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I was lucky enough to grow up in a boating family, absorbing most of my knowledge through osmosis rather than from a book or in a classroom. But it was only when I started reading, and ultimately working for, Motor Boat & Yachting magazine that I realised how much I didn’t know. For someone who’d already owned a boat for more than ten years, it was quite an eye-opener and a salutary lesson in the danger of overestimating your own ability. So how much more daunting must it be for someone new to boating to take that first step towards buying or chartering a boat?

I decided there and then to commission a series of monthly articles that would help readers of all different experience levels master the essentials of owning, driving and maintaining a boat. To ensure they would all be as clear and easy to understand as possible, each of these skills would be broken down into six simple steps with photographs, explanations and accompanying videos showing you exactly how it should be done. Many thanks to Richard Langdon for the excellent photos and videos.

When it came to selecting the best possible author/presenter for the task, one name instantly sprang to mind. Jon Mendez isn’t just one of the most experienced boat skippers around, having taught and examined hundreds of RYA instructors over the years as well as delivering boats all over the world, he also has an uncanny ability to explain complex things in easy-to-understand language.

So popular has the resulting series become, running for over four years and clocking up more than a million views on YouTube, that it seemed only sensible to package them all together into a single comprehensive book. Motor Boating Basics is the culmination of that project; a single, easy-to-follow publication that covers all the key skills needed to run your own motor boat.

From learning how to manoeuvre a single-engined craft into a tight berth to retrieving a man overboard, changing a fuel filter or simply coiling a rope, it teaches you the techniques to get it right first time, every time. Even if you think you know how to do it correctly, I guarantee you will pick up some valuable new tip or word of advice from Jon’s years of experience that will make it that bit quicker and easier.

To help you navigate your way around the book, we have broken these skills down into five sections covering essential skills, boat maintenance, navigation, boat handling and berthing. I make no excuses for the latter section also being the joint-largest one. Nothing causes as much anxiety among boat owners as berthing their boat, especially if strong winds, limited manoeuvring space or even an engine failure makes this more challenging than usual. We have tried to cover all these eventualities and more, including the art of coming alongside single-handed.

I have been following Jon’s step-by-step guides for years now and have become a much more confident and competent skipper as a result. I am certain that by reading this book, you will too. Above all, enjoy the learning process, practise your new skills whenever the opportunity allows and take pride in becoming a better skipper. The more relaxed you are, the more fun you and your guests will have.

Happy boating!
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Hugo Andreae

Editor – Motor Boat & Yachting


To watch the videos showing each skill in this book in action, go to mby.com/howto.
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how to

USE THE RIGHT KNOT

Unlike our sailing cousins, as a motor boater we don’t need to know dozens of different knots. However, there are four essential knots that you really do need to know how to tie and when to use: a bowline, a clove hitch, a round turn and two half hitches, and a sheet bend.

All four need practice and regular use to ensure tying them becomes second nature, as like every skill, the ability to do so fades with time and lack of use.

Bowline

The traditional Boy Scout knot, its greatest asset is that once tied and pulled tight, it creates a secure loop that can be passed through cleats or tied around items such as riser rails or rings. As long as there’s tension on the line, it will remain secure. I use it regularly to pass through the centre of cleats and then loop up and over the ears to give a really secure and almost chafe-free attachment. However, you do need to be careful as its greatest asset (its security under tension) is also its greatest issue as you cannot untie it with any load on the line, so never use it unless you can free the other end of the line to release the tension.

Clove hitch

A very simple knot, this allows you to quickly fasten a line around something, such as a guard wire or rail. It’s great for tying on fenders and is easy to adjust simply by releasing some tension on the crossover and shortening or lengthening the lines. The danger is that if that tension comes off the line, for example when the fenders touch the water, then it can self -release. To make it more secure you can make extra turns before passing the line through itself or pass a half hitch over the end with the load on to stop it loosening.
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Round turn and two half hitches

This is perhaps the knot I like best, because it’s so versatile and easy to tie. You can pass a whole turn around whatever you want – cleat centres, handrails, rings or posts – and then finish it off with a pair of half hitches, both tied in the same direction. It’s compact, has very little chafe, and best of all it’s very secure but can be undone even with a load on it – for example on a falling tide. This also needs watching as the unwary can undo something, not realising that it may be under considerable tension. It’s also great for fenders that are not going to be adjusted for a while and must not slip.

Sheet bend

A simple but often forgotten knot, this is very handy for tying two ropes together. I find it invaluable for things like rafting up when you need long shorelines but all yours are too short. It looks the same as a bowline but is composed of two different ropes. If the ropes are of different thickness then it’s usual to tie the thinner one to the thicker. It’s also superb for tow lines, but be warned, if you have applied a lot of weight, the knot may require some serious persuasion to undo.
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1Bowline Ideal for making loops in dock lines. Twist the standing line clockwise over itself to create a small loop, making sure that the loose end crosses over the standing part (not under it), then pass the tail end up through the back of the loop, round the back of the standing line and back down through the loop before pulling it tight.
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2Bowline on a cleat Once you have tightened the bowline to secure it, you can pass the main loop that you’ve created through the centre of an open cleat and hook it back over the horns. This is very secure and avoids the possibility of chafing the rope.
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3Clove hitch Great for fenders. Pass the line over the railing and back under, then cross it over the standing line as you pass it back over the railing. Leave the crossing part loose, tuck the tail end under it and tighten.
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4Round turn and two half hitches Pass the line over the railing twice, then pass the loose end around the standing line and tuck it through the top of the loop to create the first half hitch, and repeat for the second.
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5Sheet bend Used for joining two ropes together. Create a loop in the thicker of the two lines (in this case the black and red one) then pass the thinner white line up through the back of the loop, around the back of it and then tuck the tail end under the standing part of the white line.
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6Sheet bend on a tow line This makes a secure towing bridle and as long as you have an open end on the red and black line it’s easy to centre the tow behind by adjusting that end on your boat’s aft cleat.
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