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The LEGEND of 
Grand Banks

How wooden GBs were built
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The story of Grand Banks began more than 50 years ago at a place 
that really does not exist anymore.
On the other side of the earth from where we are now is a country you 
may have heard of ... China.
50 years ago, Hong Kong was a British Colony in Southern China that 
many westerners may not even heard of.
As a matter of fact, Hong Kong is so small that it only appears as a dot 
here on the map.
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If you zoom in on this dot, you will see that Hong Kong consists of the 
Hong Kong Island and the Kowloon Peninsula.
The long stretch of land sticking out from the Kowloon peninsula was 
the runway of Hong Kong airport.
To the left of the runway was a small town called To Kwa Wan where 
the Grand Banks tradition began.
More than 50 years ago, on a street named Mok Cheong Street, next to 
the Eastern Cotton Mills, was a soft drink bottling plant managed by the 
founder of American Marine, Robert Newton. 
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Amazingly, both Mok Cheong Street and the Eastern Cotton Mills still 
exist today on the Google Map.
I always find it ironic that American Marine got its start on Mok Cheong 
street because in Chinese, Mok Cheong means "a factory that works 
on wood." And as we know, all early Grand Banks were built of wood :-
)
In the 1950s, Robert Newton already in his late 50s, an age when 
many people start thinking about retirement, Mr. Newton decided to 
start a boat building venture at his bottling plan's parking lot.
And fortunately for my family, Robert Newton took a chance by hiring 
an ambitious young engineer, who had no previous experience, and 
who did not even have a high school diploma to speak of. 
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In 1962, Robert J. Newton and his sons, John and Whit, were running 
a custom boatyard on Junk Bay in Hong Kong called American 
Marine, Ltd. Father and sons built heavy sailboats and big motor 
yachts, to designs by the world's top marine architects - Sparkman & 
Stevens, William Garden, Nat Herreshoff, Ray Hunt and others. 
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That year they commissioned Kenneth Smith, another well-known 
marine architect, to design a 36 foot, diesel-powered cruising boat. 
Spray was launched in 1963 and a year later the Newtons abandoned 
their custom yacht building to focus on producing the first of a line of 
boats that would be known as Grand Banks. 
Spray was the prototype of the line that would succeed. With some 
changes, such as a larger saloon and the addition of a flying bridge, its 
successor became the craft that sold the world's boaters on a finely 
built, eight-knot trawler (although today's GBs may be fitted with engines 
that make them run much, much faster). 
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Even before Spray, however, there was the Chantyman that American 
Marine built of wood in its Hong Kong yard. Diesel-powered, the 34' 6" 
boat had a raised pilothouse, high bulwarks and softer hull lines (no 
hard chines). It was unlike Spray or the 36GBs that would follow, but 
Chantyman certainly was a design that introduced the concept of a 
production trawler-type yacht to the boating world.
A few of the Chantyman line are still cruising, and every time one 
shows up at a Grand Banks rendezvous, everyone again asks, "What 
the heck is that?"  
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Grand Banks staff at work. Left Mr Kong, production manager, centre 
Mr Robert Newton.
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At that time, GB was building custom boats as this 50’
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A GB Admiralty 50’ still sailing nowadays
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At that time, American Marine was already famous for building custom 
boats. This picture was taken at the launching of a 40 foot Sparkman and 
Stevens. The older gentleman in the middle was Robert Newton, the 
founder of American Marine. The man and woman in the picture were Mr. 
and Mrs. Von Sydow, the owners of the boat. 
At Mr Newton’s right, Mr Kong production manager.
According to Robert Newton's son Whit, this picture was probably taken in 
1958 or 1959, a few years before American Marine introduced the Grand 
Banks line of yachts.
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It came as one big surprise to a boating world still somewhat suspicious of fiberglass.) 
The GB36 is not being built this year, partly because of market demand for larger boats, which yield better 
profits. But American Marine says GB36 production will resume in 1999 and that the company is 
considering several improvements to the classic yacht, as well as "production steps" that will make it 
more profitable. 

The general styling of the 
GB was seized by a score of 
other builders for fleets of 
look-alike yachts sold under 
dozens of names, but which 
could not match the quality 
of construction for which 
American Marine was 
famed. 
Since 1965, the first model 
year, 1,124 of the 36GBs 
have been built by American 
Marine, first in wood at the 
Junk Bay yard and then, 
beginning in 1974, of 
fiberglass at a new factory in 
Singapore. (A footnote for 
history: American Marine 
made the switch from wood 
to fiberglass without telling 
its dealers or the public. 
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In 1965, the GB36 had a big sister with the launch of GB42 #001, and by the retirement of that 
model in 2005, about 1,560 were produced. Along with the GB32, GB36 and GB49, the GB42 
literally gave the name “trawler” to the industry. Around the world, this original design is 
recognized as the Grand Banks Heritage Series, first built of wood and then, beginning in 1973, 
of fibreglass (GB36 #366) at a new factory in Singapore. 40 years after production stopped, 
many of the wooden 42’ are still to be found cruising oceans and seas around the globe.
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The 32GB, of which 861 were built, is out of production for similar 
reasons. Don't expect it to come back, however. 
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The Early Years of The Hong Kong 
GB Boat yards in pictures
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The waterfront view of the Junk Bay boatyard. I love this picture 
because my father (Mr Kong) was caught in this picture by accident. 
One of the rare pictures with my father next to the boatyard he loved 
and he help built from the ground up.
Someone had written the date Nov 18 1972 at the back of this picture. 
The boat on the left most production line was a Grand Banks 42 
Europa.
(Shing Kong)
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The yearly employees' day at Grand Banks boat yards in Junk Bay, HK
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A visit of Hong Kong governor’s wife in Junk Bay. 
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HK governor’s wife on a GB 42’
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HK governor’s Grand Banks
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A line of newly produced GB 42s and Alaskans
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GB 42’ and Alaskan
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Wood work on a GB 48’ MY
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The Launch of a GB 42’



65

THE END


