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Securing alongside


Walk around any marina and you’ll find that no two boats are secured alike. It’s a major cause of concern for many yachtsmen, but if you go back to basics and think it through logically, it’s relatively straightforward


[image: Image]


Any instructor running a Day Skipper course spends hefty chunks of time on bringing the boat into a berth. Although handling her on passage, seeing to crew and making sure there’s enough water to float her are useful skills, the one that bothers people more than any other is, ‘What happens when I get there?’


I’d been spending a week working on skippering skills with Simon Slade aboard a chartered Hallberg-Rassy 36. Simon was managing fine at steering into a berth, and now it was time to consider what to do with the ropes. Strolling around the marina to see how other people managed, it wasn’t a surprise to find no two boats secured alike and that all manner of ideas were used to lose the ends.


To date, Simon had been sailing with friends and his experience mirrored the sort of ‘snakes’ weddings’ we were seeing, so we went right back to first principles. I was once mate on a coastal trading vessel. Her policy was the same as every ship I’ve seen since, as well as most large professionally run yachts. It works just as neatly for the rest of us.


The procedure for securing alongside


Here’s how a fully crewed boat comes alongside a conventional berth.


As the dock is approached, fenders are deployed. Four lines are prepared by feeding the end that’s to go ashore through the fairlead or guardrail, then pulling out what seems enough for the job plus an extra 50% for contingencies. There’s generally no hurry about the springs. They can often wait until later. The two crew who will take bow and stern lines ashore now coil up the business ends and move to the shrouds to step off as the boat comes alongside. The end of the bow line is secured on a dockside bollard, cleat or ring –the method may depend on which it is – and the slack is pulled in aboard. The bight is made fast on its own deck cleat and that is that. The same thing happens at the stern. Run out a couple of springs in the same way, secure them to their own cleats and put the kettle on.


[image: Image]




What is a bight?


The bight of a rope is the part between the two ends. Often it falls into a curve or loop and for this reason pilot books sometimes refer to a shallow bay as a ‘bight of land’. Any reference to ‘making fast the bight’, means cleating off the middle of the line.







How do ships and big yachts secure alongside?


[image: Image]


As simply as possible, is the answer.


[image: Image] One rope, one job.


[image: Image] One rope, one cleat.


[image: Image] Ends on the dock.


[image: Image] Slack taken up and made fast on board.


[image: Image] Coils on deck.


And that’s it! Even in ideal circumstances (a marina-style berth with no stream or wind), a larger vessel needs access to each line individually so that her crew can adjust them one by one. If the lines start with the end on board and are then made up on a dock cleat to be brought back as spring lines, or even to their original cleat in some form of ‘doubling’, the boat is immediately compromised. When the crew want to ease the bow line, for example, they can’t do it without first letting off the spring. This may allow the boat to move somewhere they don’t want, or fall bows-in, and so on. Using a single rope for two or more tasks turns a simple job into a nightmare.


When I put the ‘one-rope-one-job’ set-up to Simon, he saw the logic but asked the right question, ‘How come all these boats are doing it in other ways?’


My answer is that I don’t know. One thing is certain, it’s far easier done like a ship, as well as being much safer. It’s also a good bit quicker in the end.


Last season, I put my daughter ashore to shift a 30-footer a few feet so I could squeeze into a berth astern. It took her and her boyfriend 10 minutes to do a job that, had the boat been properly tied up, they’d have knocked off in two or three. She came back aboard breathing brimstone.





What if I haven’t enough cleats?


This is the first fly in the smooth ointment of my ideal set-up. Simon and I found ourselves in this blighted situation with our Hallberg-Rassy. I was frankly amazed at this, because the Hallberg-Rassy is a thoroughly seamanlike vessel, but life is full of little disappointments. The yacht didn’t even have fairleads. Instead, she had four large cleats, one on each corner, and another pair somewhere around amidships. We had no problem with bow and stern lines, but what were we to do with the springs?
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How not to do it: several lines on each cleat and a mess on the foredeck


[image: Image]


No doubt Mr H or Mr R imagined we’d use his stout midships cleat, but this would have involved piling two ropes onto it. A horror not to be countenanced, because by Sod’s Law the one we wanted to ease or harden would be underneath every time. We’d get away with it in a calm marina, but never alongside a real wall. Furthermore, a spring line led from the quarter pulls the stern closer to the dock. A bow spring does the same for the sharp end, tidying up nicely. One led from amidships achieves far less. It stops her surging back and forth in a berth that’s too short for the bow and stern lines to help, but that’s about all.


Simon came up with the bright idea of using the cleats themselves as fairleads, then leading the springs across to the spare cleats on the other side. This actually worked quite well. I wasn’t struck on the ‘lash-up’ feel of it, but needs must and at least the yacht didn’t look like a cat’s cradle.


Spare winches can often be pressed into service for shore lines, but the lack of fairleads on our boat made it a non-starter. Sometimes a stern line can be led from the dock to the outside quarter, but the HR’s transom was too padded out with kit for so delightful an answer. Never mind. We did what we could and were satisfied.
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Using the cleats as fairleads was the better of two evils




Securing alongside with two crew


The ‘one-line-one-job’ approach is easy to operate short-handed, but it does require some modification. Here’s how Simon and I did it: Simon takes the helm. I prepare the lines and fenders. I measure the bow line in the usual way, but I make the bight fast on board so I can secure her temporarily from the dock. We lead the stern line exactly as though we were fully crewed. Simon keeps charge of it and is ready to pass it to me.
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1 Simon brings her in and I step off with the bow line.
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2 As he takes off the last of our way with the engine, I pull in the slack on the bow line and make the bight up on the dock. The bow is now secure.
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3 Next, I walk smartly aft and Simon hands me the stern line.
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4 I make the end fast on the dock and he tends it from on board, taking up the slack and securing the bight. Springs are run out in the usual way.
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5 Last, we sort out the bow line. Simon stays on board and I tend the dock cleat. I let go the bight and quickly make up the end as Simon pulls it in and secures. If it were blowing hard offshore we’d rig an extra line before letting off the temporary one.







Securing alongside pilings


This, as you might say, is the crunch! Having practised coming into a marina berth, we all decided to refresh ourselves in a likely pub on a commercial dock wall across the harbour. The wall is tidal and beset with ugly steel pilings. We couldn’t afford to get it wrong, nor did we want the boat surging around in tugboat wash while we were ashore attending to the inner man. Here’s how we managed:
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1 We picked our spot and came in nice and slow
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2 Fenders had been secured ‘fore-andaft’, with a line at both ends so they wouldn’t pop out when we laid them on the pile of our choice.
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3 We came in at the top of the tide and used very long bow and stern lines. These served two functions: The extra length helped check fore-and-aft movement. It also allowed the tide to fall further without our having to adjust them while partaking of the pork pies.
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4 The fenders were now in the right place, but the bow was tending to blow in, making the whole affair untidy and creating the risk of damage. A stern spring was therefore rigged and the lines adjusted to a nicety in a couple of minutes, leaving the boat no possibility of clobbering the pile.


This manoeuvre was only made possible by the ‘one-rope-one-job, onecleat-one-rope’ maxim. Had we been saddled with two ropes on a cleat, or one rope doing two jobs, settling her to the inch would have taken so long the beer would have gone flat.







Using a bowline


Bowline – So long as the bight is made fast aboard so that it can be eased no matter what, there is no harm in securing the end ashore in such a way that it can’t be let off under load. One favourite is simply to tie a bowline in the end and drop it over the cleat. In my experience, this absolutely never comes off so long as the lines remain reasonably tight. Ships do it this way (except that they have huge spliced loops) and I favour it myself because it’s so easy to let go when the time comes. Slack away, lift off and you’re on your way! The bowline is also good for a bollard or post, but do make sure that your crew don’t use their initiative and put a bowline on each end of a loaded rope – the thought brings me out in a cold sweat!


[image: Image]


If everyone used bowlines, sharing cleats with other yachts would be simple.
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Sometimes only a round turn and two half hitches will do


A cow-hitched bowline


Other methods – So long as the line can be let off when you want it (taken care of by making it up on board) and won’t come undone until you’re ready, I don’t think it much matters how you secure the shore lines.


[image: Image] Some folk like to tie a round turn and two half hitches on a cleat. Seems like a lot of trouble to me, but it certainly won’t fall off! If you are stuck with a ring, this is a good option.


[image: Image] Actually cleating the line makes sense, too. After all, if God gives you a perfectly good cleat, why not use it as he may have intended?


[image: Image] Cow-hitching a bowline or a spliced loop to a cleat will certainly make sure it can’t fall off.







Cleating


The important thing about cleating is not how you do it. What matters is that it remains secure until you want to take it off, that it can be eased under load, and can never jam. A bad lead like this one (Pic 1) can get caught when the load comes on, but the fair lead (Pic 2) will never snag. A round turn (or half a turn), followed by a couple of figures of eight and a further turn to tidy up will hold the Queen Mary without a locking hitch, but if you haven’t enough rope, or the cleat’s too small, I see no reason not to turn the last figure of eight over on itself to make sure it can’t fall or be washed off – always assuming the locking hitch is made after at least one figure of eight so it can’t jam up. (Pic 3)
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Springing off


Working a boat into and out of a tricky berth doesn’t have to be difficult. In fact, all you need is a length of rope and a fender and, even with big boats, tricky manoeuvres can be made simple


[image: Image]


In my youth I served as mate on a coastal merchant ship. She carried bulk cargo and was powered by a single screw. Working her in and out of one tricky berth after another was as much an everyday event as tucking in to the cook’s world-class breakfasts, yet neither the skipper nor our pilots ever called for a tug. They moved her around using ropes. Subsequently, I’ve sailed on a number of large, well-run yachts, power and sail, and I’ve noticed that the same rules hold good. You can shove a 25-footer off a wall on a windy day most of the time, but sooner or later it blows so hard that you can’t. For a 40-footer, the crunch comes more often, and so on up the scale.


Working on this book, I’ve met a wide variety of yacht owners and charter operators. Talking to John ‘Arnie’ Arnold recently, who operates a charter business, I asked him how his clients manage to handle bigger boats.


‘Generally not much problem at sea,’ he replied. ‘In harbour, it can be a different story.’


This rang true with my own experience, so I asked him if he’d mind lending me a big Jeanneau to talk through how to use spring lines. He was all for it and, as luck would have it, we turned up on a windy day. Thirty-five knots was on the clock at times and the boat weighed in at over ten tons. So, I spat on my hands, rigged warps and fenders, and squared away for a handy pontoon.




Terminology


Terminology is always a vexed area when it comes to spring lines. Throughout my own experience – yachting and merchant – the ‘stern spring’ is run forward from the stern and the ‘bow spring’ or ‘head spring’ is led aft from the bow. However, some authorities equally correctly refer to a ‘fore spring’ and a ‘back spring’. I have no quarrel with this, but for the purposes of this book we must adopt one convention or the other, so we’re going for ‘stern’ and ‘bow’.
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What does a spring line do?


A spring line is rigged from the bow or stern of the boat and led ashore towards amidships – aft from the bow or forward from the stern.


It has two effects. If lead at a sufficiently narrow angle, it helps stop the boat from surging ahead and astern, but perhaps more importantly, it also works as a lever. If the boat tries to move astern against the stern spring it will force her stern in and her bow out. Vice versa with a bow spring. This gives you a number of important options for manoeuvring as well as securing alongside. If you’re wondering about rigging spring lines from those cleats or fairleads you find amidships on many larger yachts today, see page 9!
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Bringing the boat close-in alongside


Think ‘spring-line manoeuvres,’ and ten-to-one you’ll be conjuring up an image of a yacht springing herself off a tricky dock. Bigger vessels, however, often have as much difficulty getting close-in alongside as they do extricating themselves from a weather berth. Even in a smaller yacht, it can be a struggle trying to pull her in against a strong wind when you’ve managed to get a couple of lines ashore, but she’s drifted five yards back out again in the process. The soft option is to ask someone ashore to heave you in, but this is a bit of a liberty. Pulling her in from on board is often awkward because of the guardrails. You could grind her in if one line leads to a powerful winch, but the neatest answer is to spring her in.


The first time we brought the big Jeanneau alongside, we found ourselves in exactly that situation. The yacht ended up blowing off the dock with two lines of more or less equal length at right angles between us and the wall. To bring her in, we could either engage ahead or astern, whichever was most convenient (we tried both), and apply a few revs. As we built up power, the yacht started walking in against her lines. Going ahead, the bow line now became a bow spring. Vice versa astern. She strolled in as easily as if she were one leg of a parallel ruler and the dock were the other. The connectors are, of course, the two lines. Once she was alongside, I kept the revs on just as my old skipper on the ship used to, while my crew ran out the other two lines that would keep her there. Then we shut down the power and that was the job. No grunting, no rushing around, no busted insides.
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1. We’ve got bow and stern lines secured but the wind is blowing the yacht off and with her high topsides it would have been hard work to haul her in


[image: Image]


2. The helmsman simply knocks the engine into reverse gear and waits for some simple physics to work its magic


[image: Image]


3. As she moves astern she drives against the lines and swings neatly against the pontoon







Parbuckling


If it’s blowing a gale and there’s not enough room fore or aft to drive the boat in against her lines then try parbuckling. Attach a line to the dock so that when you lead it to the middle of the shore line it makes something like a right angle. Take it round the line, bring it back to where you started and heave. As you do, the dock line will take on an increasingly indented V shape and the boat will walk smartly in alongside by the ancient principle of ‘parbuckling’. Once the fenders are touching, either run out a new dock line or let go the parbuckle and have your mate snap up the slack in the dock line like lightning.
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The yachtsman on the dock is parbuckling the headrope to bring the boat’s bow towards the wall. When he has gained as much as he can his mate on board will snatch up the slack. The operation will be repeated for the stern line







Springing off a dock


Having brought the boat alongside our very windy berth, the next job was to demonstrate the two classic springing operations. The truth is that because the wind was blowing us off, we could have just let go our lines and let her drift, but we were on a mission. Fortunately, the Jeanneau had so much displacement that she helped us by staying put. Had it been blowing a gale onto the dock, the theory and practice would have been just the same.







Slip ropes


By their nature, spring-line manoeuvres are often chosen when things are fraught. That’s the time to run the line around the cleat on shore and back on board again, so that both ends are fast on the boat. When the time comes, let off the shorter end, pull it all through and you’re clear away without the danger of leaving some poor soul behind. Slip ropes can easily foul, however, and to be motoring away when a slipped bow spring nips its turn and comes tight is a sure formula for embarrassment. In sum, slip ropes should only be used if they’re really necessary. If you do, take every step to ensure they run clean.


[image: Image]


Slip ropes can be a necessary evil – only rig them if you have to as they foul easily







Springing the stern


My first thought when I’m pinned onto a dock by the wind is to try to get the bow off so I can simply ‘drive out’ of the berth. In a modern yacht, however, this is often not the best answer because, left to her own devices with no way on in open water, she will probably end up lying with her stern closer to the wind than the bow. Her natural tendency is to weathercock with her transom to windward. This means it often proves easier to motor out of a weather berth stern first. The favoured option is therefore generally to spring the stern off the dock.


Clambering aboard over the high bow was going to be a no-chance situation, even for my crew, who’s an athletic sort of chap, so we rigged the bow spring as a slip rope. While we were at it, we also set a slip on the stern line because we were only two-handed and there wouldn’t be time for my crew to let the stern off then gallop up to the bow. If the boat really were being blown on hard, he could simply have let go the stern line from the dock, stepped on board and walked forward while I was springing her off. Finally, we set up fendering immediately abaft the stem.


I slipped the stern line and put the engine into slow ahead. I also steered ‘into’ the dock so that the prop-wash would help throw the stern out. Away she came. When the stern was far enough out to be certain there would be a result, I went into neutral, my crew slipped the spring, and away we went.
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1. Climbing onto the bow of a departing yacht is high risk so we rigged slip lines and hung fenders from the pushpit
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2. The helmsman slips the stern line, steers into the dock and motors forward against the bow spring. The fenders take the strain


[image: Image]


3. When the stern is well clear, the helm engages neutral and gives the order for the bow spring to be slipped


[image: Image]


4. A good burst in astern puts some way on and takes the boat away from the dock







Springing the bow off


This works exactly the same as springing the stern off, except that because the engine will be running astern, there will be no prop-wash effect on the rudder, so the spring line can’t be ‘power-assisted’. Bear in mind that forcing the bow upwind is typically not what the boat wants to do, so if it’s blowing like the clappers you’ll need to screw the head well out before letting go and leaving the berth. Make sure the stern is well fendered, let go the bow, and motor astern against the stern spring line.


To work properly, a stern spring needs to be led from the extreme corner of the boat. Because the stern deck is lower and more accessible than the bow and the boat is being blown hard onto the dock, you can generally dispense with a slip rope for this manoeuvre. On my boat, the crew just stands by ashore holding the spring on the cleat with a round turn, then when the springing is done and the bow is far enough out, I go into neutral, they whip the turn off and step on board as I’m engaging ahead to drive out. On a boat with very high topsides this won’t work so you’ve no choice but to rig a slip and make sure it doesn’t foul.


[image: Image]


1. The stern spring runs from the stern to a cleat on the dock amidships. The spring and the bow line are both rigged as slip lines
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2. Tom puts the engine in astern as the bow line is slipped. If the wind is blowing off the dock it may be sufficient just to let the bow go and wait


[image: Image]


3. Sugar scoops and bathing platforms can cause problems when springing the bow. It may be worth investing in an extra large fender


[image: Image]


4. The helmsman takes her out of reverse, slips the stern spring and motors ahead. Always check that there are no lines near the propeller







The midships cleat or fairlead


[image: Image]


The midships cleat or fairlead serves no purpose in the sort of manoeuvres we’ve described so far. It comes into its own in marinas where the finger pontoons are not long enough to set up bow and stern springs. Lines led to it from fore or aft certainly prevent the boat from surging, but they are far less effective than true springs for holding her parallel to the dock. Because the lead is so near the centre of the boat, the magic leverage of the spring line is simply not there.







Short-handed docking with the midships cleat


A modern yacht tends to be lozenge-shaped when viewed from above. It stands to reason that if she’s secured alongside by a single short line from amidships she will roll forward or aft around her fenders until the line comes tight. At that point, she’ll either stay where she is or rebound the other way. Sometimes, the equilibrium can be further stabilised by motoring slow ahead. Coming alongside short-handed therefore, all you need do in theory is secure this line. The boat will then remain more or less stable while you run out the permanent dock lines.


For the theory to work out in practice, the cleat or fairlead must either be dead on the boat’s static pivot point or slightly abaft it. If it’s forward of it, any attempt to motor ahead will throw her stern out and her bows in. Motoring astern won’t help much either. If the rope is tight enough, she may lie doggo with no power on at all, but making it up that short on a bigger boat is generally impracticable. I tried it on a long-keeled yacht a few months back and the pivot point was so far aft that we had to lead it direct from a cockpit winch! Nonetheless, I’ve seen couples working this system to great effect, so everyone should at least give it a go. Don’t be disappointed if it won’t work for you, however. We gave it our best shot on the Jeanneau. We tried it with longer ropes and ‘super-shorties’ that could never have been rigged in anger. We motored ahead and astern, then we shut down the power, but whatever we did she wouldn’t have any of it. On this particular boat, it was a bust.


[image: Image]


If you get only get one line ashore, consider using the midships cleat and motoring against it. It may not be pretty but it will give you time
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Rafting up


Rafting up in harbours and marinas is an almost inevitable part of summer sailing in popular waters. And although it might look daunting, with a few simple techniques, it needn’t be, as long as you keep your neighbours happy


[image: Image]


With more boats on the water than ever before and town quays no longer growing in size, the inevitable result is more and more rafting up in harbours and marinas.


You’ve only to glance at a Victorian photograph of ‘The herring fleet in harbour’ to see that walking from wall to wall on the packed-in luggers is nothing new. Those fishermen had unwritten agreements about conduct. They had to, because they managed the whole affair without engines. It’s all comparatively easy for us but, like all situations where many are gathered together in strict confines, without a generally accepted structure of conduct we’d soon descend into anarchy and chaos.


There’s nothing in the Colregs about how to raft up, yet few experienced sailors would argue about what’s acceptable and what won’t do at all. Some of this lore is about the practicalities of ropework and fenders, but much is about how to behave. To quantify the conventions as best I could, I borrowed three yachts and, with two friends as crew, took them to a local marina to test out the theory.


Read on if you’re nervous about rafting up. If you’re an old hand, why not dip in and see if I’ve missed anything…


[image: Image]


Take extra care if rafting to a motor boat


When can you raft up?


Arriving in a strange harbour, you see boats nose-to-tail along the town quay. Not a foot of dock is to be had. Your only chance is to start rafting up, but it takes confidence – some would say, a brass neck – to be the first. Can you or can’t you? Here are your main sources of authority:


[image: Image] The harbourmaster tells you to: Lovely. Nobody can argue with that!


[image: Image] Your pilot book recommends rafting: Pretty good. The pilot is more than likely to be correct.


[image: Image] Your own authority based on common sense and no alternative: Fair enough. Pick a boat similar to your own with someone on board and see how you get on. It’s not an unreasonable request.


Who do you raft up to?


Take your time approaching a raft so you can relax and eyeball the options. If a number of rafts are building up, opting for one with fewer boats will keep things tidy. Thereafter, the initial selection is generally made on grounds of size and topside shape.


[image: Image] Small on big: On the face of things, this is ideal. If you lie outside a bigger yacht you are unlikely to stress her cleats too much, or crush her should an onshore gale develop. Her crew understands this too, so you’re more likely to be received by smiling faces.


[image: Image] Big on small: Large discrepancies should be avoided if possible. People with little boats don’t like to see monsters shaping up with a crew of ten hanging over the side waiting to clump across their decks at closing time just as the baby is finally nodding off to sleep. If needs must, however, it’s OK to ask politely.


[image: Image] Incompatible bedfellows: A sailing boat with skinny fenders is going to have an expensive time of it lying alongside a motoryacht with a flaring, high freeboard. You’re likely to end up with bent stanchions and an insurance claim for damage to the neighbour’s topsides. However, with courtesy, care and proper fenders, such issues can often be overcome. I’ve made friends with many a jolly motorboater on a raft.


Ask before rafting up


There you are, settling in below for a nice cup of tea when the dreaded call comes from outside in the rain, ‘Mind if we lie alongside you?’ This is the question we all must ask and it pays to remember what the other party may be thinking. If it’s you that’s arriving and you have chosen a sensible boat as your victim, here’s how to maximise your chances of a happy response:


[image: Image]


Always ask before rafting up


[image: Image] Ideally, find a boat with someone on deck so you can make immediate contact. Failing that, choose one where you can see activity down below. If you have to call out to someone who isn’t aware of you, use their boat’s name. ‘Ahoy, Jack the Ripper!’ is all that’s required until the hatch slides open. If it stays obstinately shut and there’s nowhere else to go, come in quietly, tiptoe aboard and knock on the coachroof with the same call. If this doesn’t generate a reaction, call an ambulance in case they’re dead! A ‘bare’ boat has its attractions because if there’s nobody to ask, nobody’s going to say ‘No’ either. Unfortunately, empty yachts have a nasty habit of filling up when all hands come back at midnight bent on putting to sea.


[image: Image] Once you’ve established contact, the next question is simple, but be ready with clarification. ‘OK to lie alongside?’ is no more than an opening gambit. Assuming the insider isn’t a total curmudgeon or he knows something that you may not (perhaps the harbourmaster specifically forbids rafting), the main issue is usually, ‘who’s leaving when?’ If you’re greeted by a typical, ‘You’re welcome but we’re leaving at 0500,’ it’s absolutely OK to respond with a cheery, ‘No worries, then. We’ll get up and let you out.’ It may be easier to do this than to hang off a difficult-looking raft next door.


[image: Image] If rafting is clearly acceptable and someone generally makes it clear you’re not wanted, the person who’s refusing you has no moral rights at all unless your boat is obviously unsuitable for the proposed raft-up. What you do about this, if anything, is up to you.






Securing to a raft




Basic line discipline


Initially, coming alongside the outside boat on a raft is no different to berthing on a pontoon. However, it’s even more important than usual to stick to basic line discipline. The rule of ‘one rope one job, one rope one cleat’, may not be possible as far as the cleats are concerned but, because of the potential for mix-ups and unexpected loadings, it is even more important than usual not to ask a rope to fulfil more than a single function. I once had to hacksaw a spring line off when I used it to double as a shoreline.


Who supplies what?


The boat arriving supplies all her own lines and fenders. She might then choose to leave a couple over the ‘offside’ in case anyone else decides to lie outside her, but there is no need to do this unless you want to encourage visitors. The deal is that the next guy looks after himself, just as you have.


[image: Image]


The new arrival provides all lines and fenders







Setting the lines


1 Arrive with fenders rigged and breast lines ready for bow and stern. Step off on to the inside boat with these, or hand them across if her crew are showing willing. Whatever you do, secure the ends of the breasts to the inside boat and make up the bight on board your own yacht. Don’t toss over a great mass of line and expect the other crew to pull you in. After all, why should they? It’s also better not to pass the bight round their cleat and take the end back, unless you’re in Holland or Scandinavia. Here, for some reason, it’s universal practice. It makes sense in locks but in a raft-up the ropes clutter up already over-subscribed cleats and can easily jam. It also demands twice the cleat space on your own boat, since an end as well as the bight needs making fast.


[image: Image]


Use winches as substitute cleats if needed


[image: Image]


Adjusting the shorelines on a three-boat raft.


2 Once the breasts are on, rig springs in the same way. You may have to use winch barrels and anything else strong you can find, because cleats are going to be in short supply, but do what you can to avoid securing one line on top of another. You can be sure it’ll be the bottom one you need to adjust.


3 Next, take long lines ashore from bow and stern. Make the ends fast ashore and take up on board so that your breast lines go slack. This means you’re taking your own weight rather than lying to the neighbour’s lines. A courtesy and a sensible safety precaution. Shore lines are usually led around each boat in turn, outside everything, but a good line-thrower can save a lot of messing about.


4 Once the shorelines are secure, it’s often possible to remove the breast lines altogether and lie to ‘shores’ and springs. The springs stop fore-and-aft surging and, if properly set up, the shorelines keep bow and stern tucked in sweetly.







Exceptions to the norm


All raft-ups are subject to oddities caused by different sizes and types of boat. The two main exceptions to the norm are these:


Small boat outside a big one


A two-tonner outside a ten-tonner isn’t going to trouble the host’s cleats or lines a bit. What’s more, it’s often impossible to lead a shoreline around the big boat. The new arrival can propose running out shorelines and hope for a sensible response. If you’re the big fellow inside, offer to take the load without being asked and save the hassle of shore lines. They’d end up draped in the water, taking no strain, anyway.


[image: Image]


Large boat outside a small one


In these cases, at least one breast line will probably serve instead of the relevant spring. If so, it won’t require replacing at all when the shoreline goes on.







Leaving the raft


Outside boat


No problem. Quietly gather in your shorelines then potter away. Try not to run slip lines around other yachts’ cleats at unsocial hours. They wake the dead down below as they graunch around.


Inside boats


Let’s assume there’s a single boat outside you. Ideally, her skipper will say, ‘No worries. I’ll just let go and stand off until you’ve gone, then reattach myself.’ This is the easiest way of dealing with the situation. If there’s nobody on board, or they don’t fancy this simple option, you’ll have to slip out. Whatever you do, be sure to move away down-tide:


[image: Image] All shorelines are taken off the boat that’s leaving (your boat).


[image: Image] Remove the down-tide shoreline on the outside boat. Lead it around your up-tide extremity, carry it ashore or on to a boat further in on the raft.


[image: Image] Take off all ropes on both sides of your boat, double-check they’ve all gone, then go for it! Don’t hang around staring at the woodwork, because for the few seconds it takes for you to slip clear, the outside boat or boats are at your mercy.


[image: Image] The moment you are clear, the outside boat is hove back into the gap using both shorelines. Whether the heaving is done from ashore or on board is a matter of convenience. Springs can then be run out.


[image: Image] All this can take as long as half an hour if you aren’t used to it. Don’t be rushed. When a mid-raft boat gives her engine the gun only to find she still has an outside spring attached, it doesn’t half make your eyes water…


[image: Image]







In-raft etiquette


You can make good friends in rafts, or you can drive the neighbours to distraction. A few guidelines have developed over the years that have kept homicides to a minimum.


Communicate


Always try to ask the first time you cross someone’s boat. Just a questioning look followed by a nod is fine, but a sailor’s yacht is his castle and we venture over another chap’s guardrails at our peril.


Cross forward


Always cross forward of the mast if possible, and resist any temptation to peer down companionways and forehatches.


Keep it quiet


It goes without saying that boozy parties in the cockpit should pipe down by bedtime if you have a family alongside. Crossing another yacht silently is an art form, and jumping on to someone else’s deck should be punishable by public execution. Apart from the inevitable displacement shift that accompanies my 16 stone, I pride myself on folks not knowing I’m there. Walk on the outside edge of the shoe for a quiet footfall. The real killer, after you’ve tried so hard to be quiet, is to ‘ping’ a shroud or trip over a booming-out pole. Watch out for these booby-traps, especially creeping home at 0130 after a convivial evening spent up to no good. Or you can always ask the neighbours to join you!


[image: Image]


No peeking down hatches.


[image: Image]


Courtesy works wonders


[image: Image]


Step on the outside edge of your shoes


[image: Image]


The skipper should be untroubled while you raft up alongside.









.


Mooring stern-to


Mooring stern-to is a great way to squeeze into small, awkward spaces – and it’s a must in many foreign ports, including most in the Med – but few of us know the best way to do it


[image: Image]


You never know when you might need to secure to a quay stern-to. It makes more sense than alongside berthing wherever there’s a rough old quay and a chance of some swell. But many harbours are dominated by marina pontoons and swinging moorings, so it’s a skill we rarely get the chance to practice. More and more of us are sailing to distant shores where ‘Med-style’ mooring is the norm, and many of us take short breaks chartering in warmer climes, where even the most experienced skipper can find himself sadly lacking in berthing expertise.


When I skippered my first charge I once took David Niven’s lines as he arrived for drinks with the heiress on the next-door motor-yacht in his Riva speedboat. Marinas were literally unheard-of then, and so were bow thrusters. Backing the owner’s long-keeled pride and joy onto a stone quay in a howling crosswind while my wife second-guessed my intentions from the windlass far away at the sharp end was a lottery.


I’ve berthed end-on many times since those days, but not in circumstances that have encouraged analysis. To produce this piece I needed a mentor. Like me, Dave Chambers grew up miles from the sea, yet he now runs a sailing school and charter operation in Majorca. We couldn’t have found a better instructor. He lent us a boat, spent an hour talking us through how he teaches mooring here, then left us to discover how well his brief had worked.


[image: Image]


The author picks up some tips from sailing instructor Dave Chambers




Getting started


End-on moorings in non-tidal waters divide into two categories, each offering a couple of options. If the berth is equipped with a permanently rigged haul-off line, as many are in the Western Med, your anchor can stay put on the bow roller. It only remains to decide whether to come in bow or stern-to.


Where there is no pick-up line – many Greek and Turkish harbours don’t have them, and if you’re cruising off the beaten track you’ll be lucky to find one – it’s a case of deploying the anchor to hold yourself off, either from bow or stern, depending on your fancy and local convention.


However you intend to moor, it will pay to spend 10 minutes in open water manoeuvring the boat so she can confess her habits and preferences. Don’t wait until you are committed to a berth to find out how she steers astern.









Mooring with a haul-off line




The best approach?


This system relies on a series of moorings set well out from the quay which arriving yachts access by a pickup line secured to the dock. Grab the line, work your way along it and sooner or later you come to the big mooring rope that will hold you off.


I’d always imagined that hooking up to this arrangement involves a scramble to grab the mooring with the boathook while trying to send a stern line ashore. Not so. Dave showed us that all our efforts should concentrate on securing the stern to the dock. Once the windward stern line is on, driving the yacht against it allows her to sit there in equilibrium while we pick up the mooring at our leisure. Equally contrary to expectations was his remark that berthing stern-to is far less fraught with potential problems than bows-to. Take your time, relax, and be happy was his clear message.


[image: Image]


Pick up the shore end of the mooring line.


[image: Image]


Then tie off your bow line at leisure







Berthing stern-to


Assuming no other boats are on the dock, here’s how the set-piece goes:


[image: Image] Start well out and manoeuvre so you’re ready to back in.


[image: Image] Decide which haul-off line you fancy. Steer in so that it’s on your weather side if the wind is strong enough to affect the manoeuvre.


[image: Image] Back up to the berth and get the windward stern line on. Ideally, hand it to a passing marinero. Alternatively, either lasso the bollard or step ashore off the stern and make it fast. Don’t jump. There’s no need.


[image: Image] On board, the cleats are usually immediately forward of the rudder. This enables you to motor ahead against this line and maintain a reasonable level of control while you set everything else up. Essentially, you’re now ‘in’. All the rest is tidying up.


[image: Image] Before picking up the haul-off line, ease off the stern line a short way. Now grab the light line from the water between you and the dock with the boathook. Do not allow it to get near the propeller. Take the bight forward and hang it over a midships cleat if possible to make sure it doesn’t get chewed up by the prop.


[image: Image] Now heave in on the pick-up line until you have the heavy mooring line in hand. Pull this hard in with the stern line eased and secure it at the bow.


[image: Image] Motor gently astern, step off with the second stern line and adjust all three until you’re satisfied.


[image: Image] Finally, run the engine at half astern to satisfy yourself you can’t be driven back onto the dock by an unexpected squall, then pour yourself a large gin.


[image: Image]


Take a very long run-up to overcome propwalk and adjust to any crosswind


[image: Image]


Get the windward stern line secured before worrying about the mooring line


[image: Image]


Motor against the stern line to steady the boat while the mooring line is run forward


[image: Image]


The leeward stern line can then be made fast ashore







Leaving a stern-to mooring


[image: Image]


Let the helm know that it’s all clear ahead


[image: Image]


Finally slip the windward stern line


This is a re-run of the arrival process, but there are one or two issues that can cause embarrassment if they are not attended to.


[image: Image] Let go the lee stern line and make sure your weather stern line is ready to slip. Rigging it double is generally worth while, unless a marinero or some other willing hand is waiting on the dock to assist.


[image: Image] Station a hand at the bow. He or she will slip the mooring on the word, but first they need to check that the way out is clear. The order for getting to this stage is, ‘Stand by forward.’


[image: Image] Start motoring against the remaining stern line to get full control of the boat.


[image: Image] Next, order the foredeck to ‘Let go.’ Their job is to take a final glance around, to make sure you’re clear to go. If not, they hold up a hand. If it’s all systems go, you get a thumbs-up and they can slip the mooring.


[image: Image] Making certain the ropework isn’t heading for your propeller, sit tight going ahead against the stern line until the mooring and its pick-up have fallen down well out of the way.


[image: Image] Throttle back, let go aft, and drive out.


Pinched in with a cross-wind


[image: Image] Don’t be afraid to take a slip rope across to a windward boat. Have the crew handle this as you motor ahead between the yachts so as to keep your head up as she starts to come out from the shelter of the raft, then slip it when you’ve enough way on to counteract the wind.


[image: Image] The secret is to get way on as soon as you can. If you can’t do this for lack of space ahead, just let the head blow off and motor out astern. Most modern yachts are more than happy to oblige if you ask them to do this.







Berthing bows-to, with a mooring line


Oddly enough, this is trickier than coming in stern-to in a yacht that steers astern, as most charter boats do. The reason is that once the bow line is on you can only motor astern against it, which offers no way of diverting propeller wash across the rudder so as to ‘steer’ her at a standstill. Although you can hang back going astern for a while, in the end, any wind will take you away. It is therefore critical to grab the mooring and clap it on as soon as possible after the bow is attached to the dock.


Joining an existing raft is a real bonus, because as soon as you are snuggled in between two others, you’re safe in the warm embrace of their fenders. It’s important to accept that bows-to mooring is not ideal. Often, it can be an unseemly grab and shuffle. You just have to do the best you can. Here are a couple of useful tips :
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