seemed to have been dropped at this 

point, if any other than a travelift and a mobile crane had ever been considered. Furthermore, several key 

points were missed, including two very important ones. Firstly Vermeer, up to that point, had only built 10, 

20 and 30 ton cranes, and the Club had already decided it needed 40-45 ton capacity. Vermeer would have 

to design a new model for their range. Furthermore, we would still need to move boats from where the 

crane lifted them, and for this Vermeer offered a boat transporter, ironically built by the Marine Travelift 

company. This was touted as an ideal solution, though it now transpires that the combination was not then 

in use anywhere for lifting keel yachts., My researches indicate that the transporter had only been used 

commercially (other than for demos) to lift power boats. 

 

Events however, seem to have gained a certain inevitability, and a final design of the proposed crane was 

submitted to the Club for approval. This was agreed, and a contract submitted, which was signed. However, 

the contract, both as signed or seen previously in draft, does not include an express functional specification 

that addresses the particular circumstances of the Club’s planned use, both the crane location and the 

nature of the boats to be lifted.  The contract specification is more generic, referring to a weight and lift 

height/width range capability.  Nevertheless there seems no doubt that Vermeer were fully aware of the 

Club’s requirements, both from the discussions that took place and the information provided, but also 

especially from having visited the Club and reviewed the planned installation location.  At an earlier stage, 

albeit by reference to Vermeer’s 30 ton crane design, a functional specification was prepared by the Club 

that correctly identified the need to lift boats of different weights and dimension, motor boats with high 

freeboard, yachts with deep keels and also catamarans. 

 



As the discussions moved towards final agreement Vermeer were seemingly still working on the design of 

the 40 ton crane and it is now apparent that at a late stage Vermeer changed the specification included in 

the contract to something different to that provided only two weeks earlier, and did so without any notice to 

the Club. This action by Vermeer was at the very least disingenuous (and far stronger language could be 

used if the lawyers allowed me)  but it is very difficult to establish clearly what went on, as much as 

anything because Vermeer have since gone bankrupt and we have had no access to their documents or 

design drawings.  It may only be a coincidence but one result of the late change, while not affecting the 

weight capability, was to reduce the length of the crane such that it would fit into a standard container.  

That it did so would obviously have saved substantial amounts on fabrication and shipping costs. However, 

whatever the explanation the outcome was that we received a crane about 2 metres shorter than we 

expected, and this has been at the root of many of the problems associated with its use. 

  

Now to backup a bit, although the transporter was made by a different company, we were purchasing it 

through Vermeer as a package with the crane. When the crane had already been made ready to ship, we 

were told that the transporter was also ready for shipment and were asked to complete 50% of the final 

payment. However, the transporter never arrived. Sadly Vermeer went bust and it seems the money we 

had given them for it had disappeared into their debts. We subsequently had to deal directly with Marine 

Travelift to obtain the transporter (which was vital for the crane’s use) we had to pay for half of it twice! I 

have no commercial background, but surely you don't make payment until you receive the bill of lading 

proving the item has been shipped? 

 

It took a while for all the problems to become apparent, and there were plenty more, including badly 

designed spreaders, silly details on the cradles provided, and a complete inability to lift a keel yacht on the 

transporter without the cradles, but those provided were clumsy and inappropriate, despite our staff's 

familiarity with their use. By the time these problems had been realised, Vermeer was bankrupt and we had 

nowhere to turn. Rumours of all the problems had spread widely within the Club, and contributed to 

Committee members either standing down or not being re-elected at the AGM.  

 

Let me make it quite clear that having researched events at some length, I now feel reassured that those 

Committee members involved in his project did their very best, and overall, their vision and energy have 

made a huge improvement to the Club. When the dust has settled we will owe them a debt of gratitude 

because the Club will have vastly superior social venues and a far better and more efficient boat 

maintenance operation than before. However, some serious errors in the purchasing process were made, 

and there were occasional failures of logic. This might not have been important if Vermeer had not got into 

financial trouble. Had that not happened, we would no doubt have received a properly designed 40-ton 

crane, and a transporter, although we would still have had design problems with the latter and the spreader 

and cradle problems would still have needed sorting out, but presumably a healthy Vermeer would have 

done that at their expense.  

 

Thanks to the combined efforts of Paul Brownless, the Rear Commodore Operations and his Operations 

Committee, Jimmy, the Marine Operations Manager and his men, and Mac and Allan in the yard, we 

believe all the problems have been, or soon will be, largely solved.  The vast majority of the boats 

originally intended can be lifted as planned.  Of course, this has cost the Club extra money, which all on 



the Committee regret.  However, having been dealt the cards we had, considerable effort has been putting 

into creating a working solution, which as the level of activity in the boatyard demonstrates, has greatly 

increased the Club’s ability to service member’s boats, the original objective. 

 

The package will probably still be somewhat cheaper than the travelift solution would have been (this would 

have required works on the seabed an area increasingly fraught with Government regulation and 

difficulties), and hopefully nearly as good (showing my bias). Here's what we have done: 

 

 We have acquired the supports for the transporter to enable them to handle keel yachts, and to further 

improve this we have also ordered two extra support pads and a keel support offered by the 

manufacturer. This will have the additional benefit of removing the need for the cradles, in most cases, 

simplifying everything.  

 

 For the crane we have new spreaders of a completely different design recently delivered, which you 

will see used soon. This will solve some of the problems associated with lack of height and cut the 

manpower required.  

 

 We are still considering an option to raise the whole crane on a re-enforced concrete or fabricated 

plinth to regain the lost 2 metres, depending on how the new spreaders work.  

 

When the works are completed we hope to be able to lift almost every boat in the Club, including, perhaps, 

the largest catamarans. 

 

Even without these modifications we have successfully lifted Mark Houghton's 64' Sundeer 'Resolute', the 

Fraser Doig, and my catamaran Jade, amongst others. 

 

To improve the efficiency of the boatyard, we have re-designed the layout of the yard. Soon 10 working 

bays will be delineated, some reserved for big, heavy or wide vessels, and for spraying. New safety rails 

have been put in place and a new member's work area established. The main part of the dinghy sail 

training centre has already been moved to the old slipway, which was tidied up and smoothed, and I for one 

think it is a real benefit for a yacht club's social area to have a clear view of so many kids, and less able 

people, enjoying our pastime. If we can successfully get a lease on the section of Government land to the 

West of our premises (for the third time of asking) we should then be able to accommodate all dinghies in 

that area. 

 

Looking to the future, it is important that the lessons of this project are learned. To this end I have devised a 

'Major Project Purchasing Procedure' which has been approved by the General Committee and will be the 

required procedure for every item of expenditure over $500,000. This is designed to ensure that, where 

possible, we have a tender exercise based on a clearly identified requirement, and that tenderers will only 

be offering a proven product. Any interested member can view a copy of this procedure by asking at the 

office.  

 



There have been negative comments floating around about some previous Committee members, but these 

uninformed comments have proved to be largely unjustified. Let's move on, all be friends and instead, 

thank them for their considerable efforts. And if you think you can do better, which perhaps you can, put 

your name forward at the AGM! 

——————————— 

If you have recently changed any personal contact particulars, please feel free to contact us either by email: 

membership@hhyc.org.hk or fax to 23581017.  
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