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Western Isles, a Hong Kong-owned superyacht, was originally a Japanese Weather Research Vessel.
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When a Filipino client – a passionate boater 
who owned a 60-footer – came to Mark Prangnell 
in 1999 asking for advice on a $35 million Feadship he 
was thinking of buying, it set in train a series of events 
that even Prangnell could not have foreseen. Prangnell, 
an engineer with experience both on yachts and with 
Prometheus Marine in Singapore, had headed to the 
Philippines in the 1990s and liked it so much, he 
decided to stay. Working as a one-man band, and 
acting as distributor for Onan in the region, business 
had been brisk.

He looked over the Feadship’s GA and specs, and offered 
one piece of advice: why not buy an old boat for a fraction 
of the cost, do it up, and use it as a trial for the owner to 
determine what he really wanted? That was 1999, and that 
project became the �rst conversion by Harbour Yacht 
Services (now HYS Yachts, also see page 80), Prangnell’s 
company based in Subic Bay, northern Philippines.

The chosen vessel was a 52 metre, formerly a Japanese 
government maritime cadet training vessel, named 
Taishu Maru and in 2000 she emerged from the yard as 

�����
������������
SHE STARTED AS A JAPANESE TRAINING 
VESSEL, AND WAS FIRST CONVERTED INTO A 
YACHT MORE THAN A DECADE AGO. HAVING 
NOW COMPLETED HER THIRD REFIT AT HYS 
YACHTS FOR HER THIRD OWNER, THIS 55 
METRE IS READY TO CRUISE ONCE AGAIN...

words: Tim Thomas
photography: courtesy of HYS Yachts

a 55 metre cruising superyacht called Tiara II.
‘The owner had liked the idea,’ says Prangnell, ‘as it 

worked out to be 10 per cent of the cost of the Feadship. 
I got naval architect Simon Jupe – whom I had met in 
Singapore a few years previously – to do the design for 
the conversion on a vessel I found in Japan, and that was 
the start of Harbour Yacht Services.’ As it turned out, 
Jupe joined HYS Yachts as a partner, and the owner of 
Tiara II became a shareholder.

In 2003, a Swiss client came along and offered to buy 
Tiara II from the original owner, so it was sold. ‘He 
bought it just before New Year,’ explains Prangnell. ‘He 
went for a short cruise in the Philippines and a week 
later, in Manila, he arrived with a list of improvements 
and modi�cations he wanted doing.’ These included 
adding a bulbous bow and Quantum four-�n zero speed 
stabilisers, �lling in the forward well deck to create a 
tender garage, and extending the saloon over the garage, 
along with other functional upgrades to bring her into 
the league of modern expeditionary superyachts – and 
he wanted the �nished yacht in the Galápagos 10 months 
later. ‘It became our second project,’ says Prangnell. She 
was relaunched in 2004 as Galapagos.

In 2009 the yacht was sold again, this time to a friend 
of the original owner. On his recommendation, 
Galapagos motored back from Gibraltar to the 

Ark Angel  is the result of three separate 
transformations for three owners, which 
have taken her from Japanese training 
ship Taishu Maru  (top left) to her current 
incarnation (right). All were done at HYS 
Yachts in the Philippines

Original boat 

Taishu Maru Conversion 3 

Ark Angel

Conversion 2 

Galapagos 

Conversion 1 

Tiara II 
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It is often said that great things come from 
chance encounters, and for Philippines-based HYS 
Yachts (formerly Harbour Yacht Services) this couldn’t be 
more true. The two yard heads – engineer Mark Prangnell 
and naval architect Simon Jupe – met when they were on 
neighbouring yachts anchored in Singapore in the 1990s.

‘I used to work for Bill Dixon, and we had a guy who 
wanted to build a wooden schooner in Malaysia,’ explains 
Jupe (pictured top right). ‘I came out to project manage it. I 
was rigging the schooner in Singapore – it was around 1990.’

Prangnell (pictured top left) takes up the story: ‘I was 
working on board an 1896-built 36 metre yacht as engineer 
at the time, so we’ve known each other for a while. I then 
worked for Prometheus Marine, and did a few big re�t 
projects in Singapore. I was sent to the Philippines to do 
some work on a Filipino-owned 90-footer (27.4 metre), did 
six months and then realised there was no one here who 
could do what I do. So I bailed from Singapore in 1997.’

Jupe, meanwhile, was running a consultancy covering 
both commercial vessels and yachts, and was advising 
brokers and captains on the then new MCA coding.

But how did HYS emerge from these disparate strands? ‘I 

 The art of 
conversion
AS REFITS GO, A CONVERSION IS PRETTY 
EXTREME – TAKING A BASE BOAT, USUALLY 
FROM A COMMERCIAL BACKGROUND, AND 
TRANSFORMING IT INTO A YACHT. FOR ONE 
COMPANY, BASED IN THE PHILIPPINES, THIS  
IS NOT THE EXCEPTION, BUT THE NORM

words: Tim Thomas
photography: courtesy of HYS Yachts

managed to pick up the distribution for Onan (generators), 
and that led me to doing smaller boats as a one-man band,’ 
continues Prangnell. ‘Then one Filipino with a 60-footer 
(18.2 metre), a passionate boater, called me and said he was 
thinking of buying a Feadship. It was on at $35 million, and 
he didn’t know if it was what he wanted. I suggested perhaps 
that he should buy an older yacht, do it up, use it as a trial 
horse and learn where he wanted things. That was in 1999, 
and that �rst vessel – an old cadet training ship from Japan 
– became our �rst project (see page 86). I got Simon – who 
was still based in Singapore – to do the design.’

More than a decade and nine conversion/re�t projects 
later, HYS continues to go from strength to strength, with a 
solid ethos and a waiting list of clients. There are no 
swanky of�ces or tiers of management, just Prangnell on 
site – he works on the projects every day alongside the 
Filipino yard workers – and Jupe working largely remotely 
from his home in Thailand. Meanwhile, the yard workers 
are now fully up to speed with what is required in terms of 
superyacht �nish. The yard itself is located in Subic Bay, 
which was for a long time home to the American �eet. As 
a result, there is a wealth of shipbuilding experience and 

While some conversions 
retain the look of the 
original donor vessel – 
such as the 37m �sheries 
training vessel Wakachiba,  
which became Blue Hunter 
(below, on the right) and 
subsequently Dr No  – 
others, such as the 48m 
�shing research vessel 
Hokko Maru  (below, on the 
left) which became the 
50.8m Northern Sun , are 
almost unrecognisable

‘It’s not cheap for cheap’s sake, 
it’s engineering back to the heart 
of what engineering is and 
building a yacht on top of it’
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